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by Andrea Watts

Since Full Circle’s founding nearly 
20 years ago, co-founders Andrew Stout 
and Wendy Munroe have broken down 
the barriers and mindsets that were 
limiting the organic producer’s ability 
to connect with markets and consum-
ers beyond the farmers’ market. What 
started as a 5-acre farm in North Bend, 
Washington, evolved into a philosophy 
and business of connecting people to 
organic, farm-fresh food regardless of 
where it is grown. Through partnerships 
with local farmers and developing the 
marketing component of selling organic 
produce, their customer base now spans 
the Pacific Northwest and all of Alaska. 

Full Circle’s beginning resulted from 
one question — “Why don’t we farm?” 
— put forth amongst friends Andrew 
Stout, Wendy Munroe and John Hus-
chle, as they searched for a business op-
portunity. Stout now realizes they under-
estimated the difficulties associated with 
farming and barriers to entry; at the time 
they viewed it only as a noble, engaging 
occupation.

When they posed that question in 
1995, the three lived in Bend, Oregon, 
where Stout worked as a landscaper. 
Deciding to embark upon farming, the 
friends returned to Minnesota, where 
both Stout and Huschle grew up, and 
drove around to see what other farm-
ers were doing because, as Stout admits, 
they were “as green as could be.” They 
found Red Cardinal Farm, one of the 
largest organic direct market farms in 
the Minneapolis area that was applying 
business techniques and attitudes toward 
its production. With the farm scaling up 
at the time, the friends joined the farm 
through its internship program. 

During that internship, they didn’t 
waste any time learning the ropes and 
starting a business of their own. That 
was my push, Stout recalled, saying: 

“Let’s make this a company, a real busi-
ness; it’s not just a lifestyle nor something 
we’re inheriting. This is something that 
we are building and creating.” Taking a 
portion of their wages as food, they cre-
ated a community supported agriculture 
(CSA), learning the basic business and 
production elements. Every week, they 
sat down with farmers to learn the tricks 
of the trade, whether it was post-harvest 
handling, crop production techniques, 
or how to operate machinery. Stout con-
sidered the internship a work experience 
but also an educational opportunity.

Stout described the experience work-
ing at Red Cardinal Farm as inspira-
tional and pivotal in giving them the 
confidence and knowledge to start their 
own farm. The following year found 
them ready to start a farm of their own, 
and after searching for opportunities in 
Minnesota, they came out west, eventu-
ally settling in North Bend, Washington, 

a farming community less than 40 miles 
east of Seattle. 

“Our business model was to be within 
60 miles of a large metropolitan area 
because there is a hungry population 
that is not producing their food but is 
consuming on a daily basis,” Stout said. 
They established the farm on the model 
in which they were trained, growing a 
large diversity of crops. Buyers included 
the public at the farmers’ market and 
restaurants.

A crucial element of their business 
plan required them being salaried and 
earning at least $30,000, and when faced 
with the realization that their 5-acre 
farm, with 3 acres in production, and 
Washington’s nine-month growing sea-
son could not achieve that goal, the scal-
ing process began, albeit with only Stout 
and Munroe. After three years with Full 
Circle, Huschle left in 1998 to start his 
own farm, and Stout said they remain 
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friends and colleagues. Gradually, Full 
Circle’s farming operations expanded to 
span more acreage with more employees 
hired to manage the additional work, 
and they absorbed the anticipated costs. 

One unexpected effect of fulfilling 
Full Circle’s business goals was a reevalu-
ation of the drivers motivating expan-
sion. There was a financial need, Stout 
said, but “we also had an opportunity to 
really influence our community, which 
wasn’t what we started out to do, but 
it soon became our intention.” He de-
scribed it as a responsibility to help 
develop the local food system. “You have 
to put seed to soil; somebody has to do 
it. Am I going to wait for somebody else 
to do it?”

Through the lense of a marketer, 
Stout saw opportunities for Full Circle 
to further its customer base, entering 
neighborhoods they weren’t serving. 
Then another business-changing inno-
vation occurred in 2000-01; Full Circle 
decided to sell year-round for two im-
portant reasons: year-round cash flow 
and, more importantly, keeping custom-
ers. “We were letting our market go 
once the growing season is over. Our 
customers have to eat and essentially we 
were telling them to go someplace else,” 
Stout said. 

Because Full Circle’s farm couldn’t 
grow all the crops needed to fulfill cus-
tomer demand, Stout decided to pur-
chase produce from other growers, 
breaking what he considered an unwrit-
ten code holding growers back from 
expanding their markets. The rule of ‘sell 
only what you grow’ at many farmers’ 
markets carried over to CSA programs, 
with farmers believing, “This is my mar-
ket. This is my food,” Stout explained. 

With Full Circle’s connections in the 
organic produce world, Stout readily 
found growers willing to sell their pro-
duce. Our challenge was finding grow-
ers who could produce the quality and 
quantity we desired, had cost-effective 
refrigerated shipping and effective pric-
ing on a wholesale level, he said. “Now 
we have hundreds of growers that we 
connect with, some on a direct basis be-

cause it makes sense, and some through 
intermediaries, like wholesale distribu-
tors. Our goal is to know who the grower 
is and how they grow.” He believes this 
translates to customers trusting Full Cir-
cle to provide them with quality organic 
products. “We’re 100 percent transpar-
ent. We want you to know who the part-
ners are,” Stout explained, citing their 
attention to sourcing as his company’s 
inherent strength.

Full Circle now serves customers 
throughout Western Washington, Spo-
kane and Boise, Alaska, the Bay area and 
Sacramento, with national aspirations 
in the future. Customers receive their 
weekly order of produce at Full Circle’s 
CSA legacy pickup sites but also through 
home delivery. 

“The reason we can serve such a large 
geographic area and so many customers 
is because of investments into develop-
ing our web presence and infrastruc-
ture, and distribution methods,” Stout 
explained. And as new sites open up, it 
is easy to plug them into the system — 
even Alaska, where Full Circle produce 
boxes are delivered to sites above the 
Arctic Circle, out on the Aleutian Islands 
and through the island communities of 
southeast Alaska. 

Stout recalled it was an email saying, 
“My sister gets her produce from a CSA 
in Portland. Can you bring your produce 
to us? We don’t have farms in Juneau,” 
that promoted an expansion into Alaska. 
Since Seattle serves as the shipping point 
for Alaska, shipping wasn’t an issue; 
it was just figuring out the logistics of 
delivering Full Circle’s produce that took 
time. Despite the invitation to serve 
communities throughout Alaska, we had 
some resistance with the local farming 
community, he said, and this resulted 
in Full Circle dropping the CSA des-
ignation and taking on the expense of 
rebranding. 

For many of the remote communities 
in Alaska, the Full Circle produce box 
was the first time they received high-
quality fresh organic produce, an accom-
plishment that Stout is proud of. He says 
they have received many testimonials 

raving about the produce and for some 
children it was their first experience of 
eating fresh fruits like peaches. “Fresh 
is the hardest thing to conquer [in the 
bush] and we conquered it.”

But with these successes were grow-
ing pains that caused Stout to reevaluate 
what Full Circle truly represented, as it 
was no longer a CSA. “Farm-to-table” 
and “food to fork” were several iterations 
until they arrived at “farmers’ market 
delivered” to describe Full Circle’s dual 
operations of distribution and produc-
tion. And while the distribution side 
of Full Circle thrived under expansion, 
the scaling process on the production 
side resulted in substantial costs as land 
holdings and infrastructure increased. 
While operating year-round resulted in 
a steady cash flow and promised employ-
ees steady work, it didn’t always guaran-
tee a profit, and at best, subsistence. 

In hindsight, Stout realizes they had 
expanded their production capacity 
without perfecting the production sys-
tem to scale in step with their distribu-
tion business. “For us it’s an inverse 
path to what many farms take. Farms 
mostly focus on the production first and 
struggle with the markets, struggle to get 
their business stabilized … We are great 
marketers, good at removing the inher-
ent barriers to opening those markets 
up … but [crop] production suffered, so 
we need to further develop that skill set 
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in order for us to continue to be in the 
[crop] production business.” 

There have also been unexpected en-
vironmental issues, such as floods and 
labor issues that had consequential ef-
fects on their farmland in the Snoqualm-
ie Valley. “These forced us to reduce 
our acreage, reduce our crop selection, 
reduce our direct market activities to get 
more efficient,” Stout said. While recog-
nizing that the market will continue to 
be strong, he sees it necessary to adjust 
the farm to fit the niches that Full Circle 
has developed instead of trying to be 
everything for everyone. From a peak of 
250 acres being farmed several years ago, 
this year Stout said they will farm fewer 
than 100 acres, and they are still striving 
to find their sweet spot.

While Stout isn’t sure whether we will 
see a tipping point in local food versus 
industrial food in his lifetime, he sees 
promise in the increasing demand for 
more farmers’ markets and there not 
being enough growers to fulfill the need. 

“Organic has proven to be a very exciting 
industry with a lot of penetration,” he 
said, “with many business opportunities 
excelling and now we’re just continuing 
to gain momentum and strength.”

But to safeguard the future of organic 
farming, Stout recognizes that it takes 
more than just having individuals will-
ing to become farmers — it also requires 
an ag-friendly community beyond the 
farmers’ market, of which growers can 
serve to influence. 

“I think on the grower level, you 
don’t have to lead it but you have to 
participate” he said, citing examples of 
attending council meetings, knowing lo-
cal politicians, or aligning with the large 
number of local food groups, such as 
Slow Food, Eat Local or the American 
Farmland Trust, as ways to participate. 
He recently served on a future farming 
team that had leaders of Washington 
State’s agricultural industry come to-
gether and identify the challenges and 
roadblocks to practicing agriculture. 

They developed metrics and methodol-
ogy that lawmakers can use to create not 
only ag-friendly provisions but prevent 
ag-antagonistic policies. 

As Full Circle closes its second de-
cade, causing Stout to reevaluate the 
decisions that had them settle in the 
Snoqualmie Valley and expand as quick-
ly as they did, he isn’t questioning their 
decision to embrace the marketing side 
of organic farming or break down the 
barriers that increased the availability of 
organic produce to consumers beyond 
the farmers’ market. “We joke that our 
business plan is about there being a lot 
of eaters out there, and they’re going to 
continue doing so for the foreseeable 
future,” Stout explained. “There will al-
ways be a demand for good food which 
in turn needs good growers. The oppor-
tunity is strong for the future of organic 
farming.” 

For more information on Full Circle Farm call 
866-328-9355 or visit www.fullcircle.com. 


