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Kentucky Department of Agriculture

Online Country Store and Free Web Page Service

National Award Winner - Civic.com  "State and Local 50" 2000
THE PROBLEM:

The Department of Agriculture is responsible for assisting Kentucky farmers and food producers in the promotion of their products.  Many of the producers are small farmers who wish to diversify but have limited access to capital for traditional marketing.  The Internet provides a cost-effective method for reaching potential buyers throughout Kentucky and around the world.

THE SOLUTION

The Department of Agriculture refocused it website, www.kyagr.com, to concentrate primarily on the marketing aspects of agriculture.  Visitors to the site notice the most prominent feature on the home page to be a large grocery bag called the "KDA Country Store".  Once consumers open the store, the see a variety of icons for a wide variety of Kentucky food and farm products.  The site also includes an advanced search engine using different criteria.

The uniqueness of this site, however, is highlighted by the "Free Web Page" builder for the producers.  Using a simple, 5 step form, the users can create their own custom web pages, complete with links to an existing web site, and pictures of their products.  The form takes approximately 30 minutes to complete and allows the users to choose from six different design templates depending on the business.  And finally, it offers them the ability to choose their own domain name.

And, of course, it's "FREE"

TECHNOLOGY INVOLVED

The KDA Country Store, KDA Farm Store, and Free Web Page builder were built using a combination of Microsoft IIS, Oracle 8i, Oracle Web DB, Dreamweaver, Java and ASP software.  The site receives approximately 4000 hits per day and continues to be a viable alternative marketing venue for Kentucky farmers.

BENEFITS

· Consumers have a one-stop shop for Kentucky food products

· Farmers and food producers have a unique avenue to market their products

· Users can build and change their website with any need for training.

· Department has a better understanding of location of products for marketing.

· Farmers and food producers can experiment with internet marketing with large capital outlays.
Executive Summary

The Kentucky Department of Agriculture has become the first state agency in Kentucky and the first State Department of Agriculture in the U.S. to offer agricultural producers a “Free Web Site” to promote their farm products at no cost.  The Department unveiled a new web site www.kyagr.com, in 1999, with a “Free” service that allows producers and other agricultural entities to build web sites that are listed in the Department’s online KDA Country Store and Farm Store.  It should be highly noted the this government agency’s domain name ends in  “.com” and not “.gov”.  From its inception, the Department’s Web Site has been intended for the promotion of Kentucky agricultural products.  Although the Department lists its regulatory functions and forms for each division in the agency, it is the marketing area that is our focus.



Within the last few years, the Department of Agriculture received additional funding to expand our marketing division and enhance promotional activities to boost sales for Kentucky agriculture producers.  The Internet provided the perfect platform to achieve our goal of providing Internet access for promotion of the small family farm and producer that did have the expertise or capital required to build their own web site.

First time users go through an easy five step process in which they will list basic information about their operations, add any other information they wish to include, and choose from among several Web Site formats.  During this process they can also upload pictures of their products or farm, and provide active links if they already have a Web site of their own.  The Department confirms the users eligibility and approves the sites to be posted.  After approval, users can update their site with ease, even on a daily basis if desired.

From its beginning, the site has attracted 5-10 new businesses daily and has been the subject of several news articles and radio interviews.  Users of the service applaud its ease of use and have complimented the Department in testimonials for using innovative technology to help farmers in need.

Agriculture Internet Store and Free Web Site Service

This initiative should be highly considered for an award for its innovative approach to using technology in assisting its citizens in their chosen endeavors.  The agricultural community in Kentucky has faced increasing hardships due to drought, low commodity prices, and the drastic reduction in tobacco as a key revenue source.

Many Kentucky agriculture producers are experimenting with vegetable production, tree farming, freshwater shrimp and other aquaculture projects.  The key to their success in these ventures will be the ability to market their products.  The Kentucky Department of Agriculture has taken a significant step towards helping these producers meet their goals.

The project was designed from the very beginning to be a “true” public/private partnership.  The Department provides all the necessary technology tools, and the agriculture producers reap the benefits.  The “Free Web Site” was designed for all levels of computer users, and can be made as simple or complex as the producer desires.  The system is also unique in that enhancements to the web site service are taken from the users themselves, and incorporated into the new site as soon as possible.

The project was unveiled on opening day of the Kentucky State Fair in August 1999.  Media coverage was intense and the project was the featured business article in the two largest newspapers in Kentucky.  The reason for such great response is simplicity and effectiveness.

The service allows producers to market on an equal basis with their Internet counterparts and yet spend relatively little time to keep their site current.  The service is quick to respond to consumer interests and demands.  Once the site was released in August, the first request was the ability to add pictures and logos.   A few months later the Department added this feature along with new templates for users to choose.

In essence the user simply fills out internet forms concerning basic business information for a listing and then begins to use their creative skills to advertise by building a web page through a template driven process.  The users can choose from varying backgrounds that present their information in a variety of ways.

Another great feature is the ability to choose their own domain names.  Since some of the users will not ever build their own Web site, the Department provides a domain service for each user in the format of www.kyagr.com/yourname.htm.  This allows the small farmer or business owner to list this on their business cards or stationary.

The term public/private partnership is often used inappropriately.  This is a true project where government provides the necessary technology resources and the citizens derive their benefit from increased promotion and sales.

However, there is a resounding unintended effect for the operation of state government.  Prior to the Web Site service, the Department maintained many different lists and databases of users and producers for marketing their products.  The information was kept updated through snail mail, phone calls, and seminars.

Now producers can enter their most recent information including product changes, business additions, and personal information.  All information is aggregated in a central database for managing each category and responding more quickly to inquiries from large wholesalers and produce buyers looking for products grown in Kentucky.  The staff savings in time spent in data entry alone are tremendous.

The benefit of the service is wonderful, but the encouragement of citizens contributing to the process is incredible.

BENEFITS REALIZED BY THE CITIZENS

Agriculture in Kentucky is undergoing a tremendous transformation as the situation regarding tobacco becomes a major economic concern for the small family farmer.  Many of these farmers are experimenting with new agriculture products to replace the lost income from tobacco.

Some are turning to vegetable and horticulture production, while others are involved in shrimp and fish farming, while still others are working in value-added wood production.  Most of these are small niche markets that involve farmers markets or on-the-farm sales, while others are trying to market to restaurants and grocery stores.

The buyers for these products are increasingly turning to the Internet for their needs.  We have presented for their use an “Agriculture Products” internet mall that they can browse and find the quality Kentucky products that they need.  While there, they can now view not just a listing of producers, but also their web sites hosted by the Department.  This greatly increase our farmers chances of selling their products or services.

The site is already responsible for thousands of dollars in increased revenue for these producers.  Our hope is that they will use this service at “no cost” to establish their Web presence and then move on to a full-featured web site of their own if they choose.

RETURN ON INVESTMENT

The Investment for this project was minimal compared to other projects undertaken.  The initial cost was approximately $ 50,000 - $ 60,000.  Although the web site does not have full ecommerce features, of emails and correspondence we have received, the site has paid for itself in under a year.

Additionally, since we are promoting over 2,000 businesses and producers the cost per producer is only $ 30.00 at the most.  The long term impact both financial and service to citizens is immeasurable.  For the first time, citizens have a government resource dedicated to promoting and selling their products worldwide.

It has encouraged a greater participation, and we look for only brighter predictions for the future.  The site has been nominated and expects to receive numerous awards for its aggressive and innovative use of technology to help the people it represents.

