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Expanding
Compost Markets

PRINCIPLES INTO ACTION

PRACTICALITIES OF
COMPOST MARKETING

AND SALES

Excerpts from

a new guide
provide the
how-to
approaches

to market
development for

new and existing

composting
operations.

Ron Alexander

BioCycLE

FTER many
years of com-
post marketing
and market de-
velopment, we
have come to
recognize a
number of “truisms.” A
leading one is that al-
though compost is a great
product and created from a
“recycled” feedstock — and
therefore is considered an
environmentally “correct”
product — most people who
purchase compost do so be-
cause of what it can do.
They want to know how
“will it save or make me
money, or give me better re-
sults in the field.”

Other truisms are relat-
ed to compost’s unique na-
ture. For example, a unique aspect (and ad-
vantage) of compost is that in many ways, it
is what it is processed to be. To a large ex-
tent, compost can be processed so that it is
appropriate for use as a soil amendment,
turf topdressing, mulch, erosion control me-
dia, etc. It can be further refined into a
growing media component or nutrient
source, or blended to allow for its use in a
variety of creative applications. Because of
compost’s incredible versatility, the best ap-
plication for a particular product — and
thus the end users who can best use it — is
determined by the characteristics it pos-
gesses. When marketing a particular com-
post product, sell to its strengths (charac-
teristics) — the product can’t be everything
to all people, and it is a sure recipe for prob-
lems to try to be.

Compost is also unique because its pro-
duction is not based on the typical supply
and demand curve. Compost production vol-

To assist sales staff, product
literature should include
comparative trials showing the
benefits of compost applications
as well as before (above) and
after (below) photegraphs that
illustrate specific projects.

umes have not grown because the green in-
dustry has been demanding a new soil
amendment. Compost volumes have in-
creased because waste management policies
and environmental legislation have encour-
aged its production. These “false” market
conditions have “forced” producers to mar-
ket compost as a replacement for other ex-
isting products. To expand compost mar-
kets, however, it is important not only to
replace existing products, but also to expand
overall usage of soil amendments and to cre-
ate new end use applications for compost.

MARKET PLANNING AND PRODUCT POSITIONING

Because many commercial-scale compost-
ing facilities — both publicly and privately
owned — begin their lives as waste manage-
ment operations, engineering, design, con-
struction and budgeting aspects are often

: .. very extensive. Rarely,
however, is that the case
when it comes to the mar-
ket development aspect of
the composting “busi-
ness.” This lack of plan-
ning can become a signifi-
cant challenge for larger
composting facilities
where it is imperative
that finished product be
cycled out on an ongoing
basis. The marketing plan
is simply the blue print or
guide to your sales and
marketing program, pro-
viding tools to approach
the market pragmatically
and enabling staff to bet-
ter understand the demo-
graphic nuances of the ge-
ographic target area. It
should be modified as in-
formation and experience
are gained and competi-
tive forces change.

A core element of the
marketing plan is prod-
uct positioning. Position-
ing a product for distribution within an ex-
isting market takes both forethought and
knowledge of the specific geographical mar-
ket area, as well as the product(s). Market
positioning considerations include:

Geography: Where will you geographical-
ly concentrate your marketing efforts, and
in how large an area?

Market Segments: What market segments
will you concentrate your sales efforts on (e.
g., nurseries, landscapers, etc.)?

Product !/ Application: What are the typi-
cal characteristics of your product, and what
specific type of product will you actually
manufacture (e. g., soil amendment, mulch,
ete.) in order to meet the requirements of
your end users?

Market research is used to make these po-
sitioning decisions, as is prior knowledge of
the industry. Other internal and external
factors also influence how to position a prod-
uct for sale, including: Competition; Product
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or feedstock characteristics; Sales price;
Transportation; Infrastructure (equipment,
pad space, etc.); and Technical expertise.

COMPOST SALES

Many consider sales to be the major activ-
ity within a marketing program that will en-
able a supplier or manufacturer to physical-
ly introduce a product, service or overall
concept to a potential customer. However,
there are many aspects within ongoing sales
activities. These include prospecting, lead
generation, the sales call and sales tools and
services.

Prospecting: A key aspect to successful
compost sales and market development is
prospecting — identifying and rating poten-
tial customers. Prospecting often starts with
creating an inventory of potential customers
that you may already know, then expanding
the list by obtaining or developing a
database. The best method to build upon
this initial prospect list is to assertively ob-
tain referrals from customers and other
prospects. Once the initial list is developed,
it must be refined and prospects rated. Re-
fining and rating prospects help the sales
staff to prioritize leads, thus increasing
their productivity. Prospects may be rated
by their size (number of employees or annu-
al income), estimated current or potential
compost use volume (see example in side-
bar), or by their market segment. Some com-
posters may want to target the largest com-
panies, while others may want to expand
their efforts specifically into a particular
market segment (e.g. landscapers) or by
product application. Once the rating is com-
pleted, the prospect list is more readily us-
able in lead generation and sales activities.

Lead generation: Effective product manu-
facturers have systems in place to generate
leads for their sales staff, and composters
are no different. Leads may be generated by
normal sales activities (referrals), or by a va-
riety of promotional and educational activi-
ties. Lead generation can be costly, and dif-
ferent methods work better for certain
products and companies. Typical promo-
tional activities used for lead generation in-
clude mailings, staffing trade shows and ad-
vertisements in trade journals. Both
prospecting and lead generation activities
should be coordinated with the overall mar-
ket development plan (marketing strategy).

Sales Call: Many techniques have been de-
veloped over the years to sell everything from
shovels to automobiles. Regardless of the
technique, it is imperative that you are prop-
erly prepared for the sales call and present
yourself as being a “problem solver.” By pos-
sessing technical knowledge in the market
area in which you are selling, you can be more
effective in this endeavor. Remember that
the “bottom line” is that potential customers
want to be shown how compost use is going to
save or make them money, provide a superi-
or result, or both! In some situations and for
some products, preparing for a sales call can
be a time consuming process (researching the
company’s business approach and primary
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RATING
CUSTOMERS
BY KNOWN

OR ESTIMATED

COMPOST SALES

VOLUME

Rating Categories: Com-
pany has the potential to
purchase:

A - 50 or more truckloads
(2,500 cubic yards or

more) of compost per year
B - 20 to 49 truckloads
(1,000 cubic yards or
more) of compost per year
C - Six to 19 truckloads of
compost per year (over

250, but under 1,000 cubic

yards) of compost.

D - One to 5 truckioads
(250 cubic yards and un-
der) of compost per year.

E — Company is small and
cannot purchase in large
truckload quantities (20 to
25 tons).

With this volume based rat- '.

ing system, the letter rating
would be placed in a
search area of a database
program, so that prospects
can be identified (and lists
created) by size. Marketing
staff can develop specific

sales programs and strate-
gies based on a prospect’s

ability to purchase com-
post.

gervices), while in other situations it may
simply be gathering the appropriate sales lit-
erature necessary to make an organized pre-
sentation. Either way, it is helpful to be
pragmatic during the sales call, thereby be-
ing time efficient but also thorough.

COMPOST SALES TOOLS AND SERVICES

To assist sales staff in the field, a variety
of specific tools and services are available.
Compost sales tools include product litera-
ture; before and after project pictures; prod-
uct test results; samples; articles from na-
tional publications and pertinent trade
publications; project case studies; product
research; and computer models (e.g. to cal-
culate nutrient loadings).

Successful compost marketing programs
also offer sales related services, including
product delivery; access to application
equipment or an actual application service;
technical assistance from staff and special-
ized consultants; training presentations;
and creating a “library” or database of tech-
nical information for use by sales and oper-
ations staff, and customers.

The fact that different market segments
utilize compost for different purposes and
often have different priorities or reasons for
using specific products requires that your
salespeople learn about the technical re-
quirements of a specific end user group be-
fore approaching it. For example, when mar-
keting compost to farmers, a core selling
point is that compost improves soil quality
by adding organic matter. In addition, there
is a large body of research on compost use in
agriculture which illustrates compost’s abil-
ity to improve crop yield and suppress plant
disease. However farmers often compare
compost to chemical fertilizers on a straight
nutrient and cost basis. With most crops,
compost cannot win this comparison, be-
cause chemical fertilizers are so inexpen-
give. The technical sales approach must in-
clude data (and perhaps the sponsorship of
comparative field trials) that document how
using compost is a means for farmers to im-
prove the overall health and long-term pro-
ductivity of their soils, or to improve the low-
er productivity areas of their farms.

The bottom line is that compost sales and
marketing involve a number of specific steps
and an investment in time/effort and mon-
ey. But marketing should be considered just
that, ‘an investment,’ one that will pay itself
back for many years.

Ron Alexander of R.Alexander Associates, Inc. is
the author of The Practical Guide to Compost
Muarketing and Sales, released in December
2003. This innovative manual can be used to de-
velop new and {or expand current compost mar-
keting programs. Specific sales approaches are
provided for the most popular compost market
segments. Compost application photos, includ-
ing before and after pictures, are also included.
The manual is being distributed by BioCycle (see
page 11 of this issue for ordering informaition),
or log onto www. biocycle.net. For information on
custom workshops, go to www.alexassoc.net.
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