Marketing: Sales

Adding Profits Through Value-Added Products

Olga Peters

armers around the country are
Flearning that producing value-

added products can be the differ-
ence between a sustainable operation
and a failing farm. Dairy farms are
making cheese, corn growers are mak-
ing specialty popcorns, and vegetable
growers are processing their crops into
sauces and other prepared foods. Sug-
armakers are leaving money on the
table if they don’t consider doing the
same, say experts.

The tried-and-true value-added
maple products include candy and
cream, and many producers have taken
advantage of these products already.
Some have gone further, adding maple
products like ice cream, maple cotton
candy, and maple-coated popcorn or
nuts. More adventurous sugarmakers
have begun making additional items,
like salad dressings, hot sauces, and
dog biscuits.

Helen Thomas, executive director of
the New York Maple Producers Associ-
ation, said adding new products helps
a sugarmaker’s bottom line. A product
line with variety attracts the modern
consumer to all of a farm’s products,
she said.

“If the line is so limited [to syrup]
you're missing the interests of probably
90 percent of customers out there,” she
said.

And missing out on potential profits,
she adds. Value-added products have a
higher return on investment than a gal-
lon of syrup. A $55 gallon of syrup can
be turned into molded candy worth
$120 to $150.
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There are some challenges, she cau-
tions. Navigating state regulations,
maintaining a quality product, remain-
ing efficient, and building a customer
base takes time, practice, and resources.

Thomas recommends first under-
standing your state’s regulations,
which may determine the easiest value-
added products to make. Pure maple
products, like cream or candy have the
lowest threshold for regulations, finan-
cial investments, and special equip-
ment. Move into the realm of adding
other ingredients such as popcorn, vin-
egar, or nuts, and stricter regulations
kick in depending on the state’s rules.

“Do pure maple,” she said. “Do it
well and package it attractively.”

Another consideration is the ad-
ditional labor, warns Cornell Maple
Specialist Steve Childs. Making value-
added products can be inefficient, he
said. This cuts into a business’ time and
profits.

But his biggest concern is product
quality. Not all the products he sees on
store shelves are good. To make high
quality products, be prepared to in-
novate and brush up on chemistry, he
said. Quality products create return
customers. Better products also tend to
remain shelf-stable for longer which is
important, especially if selling to a food
distributor with markets outside the
sugarmaker’s local area.

To help ensure quality, Childs says,
master the culinary science of sugars
and how they respond to heating and

Value-added continued on page 32
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Value-added: continued from page 31

cooling. Be sure to cool your syrup to
make the smoothest possible candy and
cream, he says, and understand how to
use a diabetic meter to test for invert
sugar levels. Cornell produces charts
on invert sugar levels and how they
pertain to different products. Childs’
authored the New York State Confec-
tions Notebook which includes more
information on these topics and more.

Childs collaborates with sugarmak-
ers and fellow researchers to develop
equipment and techniques to ensure
efficiency. For example, Childs and
Sunrise Metal, an equipment maker in
Indiana, developed a “mold popper,” a
simple set of stainless steel rails and a
rolling pin. This tool helps sugarmak-
ers pop candy from a sheet mold in ap-
proximately three seconds, a process
that can take 30 to 40 seconds by hand.

They also also developed a water
jacketed candy machine and a vacuum
cooling system. Temperature is key to
maintain a smooth texture for confec-
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tions. The vacuum cooling system cools
the syrup to the right temperature in
under six minutes, compared to the
conventional water bath methods that
take more than an hour.

Three years ago, Childs tested the
then new equipment at the New York
State Fair, where volunteers had been
spending every day, all day long, mak-
ing creams, candies, and cotton candy.
“It’s miserable,” hot, and humid work,
he said. The popper, water jacket, and
vacuum cooling system reduced the
volunteers” work time to five hours ev-
ery other day.

Childs recommends learning from
a seasoned sugarmaker to make a new
product. Or gain experience by volun-
teering with your state maple associa-
tion at events. Childs finds that people
who have tried and failed at making
value-added products get more from
workshops or trainings than complete
newbies.

What a sugarmaker must never do
is try to wiggle around state regulators,
he said. “Don’t try
to hide from them.
You want them tobe
your best friend,”
Childs  said. If
you're sneaky, then
you'll give regula-
tors no choice but
to mistrust you, he
added.

“We are on the
edge of some real
breakthroughs in
maple as an ingre-
dient item,” Childs
said.

. e N N e
This simple tool, developed by Steve Childs and Sunrise Metal,
speeds up the process of removing maple candy from molds.
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Tips from Successful Value-Added Producers

1. Research your state’s maple
and food regulations, which may in-
form what type of value-added prod-
uct you make first. You might have a
great idea for a maple salad dressing,
but if you're new to value-added prod-
ucts, salad dressing may not be the
best first product. In many states, pure
maple products, such as sugar shapes
or cream, are covered by the same rules
as syrup. But when products involve
other ingredients, like nuts or pop-
corn, a state
may  require
a commercial
kitchen license.
Add even more
ingredients
like vinegar or
things that can
spoil  quickly
and even more
regulations are
likely to kick
in, and recipes
may  require
testing or regu-
lar inspections.
To male these processes easier, be on
a first-name basis with your state’s in-
spectors and regulatory officials.

2. Dream big. Then start small.
Scale up slowly. Want to sell your ma-
ple BBQ sauce all over the world? Do
your research on distributors and talk
to fellow sugarmakers who have done
just that. This will help you start pre-
paring your long-term business plan.
Now think small. Practice keeping
your new product’s expenses low and
the quality high. Take your product to
your local farmers’ market and your
local general store. Do taste testings at
local craft shows. Build a customer base
and a fan base. Whether you sell to the
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store down the road or to a supermar-
ket in Paris, repeat customers are how
you sustain your business.

3. Build a production process that
keeps the quality high and the pro-
duction efficient. Value-added prod-
ucts often bring in more money than a
gallon of syrup, but they also take time
and effort, and time is money. Build
your production process with a combi-
nation of technology, an understanding
of culinary science, and practice. Fel-
low sugarmak-
ers and your
state’s agricul-
tural school are
good resourc-
es.

4. Syner-
gistic part-
nerships can
make little
sugarmakers
look big. Is
there a coffee
roaster in your
community?
Can you co-brand a maple coffee? The
New York Maple Producers Associa-
tion does just that. A New York coffee
roaster makes the coffee with syrup
from the association. The association’s
members then sell the coffee through
their own websites. These types of
partnerships give sugarmakers ac-
cess to equipment, infrastructure, and
potential markets without needing to
make hefty investments. Another op-
tion: instead of investing in your own
commercial kitchen, how about rent-
ing space from a fellow food producer?
Also, look for shared commercial kitch-
ens that rent space for startup food
businesses, as well as business training.
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Tales from Value-Added Producers

Multiple maple products are a
farmstand draw
Chip Hager, Hager’s Farm Market

Hager’s Market sells a variety of pre-
pared foods and produce from its loca-
tion on Massachusetts’ scenic Mohawk
Trail. Chip Hager said his customers
appreciate the variety including the
family’s maple syrup, cream, coated
nuts, and popcorn.

The family started its maple pro-
duction in 1938, said Hager, and their
product line grew out of a combina-
tion of what the businesses needed and
what it had on hand. Over the years
they added other maple products. His
mother and grandmother started mak-
ing maple cream, Hagar said. Maple
coated nuts and popcorn came along
when the family started attending craft
shows.

“We wanted a greater assortment of
snacks to offer,” Hagar said. Their farm
grows corn, so they decided to add it
to their snack selections. A lot of trial
and error went into creating coating
that added crunch without turning the

popcorn soggy.

The Hagers have a commercial
kitchen at their market. This gives them
flexibility in the types of value-added
products they offer.

Hagar said the market’s maple sales
have increased since 2009 when the
market opened.

“Value-added is great,” he said. Just
make sure you have a product that is
easy to keep in production. An empty
shelf is money lost.”
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Innovate, and listen to customers
Lyle Merle, Merle Maple

Innovation runs in his family, said
Lyle Merle. His father liked to try new
techniques and technology, and Merle
has continued that tradition.

Today, Merle Maple sells everything
from maple syrup to maple-coated dog
biscuits. The company’s maple spreads
are the business’ most popular items,
with their new bourbon maple spread
looking to soon outsell the popular cin-
namon spread. Merle spent years devel-
oping the maple spreads so they would
have a long shelf life and not separate
at room temperature. He worked with
Cornell’s Geneva research center to do
so.

Merle and Childs collaborated on
multiple projects. At Childs’ request,
Merle developed a syrup that is denser
and therefore microwaveable for mak-
ing sugar on snow. Heat, then pour
over crushed ice or ice cream.

Merle is certified by the state for
commercial food production. He often
launches new products at craft shows
where he can get direct feedback from
customers.

“When we have a new product idea,
we will try two or three variations of
the recipe and sample them to the pub-
lic to see which one is best received and
the general interest in the product,” he
said. “We had a BBQ sauce and custom-
ers asked if we had something hotter,
so we developed the hot sauce.”

His advice for those new to value-
added products? Invest in a cotton can-
dy maker. The investment is pretty low

Value-added stories continued on page 36
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Value-added stories: continued from 35

and the profit margin is good. At least
better than tapping more trees, he said.
Granulated sugar is also a good basic
product to start with, he said.

“Make something the public wants.
Don’t make a product for yourself,” he
said. “Make it for the people who are

paying.”
Making maple international
Rob Hausslein, Sugar Bob’s Finest Kind

Sugar Bob’s Finest Kind specializes
in smoked maple syrup. Recently, the
company acquired Vermont Maple
Crafters and its line of Sriracha hot
sauces. What started at a farmers’ mar-
ket in is now an award-winning savory
maple company.

“We're committed to big flavors with
owner Rob

clean ingredient labels,”

Hausslein said.

A chef at their local market asked
Hausslein and his wife Ann Ogden to
make him a smoked syrup 16 years ago,
and they started experimenting. As
the smoked syrup gained popularity,
Hausslein said he decided to focus on
it over regular maple syrup. The spe-
ciality product allowed him to continue
in the maple industry without compet-
ing with other sugarmakers in the local
market.

Four years ago, Hausslein quit his
day job to take the business full-time.
Last year, Finest Kind bought Vermont
Maple Crafters in order to expand its
production facility, said Hausslein.
Since the company uses ingredients
other than maple, it needs a commer-
cial kitchen.
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Scaling up is biggest challenge when
growing an operation, Hausslein said.
The more you scale up, the more infra-
structure to finance, which means add-
ed pressure to increase profits.

Getting a new product off the
ground often takes longer and costs
more than expected, he said. Hausslein
recommends scaling up slowly. “Know
how to use a hammer before you use a
nail gun,” Hausslein said.

Build partnerships with fellow
farmers and associations, he said. Fin-
est Kind buys syrup from neighboring
sugarmakers, instead of sourcing syrup
from cheaper bulk markets. This part-
nership allows Hausslein to feel com-
fortable standing behind the ingredi-
ents in his products.

Introducing

BoswortH
g Company SaPCheCk®

Hausslein also advises to look be-
yond the local area for markets. He said
Finest Kind has few buyers in Los An-
geles but it has many customers in To-
kyo. Even with customers far and wide,
he knows that nothing sells a product
like samples, so demonstrations and
taste tests remain central to Finest
Kind’s marketing plan.

Manufacturer of

GlUzzLER.

Vacuum Pumps for
Small Maple Producers

Remote Pump Monitoring & Control

Affordable monitoring for
the smaller sugarbush
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* Monitor/control from your S : ( :' k
cell phone - No internet required ap e C .

* Reports Vacuum, Temp
& Pump Operation

e Alerts for Low Vacuum
& Tank-full conditions
¢ Set pump Auto ON/OFF

Temp thresholds

* Controls your Guzzler® or other
115 VAC motorized pumps (up to 1/2 Hp)

www.thebosworthco.com

Currently available for U.S. customers only
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Temp: 33F
Vac:

Pump is OFF

Low Vac Alert!

888-438-1110

Patent Pending
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Thinking of Value-Added? Ask Yourself:

* What is your product idea?

* Why do you want to make this
product?

* Where do you want to see this
product in five years?

* Who is your ideal customer?

* What regulations will you need to
meet or infrastructure will you need to
invest in?

* What skills do you need to build or
hire to make the product?

* How will you ensure an efficient
production process and consistent

quality?

* What existing products are simi-
lar to yours? Where are these existing
products sold? How are they mar-
keted? How do you want to sell and
market? Online, in stores, at farmers’
markets?

¢ Is this a product you can create
yourself? Do you need to hire staff?
Are there partners you can collabo-
rate with?

¢ In the short term, is there a sim-
pler product that you can start with?
Would starting simple gain you skills
- cooking science, building a custom-
er base, marketing - while also keep-
ing costs down?
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* SUGARBUSH CREEK

Middlefield, OH

13034 Madison Rd

CONTACT THEM TODAY FOR A QUOTE!
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MAPLE PRODUCTS LLC. MAPLE EQUIPMENT

753 Jay Rd., Richford, VT 804 (R #103, Woodhull, NY

U acchwei
ducis@yahoo.com ;g

FARM

"
gmail.com

|
docmap

N .com
¢ www.ohiomaplesyrup.com  :

440-636-5371

Y

607-525-6353

802-370-0591 302-236.8621

440-567-9223

STOP BY TO VIEW STOCK AND
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VERMONT
441 Water St., North Bennington, VT

1.844.249.3546
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