Learning Statistics at the Local Farmers Market
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“What’s a leek?”  “What’s the closet thing in the grocery store to an Amish paste tomato?”  Not the questions you typically encounter in teaching statistics.  

My business statistics students at Seattle University and I have been tracking produce prices in Seattle farmers markets for three years.  Many people seem to believe that farmers market prices are high.  The data gathered by my students allow us to see how farmers market prices actually measure up against the price of comparable produce in grocery stores and food co-operatives.  Our community partner for this project is the Neighborhood Farmers Market Alliance (NMFA).  The NMFA was key in the initial development of Seattle’s farmers markets and now runs seven farmers markets in Seattle, two year-round (for more information on markets and locations see www.seattlefarmersmarkets.org).

This spring we measured prices at the Broadway and Columbia City farmers markets between May 10 and May 13..  Armed with pencils and clipboards, students collected data on organic produce prices at the farmers market and neighboring grocery stores and co-ops.  We included in our analysis the prices of only those organic produce items that were available at least one of our comparison stores, ranging alphabetically from apples to turnips.  All items were priced by weight (sometimes requiring asking a farmer’s permission to weigh a few bunches of asparagus or radishes).
On Capitol Hill, we compared the prices at the Broadway farmers market to those at Madison Market, QFC, and Safeway.  The Broadway farmers market had the lowest average price for ten organic produce items available at all four locations.  The average price of the ten common items was $4.40 per pound at the Broadway farmers market, $4.57 per pound at Madison Market, $5.82 per pound at QFC, and $8.04 per pound at Safeway.  A pound of asparagus, for example, sold for $4.00 at the farmers market, $4.99 at Madison Market, $9.98 at QFC, and $4.79 at Safeway.  To be sure, the farmers market did not offer the lowest price on every item, but did tend to have the lowest prices for produce in its peak season.

In Columbia City, we compared farmers market prices to those at the Seward Park Pacific Foods Co-op (PCC) and the Rainier Safeway.  The Columbia City Farmers Market beat the local competition on price for ten common organic produce items.  Even having removed some extreme values from the data (those organic herbs sold in 2-oz. packages at grocery stores are quite expensive when converted to pounds), the farmers market prices beat the competition.  The ten produce items available at all three locations averaged $4.25 per pound at the Columbia City farmers market, $4.97 at PCC, and $4.70 at Safeway.  
This year’s results were consistent with our May 2007 and 2008 studies, which found farmers market prices to range from about one-third less to roughly equal in price to comparable organic produce at neighboring grocery stores and food co-ops.  
Seattle University students will be presenting the results of our studies at the Columbia City farmers market on Wednesday June 3, from 3 to 7 pm, and at the Broadway farmers market on Sunday June 7, from 11 to 3 pm.  For more information on the spring 2009 studies and previous farmers market price studies, please contact me at sjones@seattleu.edu.  
