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diversity. For example, I wanted to 
cover the tradition of eating black-
eyed peas for the New Year, and 
because the tradition is rooted in 
Black American culture in the South, 
I assigned it to a Black writer who 
could tell that story. 

WHAT OTHER AREAS DO 
YOU COVER?  
Our food and lifestyle sections cover 
what happens once the food is home 
in the kitchen, with a focus on the 
source of the ingredient. It’s also 
where we feature cookbooks, recipes, 
and the tradition of dishes, such as 
the history of black-eyed peas, or 
one writer’s essay about sourcing sloe 
berries and making her own sloe gin 
for the first time. Our staff writers 
cover news and profiles of farmers 
who are pioneering different growing 
methods or reviving heirloom crops.  

ANY SUBMISSION TIPS? 
A proposed headline helps to show 
how the writer is thinking about the 
piece, but it’s not necessary. Make 
sure to include the angle, instead 
of “I want to write about climate 
change in agriculture.” In your pitch, 
include potential sources and links 
to similar stories, and say how you 
would expand on the topic or cover 
it differently. I don’t need the writer 

M y latest Estelle’s Edge is 
not just for publishing 
but for life: Go for what 

you want but prepare for it. I pivoted 
into editing launch publications 
when I impressed the former CEO 
of Hachette with my research and 
analysis of his publishing empire. 
Shortly after, he hired me as the 
editorial director of a new fitness 
publication. If you’ve been following 
my column and want to get an 
editor’s attention, I am analyzing 
a select number of pitches at the 
Writer’s Digest Conference. Email 
your pitch to estellesedge2022 
@gmail.com. Go for it! 

For this issue, I spoke with 
Shelby Vittek, the editor of Modern 
Farmer (ModernFarmer.com). The 
10-year-old publication (formerly in 
print) became a Canadian nonprofit 
last year and has 10 million page 
views a year. It posts multiple pieces 
a day and runs three freelance sub-
missions a week. Its mission is to 
tell the stories of the people who 
grow, make, and sell our food. On 
the website it says, “Modern Farmer 
understands that a tomato is never 
just a tomato—it’s also a politi-
cal, and deeply personal, statement 
about who we want to be and the 
world we hope to live in.” 

WHAT DO YOU DO IN YOUR 
ROLE AS EDITOR? 
I make all the editorial decisions. I 
edit, oversee the social media strategy, 

work with freelancers and staff 
writers, and write all the headlines. 
I’m also spearheading rolling out 
quarterly themed packages.  

WHO ARE YOUR READERS?  
There’s been a boom in readers since 
the pandemic, including people 
who want to grow food from seeds 
or mushrooms in coffee grinds and 
make their backyard soil healthy. Our 
reader is anyone who cares where 
their food comes from, and includes 
gardeners, aspirational farmers, full-
time farmers (out in the field with 
tractors looking for suppliers), and 
sixth-generation farmers, searching 
for the latest agricultural news.  

WHAT IS SOME OF THE 
IMPORTANT ADVOCACY 
WORK MODERN FARMER  
IS DOING? 
We are exposing a lot of the injus-
tices in farming, food production, 
and agriculture. Those entail look-
ing at the supply chain and who is 
delivering the food. Many of our 
stories have a climate change angle. 
We also focus on groups working to 
decolonize agriculture (for exam-
ple, indigenous agriculture says 
we shouldn’t grow corn in certain 
places). I have been expanding our 
freelance roster to bring in more 

ALLABOUTTHEPITCH
Covering the tips, tricks, and tactics for capturing the attention of an assigning editor so you don’t get ghosted.
BY ESTELLE ERASMUS 
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Northeast Organic Dairy Farmers Getting Squeezed Out of Business: 
Any interest in this timely story on Danone/Horizon Organic 
terminating contracts with 79 organic dairy farmers across the 
Northeast a couple months ago? I covered it for a Maine outlet, so 
I’ve already dug into it a little and made contacts, but I would 
broaden the scope to include the other affected states and put it 
into the context of the national trend of organic consolidations. 
Maine organic dairy farmers don’t have many other options since 
there is no in-state processing plant and milk bought by Horizon 
Organic gets shipped out of state to New York or even Virginia, 
another example of how crucial infrastructure is to local markets, 
while Danone set a goal to have all its companies B Corp certified by 
2025 and net zero carbon by 2050. Even though the story first broke in 
Aug., about a week ago 13 New England lawmakers signed onto a letter 
urging the Dept of Ag to intervene and working groups are forming in 
Maine and Vermont to help the farmers. 

PITCH 1

How this co-op is committed to strengthening Hawaii’s food security 
through breadfruit 

Breadfruit, or ’ulu in Hawaiian, is a special produce here in 
Hawaii and represents wealth. Being so isolated in the Pacific, 
food security is a big issue in Hawaii as food is often expensive 
and we import many products. Every year, we spend $3 billion to 
import as much as 90 percent of our food. If anything, the pandemic 
exacerbated food security issues. The Hawai’i ’Ulu Cooperative is a 
group of farmers using ’ulu to bring nutritious food to tables year-
round by growing various species in numerous microclimates, and 
guided by Hawaiian traditions. I’d love to explore this important 
work and the impact it is making in Hawaii. 

PITCH 2

SHELBY: I had wanted to cover 
breadfruit, and I learned from this 
pitch that it was really important 
to Hawaii.  

ESTELLE’S EDGE: Normally, I 
caution writers against using the 
word explore, which scares editors 
because it connotes the writer 
sitting on the floor surrounded 
by a bunch of encyclopedias, but 
it worked here because this story 
had a specific regional angle. 

 READ ONLINE: https://modernfarmer.com/2021/12/breadfruit-hawaii-ulu-cooperative/ 

SHELBY: The pitch made a feature 
out of a news angle (the latest 
in a series of threats to the dairy 
industry). It was important for our 
readers who are farmers and our 
readers who care where their food 
comes from.  

ESTELLE’S EDGE: The writer 
broadened the scope of the story 
by including the service element 
of groups trying to get federal aid.  

 READ ONLINE: https://modernfarmer.com/2021/11/northeast-organic-dairy-farmers-danone/ 

Estelle Erasmus (EstelleSErasmus.com) 
is an award-winning journalist and 
writing coach. She teaches journalism 
classes at New York University’s School 
of Professional Studies, and for Writer’s 
Digest University. She contributes to 
The New York Times, The Washington 
Post, and Wired and is writing a book on 
finding your voice, becoming a better 
storyteller, and getting published for New 
World Library. Follow her on Twitter and 
Instagram at @EstelleSErasmus.

to have a ton of bylines or expe-
rience, but I want to see that the 
person has a full grasp on the topic 
they’re proposing. The pitch can be 
short. If I want more information, 
I’ll ask for it.  

WHAT IS THE WORD COUNT, 
PAY, AND RIGHTS? 
Our shorter pieces are 600–800 

words. Features are 1,200 words. We 
pay in Canadian dollars (between 
50 and 60 cents), which translates to 
between 40 and 50 cents per word 
in U.S. dollars. We take first rights, 
and the author retains the rights.  

BEST WAY TO CONTACT YOU? 
Email me at shelby@modfarmer 
.com.  WD


