
RURAL GROCERY INITIATIVE
JUNE 2025 

 CASE STUDY 

FARM  
RUNNERS



Acknowledgements

Executive Summary

Introduction

Historical, Geographic, and Economic Context

Origins of Farm Runners

Growth and Evolution

Operations

Diagram of Model

Impact Summary

Overcoming Challenges

Key Findings and Lessons Learned

Conclusion

About the Project

References

Appendix 1

Appendix 2

03 

04 

06 

07 

08 

09 

11

13

14 

15 

16 

21

22 

23 

25

28

Table of Contents



CASE STUDY:  FARM RUNNERS 3

This case study was developed through a collaboration 
between the Rural Grocery Initiative at Kansas State 
University (RGI) and USDA Agricultural Marketing 
Service (AMS). It is part of a larger research project, 
“Local Sourcing Innovation in Independent and Locally-
Owned Groceries.” Funding was provided through USDA 
Cooperative Agreement No. 23-TMLRF-KS-0021. 

This case study was researched and written by Erica Blair and Samuel Baumer 

with RGI. Review and editing were provided by the research project team: Rial 

Carver, Clara Misenhelter, and Jacob Miller-Klugesherz (RGI); and Maria Graziani, 

Americo Vega-Labiosa, Evan Rakshys, and Danielle Barber (AMS). Design services 

were provided by Natalie McDonald with Acevox.

We would like to give special heartfelt thanks to the individuals who agreed to 

speak with us so that we could share the story of Farm Runners. We also would 

like to thank members of the project advisory committee for their thoughtful 

feedback throughout the larger research project: Bill Brinkerhoff, Argus Farm 

Stop; Charlie Michel, Mission West Community Development; Deborah Rausch, 

USDA Rural Development; Diana Endicott, Good Natured Family Farms; Kameko 

Nichols, Common Market Southeast; Lauren Horning, FreshPoint; Liz Abunaw, 40 

Acres Fresh Market; Margaret Bau, USDA Rural Development; Mary Hendrickson, 

University of Missouri; Meegan Moriarty, USDA Rural Development; Nikki Seibert 

Kelly, Growing Local South Carolina; Roberto Mesa, East Denver Food Hub; and 

Robi Fauser Fink, USDA Rural Development.

Photos throughout the case study are courtesy of Farm Runners.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



CASE STUDY:  FARM RUNNERS 4

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Farm Runners is a for-profit local food distributor with 

headquarters in the small town of Hotchkiss, Colorado. It 

was established in 2015 to “help new and established family 

farms find a market for their product while making it easier for 

consumers to access the amazing food grown here in Western 

Colorado.”1 In addition to wholesaling local food, Farm Runners 

found an innovative way to reduce waste and improve food 

access by operating its own small grocery store, called The 

Station, out of its aggregation facility in downtown Hotchkiss. In 

2024, the company paid $1.6 million to producers in the Western 

Slope of Colorado.

This case study examines the steps Farm Runners took to scale 

and adapt over time. Lessons learned from this case study 

aim to support other businesses and communities that are 

seeking innovative methods of integrating more local food into 

independent grocery stores.

LO C AT I O N  —  Hotchkiss, Delta County, Colorado

P O P U L AT I O N  — 1,147

O W N E R S H I P  S T R U C T U R E  — LLC

Y E A R  E S TA B L I S H E D  — 2015  

K E Y  PA R T N E R S  —  Over 100 local producers, 450 chefs,  
60 grocery stores, three food hubs, and two school districts; 
Colorado Department of Agriculture

P R O B L E M  — Farmers were spending significant time and 
money traveling to reach markets, which limited their ability to  
focus on growing food and raising livestock.

S O L U T I O N  —  Farm Runners distributes local food to  
wholesale customers across the Western Slope of Colorado.  
It also minimizes food waste by selling excess product at The 
Station, a grocery store and deli in Hotchkiss.

K E Y  O P E R AT I O N S  — Local food distribution; retail  
sales at brick-and-mortar grocery store

I N C O M E  S O U R C E S  — Sales to wholesale and  
retail customers

OVERVIEW OF FARM RUNNERS
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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS  
AND LESSONS LEARNED 

Business Model and Operations: Farm Runners focuses on 

distributing local food from small- and mid-sized farmers to 

wholesale customers. In 2024, Farm Runners distributed local food 

from over 100 farmers within a 200-mile radius of Hotchkiss, CO. 

Their product was delivered to 450 chefs, 60 grocery stores, three 

food hubs, and two school districts. It also operates a seasonal 

CSA and small retail grocery store and café called The Station. 

Wholesale customers, including restaurants, grocery stores, food 

hubs, and schools, account for roughly 75% of business income, 

and retail customers account for the rest.

Financial Strategy: Farm Runners operated for nearly a decade 

before receiving its first grant in 2024. Instead, the owners 

subsidized business income by working multiple jobs over several 

years – a lifestyle that could not have been sustained long-term. 

Eventually, the business became stable enough that they quit 

their other jobs and hired additional staff. A key factor supporting 

business growth is proximity to affluent communities, since wealthy 

residents and visitors can afford to pay higher food costs and 

therefore prop up the local food system. The Station also accepts 

both SNAP and Double Up Food Bucks, part of the GusNIP Nutrition 

Incentive Program.

Equipment, Technology, and Infrastructure: Farm Runners uses 

an e-commerce platform that enables wholesale customers to 

easily browse current inventory and place orders online. While this 

technology has significantly streamlined operations, one downside 

is that Farm Runners has less direct communication with wholesale 

customers.

Product Offerings: Because it is based in the North Fork Valley, 

which has a high concentration of organic specialty crop growers, 

Farm Runners has easy access to a wide variety of locally grown 

products. The business supplies both organic and conventional 

food produced within a 200-mile radius of Hotchkiss. At its grocery 

store, roughly three-fourths of product offerings are locally sourced. 

Because some food items are unavailable locally, Farm Runners 

fills in the gap by purchasing from a national distributor (UNFI) a 

regional distributor (Italco).

Partnerships and Community Engagement: Farm Runners 

took the time to build genuine relationships with both wholesale 

customers and producers. It strives to visit all 100+ farms that use 

their distribution network. Through a recent partnership with the 

Colorado Department of Agriculture, Farm Runners is delivering 

local food to retailers located in low income, low access areas 

across the Western Slope.
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INTRODUCTION

Founded in 2015 by Emma and Matthew Kottenstette after 

witnessing how farmers struggled to move their own products, Farm 

Runners has steadily grown to become a widely recognized local food 

distributor, reaching both urban and remote rural communities across 

the Western Slope of Colorado. 

What started with small delivery runs out of a minivan steadily grew 

over the course of a decade to significantly expand local food access 

across the state. In 2024, using fleet of five trucks, Farm Runners 

moved products from over 100 farms to 450 chefs, 60 grocery stores, 

three food hubs, and two school districts. The company also owns 

and manages a small grocery store, café, and seasonal CSA out of its 

2,400-squarefoot aggregation facility in downtown Hotchkiss. 

Across the country, demand for local food continues to grow, but its 

full potential has not been realized. This is due, in part, to the fact that 

many distributors and wholesalers have volume requirements that 

small and midsized producers cannot meet. Farm Runners, however, 

has developed a sustainable business model by tailoring its services 

to local food producers and independent retailers, bridging the gap 

so that producers can access more stable marketing outlets, and 

independent retailers can offer more high-quality products that give 

them a competitive edge.

This case study demonstrates the positive impact that a midsized 

distribution company can have on local and regional food systems. It 

provides an overview of how Farm Runners was established, how it 

evolved over time, key business operations, challenges, and lessons 

learned along the way. Lessons learned from this case study aim 

to support other endeavors across the country that are working to 

integrate more local food into independent grocery stores and other 

retail outlets.
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Located west of the Continental Divide, the Western Slope of 

Colorado is home to nearly 600,00 people.2 Despite having only 

10% of Colorado’s population, it holds roughly one third of the 

state’s land mass and 70% of its water.3The largest city of the 

Western Slope is Grand Junction (population 65,560)4 followed by 

Durango (population 19,071).5

Historically, coal mining was a crucial driver of the Western Slope’s 

economy. Over 1,700 coal mines were active at one time or 

another throughout Colorado’s history.6 However, as demand for 

coal waned and prices dropped, many mines closed over the years 

and employment in coal significantly decreased. Only seven mines 

still operate in the region today.7

Tourism remains another key industry, with popular skiing and 

hiking destinations near towns like Crested Butte, Telluride, Aspen, 

Vail, Breckenridge, and Glenwood Springs.8 Having a vibrant 

tourism industry brings a lot of wealth to the area, but that tends 

to be distributed unequally.9,10

Yet another economic sector that continues to grow is agriculture. 

The Western Slope’s North Fork Valley has rich soil and boasts 

the “largest concentration of organic/sustainable growers in the 

state.”11 World renowned for its fruit production – such as apples, 

peaches, pears, and more – its agricultural landscape is also 

characterized by diverse vegetable crops and vineyards, as well as 

grazing cattle and sheep.12 In most counties of the Western Slope, 

half to two thirds of farms range from 10 to 180 acres. In Mesa 

and Delta Counties – which rank first and second, respectively, 

for Colorado’s fruit, tree nut, and berry production – about 90% of 

farms are less than 180 acres.13

Child Poverty (2023)i

Poverty (2023)i

SNAP participating 
households (2023)iii

Sources: (i) 2023 American Community Survey 5-year population estimates (ii) 
Feeding America’s Map the Meal Gap, 2022 (iii) National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2022 (iv) CDC’s Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System, 2021

Adult obesity (2021) iv

Children enrolled  
in free or reduced  

lunch (2022)iii

Child food  
insecurity (2022)ii 

Overall food  
insecurity (2022)ii 

% of population

USAColoradoDelta County

0 20 40 60

HISTORICAL, GEOGRAPHIC,  
AND ECONOMIC CONTEXT
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ORIGINS OF FARM RUNNERS

DEFINING THE PROBLEM  
In 2011, Emma and Matthew Kottenstette moved to Hotchkiss, a 

rural community in Colorado’s Western Slope, to apprentice on a 

local farm. They quickly discovered that small farmers and ranchers 

faced a common challenge: distribution.

According to Emma, “[The farmers’] biggest problem was getting 

their products sold, because they were traveling so far to get 

their products to a customer…Everybody was doing their own 

distribution.” Producers were spending significant time and 

money navigating the mountain roads to reach grocery stores and 

restaurants, which hampered their ability to focus on growing food 

and raising livestock.

Given the significant need for distribution services, Emma 

and Matthew were inspired to take action. In April 2015, they 

established Farm Runners LLC to distribute local food across the 

Western Slope of Colorado. According to its website, the mission 

of Farm Runners is “to support beginning and established family 

farms by building community relationships around regional food.”14

FIRST STEPS 

For the first two years, Farm Runners was a bootstrapped operation 

that grew out of personal savings and sweat equity. During 

this time, Emma and Matthew continued working second jobs, 

usually putting in 80 hours per week, and did not pay themselves 

through Farm Runners: all profits stayed within the business. 

The Kottenstettes relied heavily on interpersonal relationships – 

purchasing product from farmers in their network and then visiting 

local retail outlets to sell it. Initial delivery runs were made using 

their personal vehicle and a minivan. They were also granted free 

access to Colorado State University’s decommissioned research 

station, which was used to aggregate, sort, and store local product.

During this stage of the business, annual gross sales hovered 

around $30,000. Farm Runners purchased from roughly 35 farmers 

and sold to roughly 55 wholesale customers.

A key turning point for Farm Runners occurred in 2017, when they 

were able to hire another staff member to help aggregate and sort 

orders. That same year, the business took out its first loan from a 

local bank for $250,000 and purchased a 2,400-square-foot former 

gas station to accommodate their need for more storage. The 

building, which had been closed for nine years, required minimal 

renovation, although the state continues soil remediation due to 

underground gas leaks.
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Having moved their headquarters to downtown Hotchkiss, 

residents soon began knocking on their door and asking to buy 

locally sourced food. Because Farm Runners would occasionally 

have extra unsold product, they decided to start the “Friday Friend 

Store” as a way to reduce waste and support community needs. 

According to Emma, “The Friday Friend Store became so popular 

that we started buying produce to have at the Friday Friend Store. 

And then we were like, ‘Well, let’s just open a store.’”

To accomplish this, two-thirds of the building was designated for 

wholesale operations and one-third for the grocery store, which 

they called “The Station.” They added shelving, display coolers, and 

a Point of Sale system. Over time, Farm Runners experienced so 

much customer demand that they hired more help and expanded 

their product selection beyond what could be sourced locally, 

ordering items through a national distributor, UNFI, and a regional 

distributor, Italco. They started accepting SNAP and Double Up 

Food Bucks. Over time, they also added a kitchen to serve grab-and-

go breakfast, lunch, and take-home meals.

Meanwhile, Farm Runners continued to expand its producer 

network and wholesale accounts, which was achieved through one-

on-one visits and word of mouth. In 2024, the company distributed 

local food from over 100 farmers to 450 chefs, 60 grocery stores, 

three food hubs, and two school districts. Using a fleet of five 

trucks ranging in size, pick-up and deliveries are made within a 

200-mile radius of Hotchkiss. To distribute USDA organic produce 

and maintain the USDA organic label, Farm Runners became a 

USDA certified organic distributor. However, they also still distribute 

GROWTH AND EVOLUTION
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2011  
Emma and Matthew Kottenstette move to Hotchkiss, 

CO, to apprentice on a vegetable farm.

2015  
Farm Runners, LLC is established. The Kottenstettes 

begin distributing local food to wholesale accounts 

using their personal vehicle and a minivan.

2017  
Farm Runners purchases an old gas station in 

downtown Hotchkiss to use for aggregation and 

storage. Later that year, they start operating the  

“Friday Friend Store” to sell excess wholesale product.

2018  
Farm Runners opens The Station, a grocery store 

that primarily sells local products and some non-

local staples.

2024  
Farm Runners receives its first grant for a flash 

freezer and related equipment. Farm Runners 

contracts with the State of Colorado to service 

hard-to-reach retailers in the Western Slope.

TIMELINE OF

Farm Runners

products that are conventionally grown. The company’s top 

priority is selling local food from local farmers, regardless of their 

certifications or growing practices.

In late 2024, Farm Runners signed a three-year contract with 

the Colorado Department of Agriculture to support distribution 

in hard-to-reach places. This is part of Colorado’s Community 

Food Access Program, which established a “Community Food 

Consortium” composed of small food retailers and producers 

located in low income, low access areas.15 Consortium members 

meet quarterly to discuss distribution and operational challenges. 

As a benefit, retail members can receive tax credits on food 

distribution fees and exclusive discounts from regional food hubs 

and distributors. Through its contract with the state, Farm Runners 

serves consortium members across the Western Slope, offering 

discounted prices and access to other member benefits. The state 

reimburses Farm Runners for mileage and labor, as these deliveries 

would not be financially viable otherwise. In addition, through 

this program, Farm Runners will receive financial assistance to 

construct a larger food aggregation facility.
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OPERATIONS

Numerous activities happen day-to-day and week-to-week for Farm 

Runners to operate. Often, these activities happen concurrently. 

The business involves building relationships with farmers and 

customers, marketing, picking up products, sorting, delivering, and 

retailing at The Station – not to mention other behind-the-scenes 

administrative tasks, like scheduling employee hours. The key 

aspects of Farm Runners’ operations are outlined below.

BUILD WORKING RELATIONSHIP  
WITH LOCAL PRODUCERS 

Producers who are new to the distribution network discuss their 

anticipated production volume and Farm Runners’ buying capacity. 

This transparency helps both parties with business planning. 

Producers also sign an agreement that outlines key details about 

their growing practices, licenses, certifications, and insurance 

(Appendix 1). The agreement establishes clear expectations on 

product standards, packaging, pick-up and delivery, invoicing, and 

other logistics. Additionally, producers must have an On-Farm Food 

Safety Plan, which protects Farm Runners from liability and meets 

the requirements of health departments, auditors, and insurance 

providers.

BUILD WORKING RELATIONSHIP  
WITH WHOLESALE CUSTOMERS 

Farm Runners builds its customer base through face-to-face 

interaction. A strategy that has proven extremely successful 

is visiting potential wholesale customers and offering product 

samples. If they are interested in ordering product through Farm 

Runners, wholesale customers simply create an account on Local 

Food Marketplace,* the online catalog and e-commerce platform 

linked to the Farm Runners website.

*Note: Brand names appearing in this publication are for product 
identification purposes only. No endorsement is intended, nor is criticism 
implied, of similar products not mentioned. 



CASE STUDY:  FARM RUNNERS 1 2

BUILD FARM-TO-WHOLESALE  
SALES CHANNEL 

On Wednesday each week, Farm Runners sends an email to its 

producer network asking for product availability and prices, due 

by Thursday at 1:00 PM. With that information, the online catalog 

is updated in Local Food Marketplace. (Producers can also log on 

to the website and list available products if they wish, but most 

send by email.) Then, Thursday afternoon, Farm Runners sends a 

newsletter to wholesale customers, highlighting a few farms and 

reminding them to place orders by 5:00 PM on Sunday. 

 
PICK UP AND AGGREGATE PRODUCT 

Once orders are received from wholesale customers, they are sent 

to producers on Sunday night. Producers harvest on Monday. On 

Tuesday morning, Farm Runners sends three trucks to pick up the 

product, and each truck makes between 3-12 stops depending 

on the season. Trucks typically carry no more than $10,000 worth 

of goods. Producers provide an invoice for the current order, and 

Farm Runners provides a check for the invoice submitted two 

weeks prior. They use net 15 payment terms where Farm Runners 

is expected to pay producers within 15 days.  This is a shorter 

turnaround than most large distributors and supports cash flow for 

the producer. Product is then brought back to The Station, where 

wholesale customer orders are sorted. An invoice is created for 

each customer (Appendix 2). 

 
DELIVER PRODUCT  
TO WHOLESALE CUSTOMERS
Farm Runners has three delivery routes on Wednesday and 

three delivery routes on Thursday. With each delivery, wholesale 

customers receive an invoice.

RECEIVE PAYMENT  
FROM WHOLESALE CUSTOMERS
Generally speaking, wholesale customers have net 15 payment 

terms, although some of the larger accounts require net 45. Other 

customers will pay on delivery. Having net 15 payment terms gives 

the buyer some time to inspect the product and report anything that 

seems amiss. When this happens, Farm Runners will adjust and 

resend the invoice. Though rare, they may also ask the farmer for a 

credit (for instance, if a product spoiled faster than it should have).

 
SELL TO RETAIL CUSTOMERS AT  
THE STATION AND CSA MEMBERS
Like other wholesale customers, The Station places orders with 

Farm Runners each week. If, for some reason, Farm Runners has 

excess product that wasn’t sold to wholesale customers, it is sold 

at The Station. The Station currently employs four retail associates, 

who also support in other areas of the business. Four other 

employees also work in their deli.

For 18 weeks between June and October, Farm Runners delivers 

CSA shares. Starting in May, customers can purchase a season’s 

worth of local food. That food is then delivered in weekly 

increments in boxes that contain fruits, vegetables, and other local 

goods. It also includes a newsletter, “chock-full of recipes, storage 

tips, and fun facts.”16 To accommodate a variety of incomes, 

household sizes, and schedules, customers can pay for a full share, 

a small share, or a flex share, which allows customers to reduce 

the number of boxes they receive. Customers can pick up their 

boxes at locations in seven cities across the Western Slope: Aspen, 

Carbondale, Crested Butte, Glenwood Springs, Gunnison, Montrose, 

and, of course, Hotchkiss. CSA drop-offs are part of the truck 

delivery route.
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BUSINESS  
DIAGRAM
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In 2024, Farm Runners distributed local food from over 100 farmers 

to 450 chefs, 60 grocery stores, three food hubs, and two school 

districts. About 80% of total product went to restaurants, with the 

remainder mostly going to grocery stores. Wholesale customers 

(restaurants, grocery stores, food hubs, and schools) accounted for 

roughly 75% of business income, and retail customers (The Station, 

CSA) accounted for the rest. The Station typically does $10,000 in 

local food sales each week, and $1,500-$3,000 in non-local food 

sales. Their best-selling products are fruit (especially peaches) 

and eggs.

IMPACT SUMMARY
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OVERCOMING CHALLENGES

Scaling the business involved delicately balancing supply and 

demand. As Emma explained, “There are gluts of products when 

everybody has tomatoes, or everyone has peaches, or everyone 

has whatever that crop is at that time of year. But for the most 

part, I would say 90% of the time, we just don’t have enough. So 

we’re constantly working with farmers and trying to figure out 

how to better plan so not everybody has everything at the same 

time.”

In 2024, Farm Runners purchased a flash freezer, along with other 

equipment to go with it, including trays, buckets, a label printer, 

stickers, packaging supplies, and more. This will allow Farm 

Runners to extend the shelf life of local food and sell it at their 

retail location. “[Customers are] going to be able to purchase 

these frozen goods throughout the year to be able to have fresh 

product. We are trying to figure out how to use those gluts when 

we have them so that we can just keep the money flowing to the 

farmers,” said Emma. The purchases were made using a non-

reimbursement grant administered by the Colorado Department 

of Agriculture’s Small Food Business Recovery and Resilience 

Program. The program used State and Local Fiscal Recovery Funds 

authorized by the American Rescue Plan Act that were awarded to 

the State of Colorado by the U.S. Department of the Treasury.17

Another ongoing challenge for Farm Runners is capacity. Wholesale 

customers currently receive one Farm Runners delivery per week. 

Grocers have expressed that they would like more deliveries per 

week, however, to have a continuous supply of fresh food without 

running out. Farm Runners is still working on growing their staff to 

make this a reality. The company currently employs four full-time 

and sixteen part-time staff. They also envision hiring a dedicated 

client liaison who interfaces more regularly with chefs, grocers, 

schools, and producers. Doing so would help Farm Runners 

maintain and deepen the relationships that took years to build.
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BUSINESS MODEL AND OPERATIONS  
Distribution remains a crucial yet underappreciated aspect of 

local and regional food systems, as there are still comparatively 

few companies that provide this service to small- and mid-sized 

farmers. Major wholesale markets are out of reach for many 

local food producers, since they may be required to pay slotting 

fees, obtain certifications, supply large volumes, and maintain a 

minimum turnover rate. Without access to distribution services, 

producers are forced to deliver their own product or rely on direct-

to-consumer sales, both of which take significant time and labor 

and therefore limit potential business growth.

Farm Runners, on the other hand, is filling the local food distribution 

gap. With its primary mission to serve farmers, the business has 

tailored its day-to-day operations to make their services easily 

accessible. Through Farm Runners, local food producers can get 

products into retail outlets across the Western Slope that would not 

have been possible otherwise.

Independent retail is key to making this business model work. 

These outlets value local food as a way to differentiate themselves 

from competition. Independent retailers typically have fewer vendor 

requirements and are often more flexible. Aside from selling eggs to 

Natural Grocers, a national grocery chain, Farm Runners has been 

unable to access larger retail networks, since those stores typically 

require Good Agricultural Practices (GAP) and Good Handling 

Practices (GHP) certifications. For now, Farm Runners has decided 

not to pursue expansion into this retail sector because many of 

their farmers are not certified.

While Farm Runners also sells to schools, it is only on a limited 

basis. School Food Authorities (SFAs), which often handle 

purchasing for a district, generally require food safety certifications, 

higher insurance coverage, and a consistently large volume of a 

limited type of product (the top three SFA purchases in 2023 were 

fluid milk, apples, and beef).18 For this reason, Farm Runners has 

typically only sold to schools through special grants or one-off or 

events, such as the Colorado Proud School Meal Day.

As it looks to the future, Farm Runners could consider introducing 

more requirements of local food producers in order to access larger 

institutional and retail markets. Doing so, however, runs the risk of 

excluding some farmers they aim to serve. Farm Runners will have 

to weigh this tradeoff as it continues to grow.

In addition to selling local food to wholesale customers, Farm 

Runners found an innovative way to reduce waste through the 

Friday Friend Store: anything left over from wholesale customers 

was sold to retail customers in Hotchkiss. Eventually, after 

observing grocery demand in the community, it grew into a full-

fledged grocery store open five days a week. By adding a café 

and deli at The Station, Farm Runners achieves higher margins on 

breakfast and lunch items which contributes to overall business 

sustainability.

KEY FINDINGS AND LESSONS LEARNED
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FINANCIAL STRATEGY 

Emma and Matthew started Farm Runners using whatever 

resources were readily available to them: their existing relationships, 

personal vehicle, and Colorado State University’s decommissioned 

research station. Before investing in costly infrastructure and 

equipment, they first tested the feasibility of this model and steadily 

grew the business over time. In addition, the business operated 

for nearly a decade before receiving its first grant in 2024. This 

was intentional: the Kottenstettes wanted to build a business that 

did not rely on grants to operate, since grant awards can never be 

guaranteed. In lieu of grants, Emma and Matthew worked at other 

jobs while trying to grow Farm Runners, often putting in 80-hour 

weeks. This lifestyle was unsustainable and could have easily led 

to business closure. After two years of working in this manner, they 

were finally able to quit their other jobs, hire additional staff, and 

scale operations.

Farm Runners benefits from its proximity to affluent communities, 

like Aspen, which help prop up the local food system. Wealthy 

residents and visitors eat at high end restaurants and have the 

means to purchase high quality, more expensive groceries. While 

Farm Runners does not exclusively deliver to high-income areas, 

this customer base is a key factor in its success. Regions with 

lower income levels may have a harder time sustaining this 

business model if fewer community members can afford to pay the 

higher cost of locally sourced food.

EQUIPMENT, TECHNOLOGY,  
AND INFRASTRUCTURE 

As it grew, Farm Runners needed to streamline its ordering process. 

Initially, the team would call producers to check product availability 

and then call customers to take orders. This was time-consuming. 

Today, ordering occurs through Local Food Marketplace,* an 

e-commerce platform that enables wholesale customers to easily 

browse current inventory and place orders online. It automatically 

applies the correct markup for different types of accounts in the 

system: grocery stores and schools have a markup of 35%, while 

restaurants have a markup of 43%. Farm Runners and other food 

hubs occasionally collaborate when they are short on product, so 

they exchange goods at a reduced 16% markup.

Local Food Marketplace also generates invoices that list products 

by producer, which helps with traceability and food safety 

(Appendix 2). This transparency also means wholesale customers 

start to recognize local producers: if a certain product performs 

well, customers are more likely to reorder from that producer in 

the future. On the other side, producers can see who their repeat 

customers are and how much they typically order, which supports 

business planning.

One downside of using an online ordering system is that Farm 

Runners has less direct communication with wholesale customers. 

Although it was time-consuming, their old system of calling to 

collect orders provided an opportunity to catch up. Today, there 

are fewer occasions for one-on-one engagement with wholesale 

customers. To address this problem, Farm Runners has considered 

hiring a client liaison to help maintain that personal connection.

*Note: Brand names appearing in this publication are for product identifica-
tion purposes only. No endorsement is intended, nor is criticism implied, of 
similar products not mentioned.
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PRODUCT OFFERINGS 

The North Fork Valley, where Farm Runners is based, has a high 

concentration of organic specialty crop growers. The region is 

particularly well-known for fruit production and vineyards. This 

agricultural landscape makes it easier for Farm Runners to buy and 

sell a wide variety of local products. 

Customers of Farm Runners can shop for products in six main 

categories:

1.	 Produce (Arugula, chard, collards, kale, lettuce, sorrel, spinach, 

nettles, microgreens, cilantro, garlic, horehound, lemon balm, 

onion, scallions, herbs, beets, carrots, parsnips, potatoes, 

radishes, turnips, sunchoke, mushrooms, asparagus, kohlrabi, 

broccoli, cauliflower, bell peppers, chiles, corn, okra, squash)

2.	 Fruit Stand (apples, berries, cherries, peaches, rhubarb)

3.	 Butcher Shop (beef, chicken, pork, goat, lamb, mutton, bison, 

elk, venison, yak)

4.	 Dairy & Eggs (butter, cheese, eggs, milk)

5.	 Pantry (beverages, bread, tortillas, chips, cookies, coffee, tea, 

dried fruit, grains, dry beans, honey, nuts, seeds, oil, preserves, 

spices)

6.	 Body Care (essential oil, hydrosol, lip balm, lotion, sachets, 

salves, soap) 

This business model may be less feasible in other parts of the 

county where there are fewer farms and businesses that can supply 

locally produced goods.

Aquaculture
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PARTNERSHIPS AND 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

Genuine relationships with local food producers and wholesale 

customers are crucial to Farm Runners’ ethos. This approach 

allowed the business to grow and is what sets it apart from major 

distribution companies. While taking the time to build and maintain 

relationships might be considered “inefficient” to some, doing so 

has fostered lasting trust and loyalty, making the business more 

resilient in the long-term. To help deepen relationships, Farm 

Runners is working toward visiting all 100+ farms that use their 

distribution service.

The recent partnership with the Colorado Department of Agriculture 

may also strengthen Farm Runners’ business viability. Through its 

Community Food Access Program, the department will pay Farm 

Runners over three years to deliver local food to retailers located 

in low income, low access areas across the Western Slope. This 

means Farm Runners can now expand its customer base in places 

that were previously too costly to reach. The hope is that eventually, 

these retailers will be able to cover delivery costs on their own 

without any subsidization. As a new initiative, its long-term impact 

is yet to be seen.
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CONCLUSION

Since its humble beginnings, Farm Runners has 
steadily expanded across Colorado’s Western 
Slope to become a thriving and reputable business. 
Using a slow and deliberate approach, Emma and 
Matthew Kottenstette identified gaps in the local 
food system and secured their place in overcoming 
distribution challenges and improving food access 

for their community. The business is driven by its 
mission to support local farmers and owes much of its 
success to authentic relationships with both producers 
and customers. This case study aims to provide useful 
insights for other communities and businesses seeking 
to expand local food access in retail markets.
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PROJECT OVERVIEW 

This case study is part of a larger research project 
that highlights innovative models for increasing 
access to local foods in independent and 
locally owned grocery stores. Through in-depth 
explorations of businesses and organizations 
that are leading the way, we sought to answer the 
following research question: What lessons can be 
learned from innovative local sourcing models  
that could help locally owned, independent, and 
rural groceries become better integrated into local 
and regional supply chains? To read other local 
sourcing case studies in this project, visit  
www.ruralgrocery.org.

PROJECT TEAM
This research project was carried out through a 
Cooperative Agreement between the Rural Grocery 
Initiative at Kansas State University and USDA’s 
Agricultural Marketing Service. Funding was 
provided through USDA Cooperative Agreement No. 
23-TMLRF-KS-0021. The Rural Grocery Initiative 
aims to sustain locally owned rural grocery stores to 
enhance community vitality and improve access to 
healthy foods. It does so by identifying, developing, 
and sharing resources that support grocers and 
rural communities. The Agricultural Marketing 
Service administers programs that create domestic 
and international marketing opportunities for U.S. 
producers of food, fiber, and specialty crops. It 
also provides the agriculture industry with valuable 
services to ensure the quality and availability of 
wholesome food for consumers across the country 
and around the world.

P H A S E  O N E  —  

In Phase 1, the project team developed a Project 
Advisory Committee to confirm project goals. 
The Project Advisory Committee was made up 
of key stakeholders who convened virtually four 
times over the course of the project to provide 
feedback and direction.

P H A S E  T W O  —  

In Phase 2, the project team solicited examples 
of innovative local sourcing models from across 
the country. As examples were received, the 
project team conducted preliminary research 
using secondary sources and saved this data 
in a catalog. This preliminary research allowed 
the research team to categorize models and 
determine which five examples to interview.

P H A S E  T H R E E  —  

In Phase 3, the project team conducted 
interviews with two to four stakeholders (e.g. 
grocers, producers, distributors, community 
organizations, etc.) from each of the five distinct 
local sourcing models selected.

P H A S E  F O U R  —  

In Phase 4, the team drafted in-depth case 
studies about each model and worked with 
a graphic designer to develop visuals. These 
resources were then promoted to partners and 
stakeholders.

METHODOLOGY
This research project was broken into four phases:

ABOUT THE PROJECT

http://www.ruralgrocery.org
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APPENDIX 1:  
PRODUCER AGREEMENT 
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APPENDIX 2: INVOICE FOR FARM  
RUNNERS ORDER PLACED BY THE STATION

Note: To streamline operations, invoices that Farm Runners generates for The Station automatically apply a 
markup to reflect retail prices. In other words, the unit prices below are the retail prices that customers pay 
at the grocery store.
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