From: The Green Bowl 
To: Peter Moffatt 
Sent: 14/02/2021 22:22:21

Subject: Re: Open Food Network



Hi Peter,
Lovely to hear that you're impressed with the Green Bowl, and I'm happy to help in any way I can. (And apologies for the delay in getting back to you. It's been a pretty hectic week).
The Green Bowl is set up as a Hub (non-producer), and then we have Producers set up for each of our individual businesses. e.g. I have "Middleton Croft" (Producer) to sell all of my croft produce, plus "Elphin Tearooms" (Producer) to sell baked things from the Tearooms (which I also run). My Green Bowl partner, Tessa, has "Elphin Larder" (Producer) to sell all her produce, and we have about 5 other Producers as well.  I set up The Green Bowl Hub, plus most of the Producers.  I run these Producer enterprises for these people - they let me know their inventory, prices etc and I update everything for them.  I did set up Elphin Larder too, but have handed the running of that over to Tessa.  We also have two people come on board who set up their own Producer enterprise and look after their own products.  They still have to let me know if they have new products though, so I can add them into our shop.  I can talk more about how our hub interacts with our producers, and our order cycle and delivery logistics if you want, but will stop here now since your questions are about OFN.
The hub / producer set up was fairly easy. The hardest bit was working out what to write in the descriptions, and which photos to use!
I heard about OFN on an online course I was on, and once we decided to give it a try, I set up one Enterprise (either Middleton or Green Bowl, I can't remember). It then just sat there for a couple of weeks while I worked out how we were going to run things.  OFN actually got in touch with us at this point to see if we were having any troubles, or if there was any way they could help - not just with the software, but with the physical and practical logistics of setting up a hub.  They arranged a video chat between us, them and Stephen (Food Lochaber), who set up and is running a bigger, but similar hub.  This was a big help to getting us started. It's not that we couldn't work the software, but the practical side of things was still quite daunting, so it was really helpful to just sit down with someone who'd done it already and get lots of tips and ideas.  OFN organised all this for us, just to help us get started.
Generally I don't interact with them that much at all, except if I'm having a problem or to report bugs.  But that's my choice - I can handle most things on my own and prefer to just manage my own admin.  They are actually a very interactive organisation - they respond really well to help requests (usually via email for me), have an online forum / community, run weekly facebook webinars (often about marketing, running a food hub, other practical bits and pieces, as well as using the platform), and have a weekly "drop in session", where they are online on zoom (or some other video session) and you can just drop into the call and ask whatever questions you may have and they have a WhatsApp group..... They're really proactive about helping new organisations and are happy to have a video call to discuss setting up, or whatever else you may want to talk about.  And they continue to be really helpful and interactive with working hubs, promoting networking and peer-assistance between hub managers.  I think they have a mentoring program now too. They also offer to do some of the data entry / management - they have offered to add new products on for me where we've had a lot of them..... but I don't think this is a very good use of their time - I'd prefer they be improving the software than doing data entry for me.
There are several tiers of OFN fees.  If you are just a Producer (not a Hub or Producer/Hub) there there is no fee. Once you have a shopfront (Hub or Producer/Hub), then you have to pick a tier.  For very small shops, you can just pay a minimal fee per month (I think it is £1 minimum or something like that).  The next tier up is 2.4% of sales, and above that is £60 a month??  I think they will automatically move you between these tiers based on what is cheaper for you.
You can set up your own payment options, with choices of Cash, BACS or Card Payment.  The Card Payments are through Stripe who take 1.4% plus 20p per transaction.  Cash and BACS have no charge.  We use Card Payments because the admin is so much easier for us that it's worth the fee. Otherwise we'd have to be dealing with cash on delivery, or checking the bank account and aligning payments and orders then having to decide whether to deliver if people haven't paid.....

All of the payments come into the Hub.  I then organise payment to our suppliers (BACS, from our Hub bank account to their accounts).  The Stripe fee is taken out before we receive the money and the OFN fee is invoiced to us and direct debited from our Hub bank account once a month (I think we could use BACS to pay this if we wanted).  Basically, the payments don't go through OFN. If we used BACS or cash, they would come straight to us, and with Card Payments, it goes to Stripe, then they pay us (less their fees).
In terms of covering these fees, our Producers set a price for each product then the Hub (Green Bowl) applies fees on top of that.  These fees have to cover the Stripe card payment fees, the OFN fees, plus any operational costs we wish to recoup. There are a number of ways we (Green Bowl) can set these fees.  We use a flat 10% on top of all Producer prices, and a flat 20p per order (this is new for us - we get a lot of small orders and the fixed Stripe fee was starting to eat into our ability to cover our costs).  You can apply different fees for different producers (e.g. if you're doing admin for some and not for others), different fees for different delivery options, and lots of other options.
OFN provide the website. It is open source software and they have a team of developers working on it and updating it regularly. It is relatively new (only 3 to 5 years old I think) and they've had a huge sudden increase in users last year with covid-19 so there are a few bugs, and a few things that could be improved.  It is, however, very very stable and easy to use (for both customers and hub managers / producers) with quite good flexibility.  I send in improvement requests occasionally and haven't had any of the improvements I've requested yet, but I know they have been working a lot on the underlying database structure and the user interface.  There are a lot of different people using it, and a lot of different requests, so hopefully they'll get to the things I want eventually.  That said, it does almost everything I want, and they always try to find work-arounds for the things that I want to do.
Does that answer all your questions? I'm happy to write more in an email, or have a video chat if you want. If you do want to talk directly to OFN, I'm sure they'd be happy to chat as well. As I've said - they're very proactive about sharing information about their platform.
Best wishes,

Helen
[My questions to Helen

-    are you set up as a producer or a hub, and how easy was it to set up?

-    how much ongoing interaction do you have, and what do they take for the 
service?

-    do they provide the website, and do you have any opportunity to modify it?

-    do they or you set up and organise the payments from customers and to 
producers?]
