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Foreword


Organic farming is a vibrant and growing sector of agriculture in the United States and across the world. This comprehensive manual covers many aspects of farming, from vegetable crops to many types of livestock. This book contains practical “how-to” options to help the reader decide how to best use their agricultural land, as well as historical background on how and why various practices and equipment were developed. I wish I had this book 30 years ago when I started my lifelong adventure in organic agriculture!


There are few activities in life that offer the same sense of accomplishment as farming, accompanied by the spiritual fulfillment gained by understanding, cooperating, and being a part of the natural world. Organic farming, with its reliance on natural systems rather than synthetic purchased inputs, is attractive to young adults seeking to make their place in the world, people in middle age who want a change from their current path, and older folks who are semiretired and want to pursue an agrarian lifestyle. For those wishing to manage their land and produce a wide variety of foods in harmony with nature, The Organic Farming Manual offers the background and options necessary to start a wide variety of farming systems.


From what to look for when buying land, to deciding what to do with that land once you have it, this book offers clear guidance for those who wish to farm organically, whether solely for their own food production or as a business venture. The United States has laws governing the use of the word organic on agriculturally produced products. Ann Hansen has incorporated the regulations of the USDA’s National Organic Program into these pages, allowing the reader to have a better understanding of what they would need to do in order to access the dynamic organic marketplace.


Organic farming is not difficult, but it does have its own unique set of challenges. The Organic Farming Manual helps the reader navigate the various challenges and possible approaches to these issues. Even after a lifetime working with organic farmers, I found so much useful information in this book. Whether for providing a basic overview or explaining nitty-gritty details, this book should be kept as a reference through the years, as one explores and experiences the joys and rewards of organic farming.


Faye Jones


Executive Director


Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service (MOSES)





Preface


For the novice farmer who intends to follow an organic philosophy, this book provides an overview of basic farming practices and organic principles. For those who intend to sell farm products under a “certified organic” label, the book includes discussion of the federal rules for organic agriculture and the certification process.


Experienced farmers interested in transitioning to organic farming will find here the general information they need. But since much of this book is devoted to basic farming knowledge, which they already possess, a more efficient way of getting the technical information they need to make the transition would be to contact one of the education services devoted to organic production, such as the Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service (MOSES). General information on transitioning to organic production is also available from various land-grant universities and from ATTRA — National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service, an agency of the U.S. Department of Agriculture. (See the resources section at the end of this book for more information about these and other education services.)


The depth of knowledge you need to be successful with an organic farm enterprise can be obtained only by experience and constant learning. This book provides a starting point, one that I hope will serve to put you on the right road. Your most important resources as you continue the journey will be other members of the organic farming community and your farming neighbors, who know your soils, climate, and local resources.
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Introduction
What “Organic” Means


Organic farming is family-friendly, economically viable for small and midsized farms, and a boon to our stressed environment — and its products taste great. For the farmers themselves, there’s a real joy that comes from working with the natural cycles of soils, plants, and animals, instead of trying to beat them into submission for profit and convenience. Whether you’re interested in producing a crop for market or only in growing your own food, organic farming makes sense for your pocketbook, your health, our environment, and our nation.


There is a lot of confusion among both consumers and farmers about what organic farming is and is not. With so many “green” labels now on grocery shelves, it can be hard to figure out what makes organic different from anything else purporting to be, as so many labels brightly say, earth-friendly and natural and all those other good things.


Yet the difference is simple. The “Certified Organic” label means that the grower has:


• Complied with the Final Rule of the National Organic Program of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)


• Documented that fact on paper


• Been inspected and approved by a USDA-accredited organic certifier


Other “green” labels may be backed by nongovernment standards and inspection programs, but many are only vague claims invented by marketing teams to dupe consumers into believing they’re getting something better than it really is. The only label that comes with a legal guarantee is “USDA Organic.”


To have the right to use that label, an organic farmer must follow all the stipulations of the Final Rule and go through a certification process that requires a written farm plan, documentation of all inputs and practices, and an on-farm inspection. In other words, organic farming is different from organic certification. Organic farming is a farming system, while organic certification verifies use of that system. Certification is thus a marketing tool. Certification guarantees the integrity of the product for buyers who aren’t in a position to drive out to the farm themselves to make sure the rule is being followed.


Many organic growers follow the rule but don’t go through the certification process. Organic certification is a lot of paperwork, it’s not cheap, and there is really no need for it if you’re selling products to people you know personally, who trust you.
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The USDA certified-organic label assures your customers of your organic integrity.


For small-scale farmers the Final Rule contains an exception that allows them to label themselves as “organic,” as long as they are following the rule (including having a written farm plan and documenting all farm inputs and practices) and are selling less than $5,000 worth of products each year. There are plenty of these folks around, and probably even more who follow almost but not all the stipulations of the Final Rule.


Many of these farmers who aren’t completely organic call themselves sustainable farmers. The term sustainable has been tossed loosely around in agricultural circles for many years but has no agreed-upon, clear definition. Generally it is taken to mean farming in such a way that fertility and yields will be sustained or improved from current levels for generations to come. Farms in this country that define themselves as sustainable presumably employ soil-conserving and nutrient-cycling practices such as management-intensive grazing, contour cropping, and composting. These practices are also basic to organic farming, and so organic farming can be defined as a more restrictive subset of sustainable farming, one that is quite a bit more specific about requirements.


Farmers who call themselves sustainable but don’t conserve their soil and minimize chemical use are kidding themselves and us — and are not uncommon.



The Organic Approach


Exactly what organic means when you’re out on the farm is defined in the Final Rule as “a production system that is managed to respond to site-specific conditions by integrating cultural, biological, and mechanical practices that foster cycling of resources, promote ecological balance, and conserve biodiversity.” That may sound like so much gobbledy gook to the uninitiated, but in fact the concepts behind each of those carefully chosen words are pretty simple to understand, and they all fit together to form the foundation of an organic farming system. The following chapters will walk you through what it all means and how it can work.


To begin, organic farming (as detailed in the Final Rule) generally prohibits the use of man-made pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers, as well as antibiotics, hormone treatments, genetically modified organisms, sewage sludge, and the feeding of animal by-products to livestock. There are only a few specific exceptions, and they are listed, along with the specific circumstances under which they may be used, in the Final Rule.




Four Principles of the Organic Approach


1. Organic farming is proactive, not reactive. All organic farming activities are directed toward creating and sustaining a living soil and an ecologically healthy, productive farm. Farmers ideally identify, anticipate, and address needs and potential problems before they can compromise the functioning of the farm system.


2. All farm practices and inputs are evaluated for their effect on the entire farm system and ecosystem. The decision to use an input or practice must not be based solely on whether it will solve a particular problem. The effect on every other component of the system must also be evaluated.


3. Good timing and close observation are integral to a successful organic system. Being attuned to seasonal cycles of plants, insects, soil life, and other ecosystem components allows the farmer to time farm practices for maximum effectiveness. Pest controls are applied at the most vulnerable times in pest life cycles; planting and birthing take place when conditions are best.


4. Experimentation and learning to improve the farm system are continual. Working effectively with natural systems requires constant curiosity and experimentation, which results in a continual expansion of knowledge and refining of techniques.





In most people’s minds, those prohibitions are the defining characteristic of organic farming. But for the farmer they’re just a starting point, the rules of the game. Building a successful organic system really depends on a farmer’s ability to put together the mix of allowed farm practices that best enhance the farm’s natural ecology, fertility, and long-term sustainability. Choosing and coordinating crop rotations, tillage methods, soil amendments, grazing rotations, and innumerable other details is what makes organic farming so endlessly fascinating and rewarding. The organic farmer may be frequently frustrated, sometimes mistaken, and often short of time, but never bored.


Organic Farms Need Hands-On Management


Enhancing natural processes necessitates, as its foundation, an understanding of how these processes operate, how agriculture can degrade them, and how a farmer can mitigate the unnatural effects of agriculture on the ecosystem. If you’re an aspiring farmer who wants to grow organically, you have to accomplish two things: first, learn how to farm, and second, learn how to do it in a way that maintains and improves, instead of degrades, the soil and the ecosystem. Doing both at once is a great adventure, the details worked out in the field to best suit the unique conditions on your farm. In the end, it’s your own understanding, creativity, stamina, and resourcefulness that will determine how well you succeed.


If you plan to become certified organic there’s one more important step that you should be aware of before you start: you must go through a three-year, chemical-free transition period before you can apply for certification. If no synthetic chemicals have been used on your land for some time and you can prove it, you may be able to shorten this transition period. But “going organic” is not instantaneous. It happens over time, and only with active management.


Because successful organic farming demands such attentive, site-specific, hands-on management, it is especially suitable for small and midsized farms. On small farms, even part-time farmers (which is the majority of small farmers) have the time to pay attention to the details that make all the difference. I think every small-farm book repeats some variation of the old saying, “The best fertilizer is the footsteps of the farmer.” That’s just as true as it ever was.
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Diversity — of crops, livestock, and natural habitat — is a cornerstone of organic farming.



Organic Farming Works



Taking a larger perspective, it’s interesting to note that for many decades the conventional agricultural community has maintained that organic farming might be very nice but it won’t feed the world and therefore it makes no sense for everyone to do it. But interestingly enough, long-term studies at Iowa State University, the University of Wisconsin, and the Rodale Institute comparing organic and conventional cropping systems are clearly demonstrating that organic farming can produce yields equal to or higher than those of conventional farming. Additional studies elsewhere are confirming these findings, as are many organic farmers, and so dispelling that particular myth.


As it happens, organic farming can feed the world, and in the long run may be the only sustainable method of doing so. Even the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations has recognized the need for a different approach in agriculture, one that ensures, as a 1999 FAO report said, that “the natural resource base is not further depleted or degraded but is regenerated instead.”


The Market Is Strong, and Getting Stronger


Ideally, all farmers would convert to organic production, but transitioning from conventional to organic agriculture on a national scale would take a lot of reorienting of the current food production and processing infrastructure, which is heavily dependent on huge crop monocultures and on moving food long distances from farms to processors to markets. Fortunately, the foundation for an alternative food system based on locally produced food was laid long ago by the organic community, and it continues to expand nationwide with the renaissance of farmers’ markets, local food cooperatives, and farmer-owned processing and marketing concerns. And in the past few years, organic food has made the jump to mainstream grocery stores — something almost unimaginable just a decade ago. We’ve come a very long way in the past quarter century, and rising transportation costs may accelerate a reorientation of the nation’s food distribution system toward more local production. But there is still a very long way to go.


Fortunately, consumer demand for organic products continues to increase at an impressive clip. This increasing demand means that for many years now it’s been possible to make a fair wage as an organic farmer. If you are consistent with your quality and well planned in your marketing, you can find a profitable sale for your cash crops. But let me emphasize that last point: Successful sale of farm products depends on more than organic production methods. You must have a good product and a good marketing strategy.


Why Farmers Do (or Don’t) Farm Organically


So why isn’t every farmer organic? Maybe because it’s unfamiliar, because change seems unnecessary, because it takes a lot of time, and because it’s scary to bet the farm on a paradigm you haven’t seen working with your own eyes. For the past fifty years the U.S. government has actively encouraged chemical farming, so that Profitability of Organic Farms Compared to Conventional most farmers have no experience with or incentive for any other way to do things. Most crops in organic systems require more labor as well, and labor shortages are a chronic problem in American agriculture. And if this year’s income depends on the soybeans that are being consumed by aphids today, do you tell your kids there isn’t going to be any Christmas this year, or do you call the spray truck? Farmers aren’t dumb, and they often, with the caution born of experience, prefer to see their neighbors successfully go out on a limb before they will take a similar risk. But as the evidence of organic farming’s economic and environmental success accumulates, more established farmers are transitioning to organic production, and more new farmers are setting up as organic rather than conventional.


Profitability of Organic Farms Compared to Conventional
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For those conventional farmers who have made the leap to organic production, one of the most common motivators is to get agricultural chemicals out of their lives. The hazards of chemical exposure for farmworkers are well documented, and the hazards of chemical residues in your drinking water, laundry, house dust, and kids’ play area are evoking increasing concern from the scientific community.


Organic farming’s relative insulation from the lows of volatile commodity prices and the better chance of making a profit help convince farmers, too, though it can take five years or more to build soils enough to match the yields of conventional agriculture. Several studies have shown, however, that even with lower yields and no price premiums, organic cropping returns more income to the farmer due to significantly lower input costs.


Be aware, though, that having low inputs does not mean having no inputs. Every time something leaves the farm in the form of crops or livestock, the nutrients and organic matter contained in those products need to be replaced in order for yields to be sustainable. Conventional farmers usually apply synthetic fertilizer every growing season to replace those nutrients. Organic farmers, in contrast, use manure, compost, and other natural amendments to maintain the fertility and structure of their soil.



Organic Farming Is Good for Communities


The economics of organic farming make it more likely that an organic farmer will survive in the farm business for the long term and, significantly, that your community will be a pleasant place to live for the long term. In other words, when it’s done well, organic farming is highly sustainable. A study by Dr. Luanne Lohr of the University of Georgia* has found that counties with higher numbers of organic farmers have stronger farm and local economies. That’s good news for rural areas, where poverty levels often outstrip those of urban areas.


In contrast to ever-larger conventional farms that tend to buy their inputs in bulk from distant sources and to send their harvests off to huge and distant processing plants, organic farms put more people on the land, who in turn will tend to do more of their buying and selling locally. That’s what makes an economy vibrant. There are more kids in the schools and more support for amenities like the volunteer fire department, the library, a good doctor, local retailers, and farmer networking groups.


Beware Snake-Oil Salesmen


Of course, the money you save through organic management can be quickly spent in buying higher-priced certified seed, feed, and soil supplements. And there are plenty of snake-oil salesmen out there who should be avoided. In general, don’t buy it unless you need it, and use soil tests and other tools to determine what and how much. If you have livestock, growing all or most of your feed is often essential to a decent profit margin.




Farm Business Planning Resources


Most extension services offer free or low-cost assistance with farm business planning or can refer you to organizations that do. The Internet is also replete with farm business planning information.


Building a Sustainable Business: A Guide to Developing a Business Plan for Farms and Rural Businesses, by the Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture (MISA) and copublished by the USDA’s Sustainable Agriculture Network (SAN), is an excellent tutorial in business planning. Especially helpful are the five farm case studies that are used throughout the 280-page guide to illustrate how planning has been successfully applied in real-life situations. The guide is available from MISA and SAN, among other sources (see the resources section).





There’s no doubt in my mind that the satisfaction level is higher in organic farming than in conventional farming. In addition, with judicious budget management, the crop is worth more, both nutritionally and in the potential to deliver enough dollars to more than recoup the dollars spent on production.


Support Your Neighbors


A word to the wise regarding your conventional-farming neighbors: Don’t think less of them because they are not, like you, set on becoming organic farmers. There are legitimate reasons for not becoming certified organic, and you should respect them. One farmer I know told me that despite following organic practices on his dairy farm, he was not certified for the simple reason that he detested paperwork. Certification takes a lot of paperwork. Another farmer had been under gentle pressure from a mutual friend to “go organic,” as he put it. But why, he asked, would he start the steep climb up the organic learning curve when he would be retired from farming before he could become certified? Some farmers are too far in debt to take a gamble on transitioning to organic; they can’t afford the possible yield losses during the several seasons it takes to build a fully functional organic system. Most are simply unconvinced that it’s a better way, seeing as they are making a living and you probably aren’t yet.


Don’t be too quick to judge your neighbors. Do respect them for their knowledge, usually acquired through a lifetime of experience, of how to go about making a living at farming. They know a lot about weather, crops, livestock, soils, markets, and the inevitable misfortunes involved in farming, and they can teach you plenty if you are willing to listen. Much of farming is just farming and doesn’t have a whole lot to do with whether you’re organic. Most neighbors will lend a hand when you need it, as you someday will, and you should be there when they need help. Good neighbors are an important part of a sustainable, organic farm enterprise.



The Balancing Act


As you begin your organic farming enterprise, you’ll quickly realize that any type of farming is a constant process of deciding how to allocate available time, money, resources, and stamina among the endless number of things that have to be done, that should be done, and that you’d like to have done. There will always be more to do on your farm than you will ever have the money or time to do. Too many farmers have lost their health, their marriage, the love of their children, or their love of farming from farming too much and enjoying too little.


Though it’s not in the organic rules or any guidelines, remember that to be truly sustainable your quality of life has to be sustainable, and that means taking time off from farming. There’s a reason why all the world’s major religions mandate a day of rest every week. Make sure you get it, too. You aren’t getting into organic farming so you can work yourself to death, you’re doing it to reconnect with the natural world and have a better, healthier, happier life for you, your family, and your community. Make quality of life part of your plan. The world can’t afford to lose any more organic farmers.



Profile: Jim Riddle


Winona, Minnesota


Since 1980, Jim Riddle has been an organic farmer, gardener, farm inspector, educator, policy analyst, author, activist, and avid organic eater. He and his wife, Joyce, live off the grid in southern Minnesota, producing all of their own power from sun, wind, and woods. They raise a huge garden and put up much of their own food.


Jim was founding chair of the Independent Organic Inspectors Association (IOIA) and coauthor of The IFOAM/IOIA International Organic Inspection Manual. He has trained hundreds of organic inspectors throughout the world. Jim has served on the Minnesota Department of Agriculture’s Organic Advisory Task Force since 1991 and was instrumental in the passage of Minnesota’s landmark organic certification cost-share program. In January 2006, Jim was named the University of Minnesota’s Organic Outreach Coordinator. Jim is a former chair of the USDA’s National Organic Standards Board and is a leading voice for organic agriculture.


Q. Can the organic food sector continue to grow without compromising its original principles?


A. During my five years on the National Organic Standards Board, I saw the influence of corporate lobbyists and lawyers who are in Washington, DC, every day. They know how to play the game, and the USDA is open to those kinds of influences; that’s who it normally listens to. They have a deregulatory influence, while members of the organic community have consistently sought strong regulation. For instance, some food corporations have influenced the USDA to delay action to clarify and enforce requirements for pasture, even though it’s very clear that pasture is necessary for ruminant animals.


It takes continual engagement and vigilance from the organic community to protect the integrity of the standards and counterbalance “business as usual” influences in Washington, DC. Certainly we’ve seen the growth of corporate, highly processed organic products, but under people’s radar is the tremendous growth of more local organic — farmers’ markets, CSAs, and others. The growth of local organic production is at least as significant as the growth of “corporate organic,” if not more so, and those markets aren’t so dependent on cheap energy and transporting goods across the country or around the world. A lot of those more local producers are not certified organic because their buyers are intimately aware of their farming practices. But that’s where the rubber meets the road. Certification of the operation is less important than what’s happening on the land itself: ecologically sound and holistic relationships between farmers, land, animals, and consumers.


Q. What would you like to see the government do to better support organic farming?


A. What I would wish for, to begin with, are leaders at the highest levels of the USDA who understand, fully support, and embrace organic agriculture. Strong leadership throughout the USDA, at all levels, will positively impact how the standards are implemented and enforced by the agency. While there have been no changes that have seriously weakened the standards, the USDA’s National Organic Program managers have repeatedly issued vague, confusing, and indefensible interpretations and have a poor record of enforcement. The NOP must take the lead by hiring well-qualified staff, being more transparent, and implementing the program as envisioned by Congress. A fully functional NOP will engage with other government agencies, including the Food and Drug Administration, the Environmental Protection Agency, the Agricultural Research Service, the Natural Resources Conservation Service, the Economic Research Service, the Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extention Service, and state departments of agriculture, to maximize the benefits of organic food and farming.


Q. Don’t the high prices of organic food make it too expensive for many consumers?


A. If people buy whole and minimally processed organic foods, join CSAs, shop at farmers’ markets, and do some canning, freezing, drying, and other food preservation, they can eat organic food year-round for the same money or less. But if they buy out-of-season produce or highly processed organic food products, then it’s going to be much more expensive. You must keep in mind that conventional foods do not reflect their costs of production. Conventional producers receive huge government (taxpayer-financed) subsidies, and the true costs of production, such as groundwater contamination, soil erosion, and dependence on foreign oil, are externalized. Plus, numerous studies show that organic foods consistently contain more nutrients than conventional foods, so you are getting more nutrition for your food dollar when you purchase organic foods.


Q. What would you wish for the future of organic farming?


A. I hope that farmers selling into local markets continue to embrace organic practices and convey the values that are represented by organics to their customers. What limited research has been conducted shows that organic has so many benefits: protection of water quality, improvements to soil quality, enhanced biodiversity, increased nutrient levels of both crop and livestock products, less antibiotic-resistant bacteria, better incomes for farmers, and better economic activity in areas with more organic farms. I would like to see the ecological, social, health, and economic benefits of organic food and farming integrated throughout society.



Profile: Faye Jones


Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service, Spring Valley, Wisconsin


Faye Jones was a market gardener for fifteen years before becoming executive director of the Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service (MOSES), a nonprofit education and outreach organization working to support and promote organic agriculture in the Midwest. She oversees education and outreach initiatives, including MOSES’s farmer-to-farmer mentoring program, the Help Wanted: Organic Farmers program, and the nation’s largest organic farming event, the Organic Farming Conference, held by MOSES late each winter in La Crosse, Wisconsin.


Faye was an appointee to the Wisconsin Governor’s Organic Task Force, is a committee member of the National Organic Coalition, and has been involved in numerous other organic organizations and committees. She and her husband, Mark Plunkett, continue to garden and raise livestock at their Morning Glory Farm in western Wisconsin. Here are her thoughts on organic farming:


In my experience, there are three reasons why people “go organic”:


One, because it’s the right thing to do. It’s a lifestyle choice.


Two, because of the higher pay price. It’s economic. And that’s a fine and valid reason. Farming is a business, not just a way of life. People inevitably become spiritual about it.


Three, because of a health crisis of some sort. One farmer had lost half a herd of cattle after they ate from a hay bale that had been stored on top of a bag of pesticide. Other farmers will tell you about their dad dying of cancer, and how he used to mix the chemicals with his bare hands.


Being certified organic is a marketing tool. Being just plain organic means following a defined set of practices that seek to build healthy soil, and so healthy crops, healthy livestock, and healthy people.


For me organic farming made sense. It was the right thing to do. For me there was never any doubt.
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Chapter One
Back to the Roots


The Story of Organic Farming


Organic gardening or farming is a system whereby a fertile soil is maintained by applying Nature’s own law of replenishing it … a vigorous and growing movement that is destined to alter our concepts of the garden and the farm and to revolutionize them in order to secure for ourselves more abundant and more perfect food.


J. I. RODALE AND STAFF
The Encyclopedia of Organic Gardening (1974)


Organic farming is built on living soil. Deep, nutrient-rich, and above all, alive: teeming with the billions of organisms natural to the ecosystem of the subsurface world. Without healthy soil we would starve, since almost everything we eat either is a plant that grew in the soil or comes from animals nourished by plants. Everything — everything — in organic farming is founded on building and keeping a living soil.


Most people think of organic farming as simply producing food without using man-made chemicals. But organic farming is so much more. Continually evolving and changing, varying in practice from region to region and farmer to farmer, organic farming offers a system for preventing and repairing the detrimental effects that agriculture, by its nature, has on the land, guarding the health of ecosystems so that they maintain their natural richness and can continue to produce food for the human race. Organic farming is essentially an act of self-preservation for the long term, since our health unquestionably depends on the quality of our food, and the quality of our food depends on the quality of our soil.



A Legacy of Damaged Soils


When prehistoric humans first put seed in the ground ten thousand (or more) years ago, they were totally “organic” as most people today understand the term: they used no synthetic pesticides or fertilizers, because they didn’t have any. And yet they still managed, in many different civilizations through the course of human existence, to wreck their soils. In many places around the world today, including the United States, many farmers are still wrecking soils in the same old ways.
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Early farmers realized the need to conserve precious topsoil, and to do so they established erosion-control practices such as terracing, which is still in use in some cultures today.


The simple act of plowing the soil opens it to wind and water erosion. Keeping too many animals on the same ground for too long degrades the plant community, compacts the soil, and causes erosion. Careless irrigation causes waterlogging and salination of susceptible soils. Taking crops from the soil year after year without any attempt to replace the nutrients used by the crop eventually makes the soil too poor to grow any crop at all.


The scars of ancient farming practices are still evident in many places around the world, from salinized soils in southern Mesopotamia to the eroded uplands of Greece, Italy, and Israel. Soil degradation has contributed to the decline and disappearance of civilizations from the Easter Islanders of the Pacific to the Mayan civilization of Mexico and Central America. Hundreds and even thousands of years later, these regions still suffer from that legacy of soil degradation.


Innovations in Building Soil


Some early farmers recognized that their land was producing less each year and realized that they needed to figure out ways to stop the decline. Some ancient Greeks, for example, used green manures, crops grown for the purpose of being plowed back into the soil to build soil structure and nutrient levels. Other early farmers developed physical methods such as terracing to stop erosion on steep slopes and discovered that applying organic materials like seaweed, pulverized bones, ashes, and manure put nutrients back in the soil.


Thanks to some innovative early experimenters and writers, much of this knowledge was preserved. These traditional practices are now basic to organic farming, and farmers worldwide still employ them.


Early Organic Stirrings


In 1910 Francis King, a retired University of Wisconsin professor of agricultural physics and chief of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Soil Division, published Farmers of Forty Centuries, describing the peasant agriculture of Japan, China, and Korea. Farmers there had maintained soil fertility and crop yields for four thousand years by the use of careful crop rotation, green manures, composting, intercropping, and a host of other sustainable practices.


King’s book, still a classic exposition of traditional sustainable farming techniques, greatly influenced Sir Albert Howard, a British botanist who from 1905 to 1931 managed agricultural research stations in India. Howard published several influential books on “nature farming,” as he




Combating the Dust Bowl


In the young United States, physical degradation of soils followed European settlers west. As farms were depleted and eroded, their owners simply moved to virgin soils. By the late 1800s students of agriculture were becoming concerned, and the massive wind erosion of prairie soils during the Dust Bowl years of the 1930s finally impelled the federal government to take action. In 1933 the Soil Erosion Service (later the Soil Conservation Service) was established to provide technical and financial assistance to farmers to ameliorate erosion on their land.


The agency’s first large-scale project was healing gullies and stopping floods in the washed-out Coon Valley of southwest Wisconsin. In exchange for fertilizer, lime, seed, and technical know-how, half of the valley’s farmers agreed to put in contour cropping, use longer crop rotations, turn the steepest fields back into pasture and woods, and implement various other erosion-control measures.


Erosion was reduced by at least 75 percent, and trout returned to the streams. Coon Valley today is beautiful and productive, and its success story has been repeated in many areas across the country. That region is now, and probably not incidentally, also a hotspot for organic production. And technical help and cost sharing for soil conservation are still available for selected projects and farms from the successor of the Soil Conservation Service, the National Resources Conservation Service.





called it, including the 1940 work An Agricultural Testament, which advocated returning all organic waste products back to the soil and described how to compost them for maximum nutrient retention and balance. In that same year Lord Walter North-bourne coined the term “organic farming” in his book, Look to the Land.


Howard and Northbourne inspired Lady Eve Balfour to launch the Haughley Experiment in Suffolk, England, a project designed to compare organic and nonorganic methods of farming. By 1943 Balfour had sufficient data to write The Living Soil, which advocated farming without synthetic chemicals. Balfour also helped establish the Soil Association, which held its first meeting in 1945, with 60 people in attendance. By 1948 the association had members in 32 countries, including J. I. Rodale and Louis Bromfield in the United States.


J. I. Rodale is perhaps the best-known early advocate of organic farming in the United States. He had established an organic farm near Allentown, Pennsylvania, and in 1947 founded Organic Farming and Gardening Magazine. This publication later split into Organic Gardening, which is still going strong, and New Farm, which closed operations in 1995, to the dismay of many organic farmers. (Fortunately, after a hiatus of a few years, it’s now available again, as an online publication.) The magazines, Rodale’s books, and the Rodale Experimental Farm, all operated by the Rodale Institute, continue to be influential today in organic agriculture.


Rodale’s fellow Soil Association member Louis Bromfield was similarly important in those early days when organic agriculture was first becoming clearly different from conventional farming. An internationally known author of fiction, he and his family were living happily in France when the imminent Second World War brought them home to his native Ohio, where he’d spent a good part of his childhood helping his grandfather on the family farm.


Instead of the green, productive valley he remembered so fondly, he found devastation: soils eroded from the hillsides and cropped to death in the valley bottom. Fortunately he had money, farming knowledge, and the inspiration of writers like Howard and Balfour. He bought a number of contiguous farms and applied soil restoration practices with a vengeance, bringing back crop rotations and livestock, plowing down green manures, and letting the grass grow long in the fruit orchard to encourage water retention and beneficial insects. Though Bromfield used synthetic fertilizer when he thought it was needed, his books, Pleasant Valley in 1943 and Malabar Farm in 1948, were hugely influential in the organic movement. (For more about Bromfield and Malabar Farm, see page 46.)



Retail Chemicals: Farming Made Cheap and Easy


But just as Rodale, Bromfield, and other organic pioneers were building a small following in the United States, a revolution was brewing in mainstream agriculture. New chemicals and bigger, better equipment were drastically changing the farm landscape. And while mainstream agriculture and organic farmers could agree on the benefits of controlling erosion, only organic farmers believed there might be big problems associated with the widespread use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides. Mainstream farmers saw only the benefits of chemical agriculture.


For thousands of years good farmers have understood the need to return nutrients to the soil and have used a wide variety of natural materials to do so. Good farmers are also always looking for ways to do things better. During the period following World War II, they found them: ammonia plants previously needed for munitions manufacture were diverted to fertilizer production. Synthetic fertilizers became more readily available and affordable, and the results in the field were dramatic and immediate. There were no bad effects that anyone could see, and the return for the dollars spent was terrific.


It was good times on the farm. Fields were producing two and three times as much as before. The increasing availability and affordability of new hybrid seed varieties boosted yields even more, though these demanding crops were much more dependent on synthetic fertilizers. Draft horses had virtually disappeared, and bigger, better tractors meant bigger, better fields. Now you could grow corn year after year in the same huge field; you didn’t need to rotate to less profitable crops to maintain soil nutrient levels, and you didn’t need to keep livestock so you could haul their manure from the barn to spread on and fertilize the fields. You could do all this more quickly and easily with synthetic fertilizers. Life was simpler and, for a long time, more profitable.


Pesticides had a similar story. Traditional practices for controlling weeds, diseases, and pests were forgotten in the excitement of having easy and effective new chemicals. Imagine years of battling without really winning against Colorado potato beetles, and then one day a spray truck shows up and presto! Problem solved. Who could resist — who would want to resist — results like that?


DDT (dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane — no wonder everyone uses the abbreviation) arrived on the civilian market in 1943 to great rejoicing. It was cheap and long lasting, didn’t wash away in the rain, killed all sorts of bugs, and didn’t seem to bother humans. Malaria mosquitoes and crop pests were going to disappear, and the world would be a better place. In 1948 DDT’s inventor, the Swiss chemist Paul Muller, was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for bringing this miracle compound to the world.


Not everyone was convinced that synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, and monocultures were a good idea, however. By the 1950s a small but vocal group of organic farmers, led by Bromfield, Rodale, and other early organic proponents, had sprung up in the United States. They were defined mainly by their refusal to use synthetic chemicals and their interest in natural ways to recycle nutrients to restore depleted soil.



Why Agribusiness Didn’t Go Organic


In 1962 an intellectual earthquake hit the world with the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. Carson was already a well-known and respected scientist and author, and her well-documented study of the effects of DDT and other pesticides on the environment became an international best seller and played a major role in the genesis of the environmental movement in the 1960s and 1970s.


From this time on organic agriculture was, in the public mind, defined primarily as pesticide-free farming. There are plenty of stories of folks who jumped on this bandwagon, moved to the country in the 1970s to go “back to the land,” but failed because they didn’t realize there’s a lot more to raising food than not using synthetic chemicals. On the other hand, some back-to-the-landers did their homework and weren’t afraid of sweating their way to success. Small nuclei of serious organic farmers began forming in Wisconsin, California, and Oregon and along the East Coast, and an industry began to take shape.


Back-to-the-landers often created difficulties in rural communities. When some unemployed youngster with long hair and weird ideas moves in next door and starts implying that you’ve been doing it all wrong, there’s likely to be a little friction. On the other hand, if your neighbor turns out to be the kind of farmer who thinks that if some herbicide is good then more must be better, and it’s okay to raise calves in a windowless shed ankle-deep in their own manure, you might have some objections to his operating methods. Echoes of those days of mutual suspicion and occasionally outright dislike are still around. In some rural communities “organic” is still a dirty word.


The larger agribusiness community was unimpressed with organic farming. Rachel Carson and going back to the land were just blips on the radar compared to the stunning success of the Green Revolution.


The Green Revolution was a response to the desperate and chronic food shortages in many parts of the world following World War II. In a farsighted response to the problem, the Rockefeller Foundation joined the Mexican government to begin a crop breeding program in Mexico. Over the next several decades a team of researchers led by Norman Borlaug of the University of Minnesota developed new varieties of wheat, rice, and corn with dramatically increased yields. Once the varieties began to be planted in the 1960s, an incredible agricultural revolution occurred. With their higher yields, these new varieties prevented widespread starvation in India, China, and much of Asia. In addition, they reduced pressure to farm marginal land and, in turn, lessened nations’ desires to go to war with neighboring countries over food and water. Borlaug was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1970 for his leading role in the Green Revolution and his dedication to making the new hybrids available on a massive scale in the developing world.


In the 1970s, then, there were on the one hand small groups of farmers scattered around the United States working out how to build a modern farming system without modern chemicals and stubbornly continuing to point out that Rachel Carson was right, along with all those others who were raising the alarm about damaged and depleted soils and irreversible harm to the ecosystem. Some consumers believed them, and slowly but surely the tiny demand for organic food began to grow.


On the other hand was mainstream agriculture, enjoying the good times brought on by the new fertilizers and pesticides, high on the success of the Green Revolution, and seeing no reason to do things any differently. Environmental activists could talk all they wanted, but talk wasn’t going to feed the world, and besides, the view from the tractor seat looked green and healthy as far as most farmers could see.




IT’S A FACT


Anywhere from 40 to 65 percent of the world’s agricultural land is degraded to some degree.
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The Chemical Chickens Come Home to Roost


Over the past several decades the environmental and human damage caused by synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, monoculture, sloppy irrigation practices, overgrazing, and concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs) has become quite clear. As fossil fuel prices go up and the problems accumulate these practices are also becoming less effective and more expensive for mainstream farmers. Different organizations estimate that anywhere from 40 to 65 percent of the world’s agricultural land is degraded to some degree, including the 20 percent of all irrigated land that suffers from salination.


This is a dangerous trend in a world with no good agricultural land left to develop and a population that continues to increase. The bigger harvests produced by the Green Revolution have stagnated, and the dark side has become evident: crops dependent on chemicals, small farmers forced off the land by large-scale mechanized agriculture, and a polluted and degraded soil resource.


Even the most conservative of agricultural authorities are now pointing out that many mainstream agricultural practices, which they’d been promoting for decades, probably aren’t sustainable and perhaps farmers should think about doing things a little differently. As an example, the Wisconsin Agricultural Extension Annual “Pesticide Update” experts announced, during their annual state tour in 2002, that, gee, the bugs and weeds were getting resistant to the chemical killers, and the scientists didn’t really have any new miracle concoctions coming down the pipeline, so maybe farmers should think about rotating their crops and hauling out Dad’s old cultivator to do some mechanical weeding. Coming from mainstream agriculture people, this was rather stunning news.



Pesticides Are Self-Defeating



Resistance develops in plants, insects, bacteria, and fungi because no matter how good the pesticide, it never kills 100 percent of the target. There are always a few that are a little tougher than the rest, and after you’ve done the spraying, those are the only ones left to breed. Their offspring inherit the parents’ resistance, so the farmer has to spray more next time, or maybe a different chemical, and again the only ones left are the very toughest.


After this goes on for a few years or decades, nothing’s going to kill those bugs except growing something different and so taking away their homes and food, otherwise known as crop rotation. Nothing’s going to kill those weeds except mechanical or flame weeding, or suffocating them with heavy mulch. As of this writing the Weed Science Society of America has identified 319 resistant biotypes in 185 different species of weeds growing in 290,000 fields. And an estimated 500-plus species of insects and mites are now resistant to pesticides.


Chemicals Destroy More Than Their Target


Pesticides contaminate water and food worldwide. Exposure to pesticides, depending on their mode of action, can cause blurred vision, diarrhea, vomiting, seizures, coma, breathing problems, and death. Though most states do not require occupational exposures to agricultural pesticides to be reported, the Natural Resources Defense Council estimates that anywhere from 10,000 to 40,000 farmworkers have to see a doctor each year for pesticide poisoning.


Chronic exposure to pesticides, in food, water, and the environment, is now a fact of life for most U.S. residents and has been variously linked to impaired neurological function, cancer, reproductive problems, reduced growth and development, hormonal disruption, and birth defects. Pesticides are known to cause similar effects in other life-forms and are disrupting ecosystems on a large scale.


Synthetic fertilizers are also causing problems. Among the most well known is nitrate contamination of drinking water in heavily cropped areas around the country due to nitrogen fertilizers seeping down to the water table (along with plenty of pesticide residues). High nitrate levels in groundwater from fertilizer and feedlot manure seepage are definitively linked to “blue baby syndrome” (methemoglobinemia, a potentially fatal blood disorder in which the oxygen-carrying capacity of blood is reduced) in humans and animals and to nitrite poisoning in cattle, sheep, and horses. The famous “dead zone” in the Gulf of Mexico, at times covering up to 7,000 square miles (18,000 sq km), is caused by fertilizer runoff from America’s heartland into the Mississippi River, which empties into the Gulf.


In addition, fertilizer manufacture is heavily dependent on increasingly expensive fossil fuels. The most common method of fixing nitrogen for fertilizer, the Haber process, requires one and a half tons of natural gas for every ton of nitrogen produced.


Synthetics Derail Common-Sense Agriculture


Synthetic chemicals have created secondary problems, too, for example by making it profitable to give up crop rotations. Row crops like corn, which in conventional agriculture leave much of the dirt bare for much of the season, are especially prone to causing soil erosion and breakdown of soil structure, and continuous corn is a standard practice now in many areas.
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The American Milking Devon was once prized for its ability to produce both meat and milk, to pull wagons, and to thrive even on rough forage. Like so many adaptable breeds of domestic livestock, it has all but disappeared from the modern agricultural scene.


Old seeds and breeds that were beautifully adapted to different regions are being lost because most farmers have switched to high-yielding chemical-dependent hybrid crops and to livestock and poultry bred primarily for high production. A global survey completed by the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization in 2007 found that of 7,600 known breeds of cattle, pigs, sheep, chickens, and other farm species, 11 percent have disappeared, 16 percent are threatened, and the status of 35 percent is unknown. Chemicals in the form of fly sprays, antibiotics, and other fancy stuff have made it reasonable to put up with all sorts of animal problems, as long as the animals produce.


In fact, if you keep your chickens in tiny cages and your cows in the barn at all times, you can control their environment so well that production should go up no matter where you live. Never mind that keeping cows on concrete and feeding them overrich diets has caused so many health problems in so many cows that, though their natural life span is 12 to 15 years, only half of them survive for more than two years in the average milking string. Then it’s off to the hamburger plant. The problem is that cows are expensive, and if you have to replace them every year or two it really eats into your profit margin. Not to mention that the cows might not have particularly happy lives.


With both the agricultural world and the larger public becoming progressively more aware of the problems created by mainstream agriculture, the public attitude toward organic farming has continued to change for the better.




IT’S A FACT


Of 7,600 known breeds of cattle, pigs, sheep, chickens, and other farm species, 11 percent have disappeared, 16 percent are threatened, and the status of 35 percent is unknown.
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Counterculture Becomes Standardized


Until the mid-1970s or so, organic farmers who were marketing food typically sold to people they knew personally. Though there was no specific definition of the term organic, it had a clear connection with fresh, local, and chemical-free. (Though technically everything in existence is a chemical, in the consumer market the term generally refers to synthetic chemicals.) That was good enough for buyers: they knew their farmer and knew how he or she had raised their food.


But as market momentum grew, more middlemen emerged to process, transport, and retail organic products. Fewer buyers met fewer farmers, and questions arose about the meaning and validity of organic claims. Where was the proof that what a farmer claimed was true? And farmers had different notions of what organic meant. One may have thought organic meant no pesticides, but a little nitrogen boost courtesy of the local agricultural chemical dealer didn’t hurt anything. Another may have figured that it was fine to use antibiotics to treat mastitis in a dairy cow, because antibiotics aren’t a pesticide, right? (Think this through: anti- means against, and bio means life, so antibiotic means against life, specifically, against disease-causing bacteria, which are pests, so that pretty much makes antibiotics an internal form of pesticide. The Final Rule mandates antibiotic use to save an animal, but then that animal is no longer certifiable as organic.)


By the late 1980s, these issues were being dealt with by a third-party certification system that was defining a standard for “certified organic” labeling. As it evolved, this system worked by having independent certification agents, usually experienced organic farmers themselves, visit and inspect the farm that was applying to become certified. The inspector examined all the farm records and then walked the fields and pastures and visited the buildings to make sure there weren’t any




Small and Organic Farm Statistics


According to the USDA Economic Research Service and National Agriculture Statistics Service, of the 2,204,792 farms in the United States in 2007, more than four-fifths fell into the hobby or small farm categories. Well over half of all farms were hobby or part-time farms, with less than $10,000 in annual sales. Better than another quarter of all farms fell into the small farm category, with less than $100,000 in sales.


Though the total number of U.S. farms had been steadily declining for nearly a century, there was an uptick of 4 percent between 2002 and 2007 of 75,810 additional farm operations, and the number of certified organic farms has been steadily rising over the past 15 years, from 3,536 in 1993 to nearly 9,000 in 2007. This figure is lower than the actual number of organic farms, since the Final Rule allows farms with sales of less than $5,000 to skip the certification process and still be able to label themselves as organic, as long as they follow the rules.


Sales of organic food have been increasing at a steady 20 percent per year since 1994, a trend that is expected to continue now that mainstream grocery stores, including WalMart, are stocking organic products. In 2006 U.S. sales of organic food totaled $16.7 billion, 2.8 percent of total U.S. food sales, and sales of nonfood organic products totaled $938 million. In fact, there are not enough organic producers out there even to supply current demand, especially for organic beef and pork. The categories offer another opportunity for organic farmers, since organic personal care products, pet food, fibers, household cleaners, and flowers all come in total or in part from organic farms.


Though the organic market is far from saturated, price premiums for organic food have been falling in recent years now that large food corporations have bought smaller organic food companies and increased supplies and availability. Five companies now supply 70 percent of all organic produce sold in the United States, a trend some of the founders of the organic movement believe is a travesty of the original philosophy of fresh, local, healthy food. Still, organic food generally commands a 30 to 50 percent price premium over conventionally produced food, though this depends heavily on the food category (dairy, produce, meat, et cetera) and where the product is being sold. Small growers still do best selling locally, either through farmers’ markets, deliveries, on-farm sales, food co-ops, or other local retail outlets.





synthetic chemicals or bad farming practices being used. They asked questions to make sure the farmer understood what he or she was doing and had a plan in place for dealing with various issues, asking questions like “How are you controlling prickly ash in this steep hillside pasture?” or “How are you treating mastitis in your dairy cows?”


The inspector then wrote up a report and submitted it to the certifying agency, an entirely separate organization. The agency reviewed the report against its own standards to verify that the farm qualified. Each certifying agency (and there were quite a few at this point) had its own set of criteria for certification. These generally were in agreement on big things like no pesticide use but could vary on such knotty points as whether to allow commercial worm medications (which are used to kill parasitic worms in livestock).


Certifiers also had a tendency to be specialized, so that one would be a lot more specific about vegetable production while another really knew dairy cows. Overall the system did a lot of educating of farmers about what they had to do to be considered organic, and of reassuring consumers about how the food had been produced.


But there were incompatibility issues. For example, a farmer might buy certified organic feed, but the farmer’s certifier wouldn’t accept it as organic because another agency had done the certifying. There were also some well-publicized incidents of fraud that made the industry’s credibility suffer.



Government Steps In



Up to this point, due to lack of interest and frequently active hostility on the part of the USDA and many (not all) land grant universities, the government had not meddled much in organic agriculture. This was just fine with most organic farmers, many of whom tended to have antiestablishment attitudes. Okay, that’s an understatement. A lot of them were outright anarchists. In retrospect, the friction seems inevitable. Before the change in administrations in 1981 the USDA did unbend long enough to compile and publish “Report and Recommendations on Organic Farming” for the purpose of “increasing communications between organic farmers and the U.S. Department of Agriculture.” That report was quickly shelved and forgotten, and the USDA and agricultural extension services were the last places most organic farmers went looking for help or information. A few states had established their own certification agencies, but aside from these exceptions there was little, if any, research or legislation at any level of government.


But by the late 1980s many farmers, consumers, and government officials were acknowledging the increasing need for standardization, and legislation seemed to be the way to go. In 1990 the federal Organic Foods Production Act was passed. This act required the creation of the National Organic Program and the writing and passage of a uniform rule for organic production and processing.


Organic Supporters Protest


It took seven years for the government to write the proposed rules for organic agriculture, and when they were finally published in 1997 the outcry of protest from the organic community was of historic proportions, deafening and unrelenting.


The proposed federal rules would have allowed antibiotic use, feeding of animal by-products, field spreading of human sewage, planting of genetically modified organisms, and ionized radiation to be used in organic food production and processing. All of these practices were unacceptable to the organic community.




The Final Rule on: Medications


The Final Rule mandates the use of antibiotics if necessary to save the life of an animal, but that animal, once treated with antibiotics, is no longer certifiable as organic. Organic farmers must manage their animals humanely and prevent suffering or death by using prohibited substances if all else fails. They cannot avoid the use of prohibited health inputs in an effort to preserve the organic status of an animal.





Antibiotics


The objections to these practices begin with antibiotic use. Antibiotics are a common feed additive for livestock for the purpose of increasing growth rates and suppressing disease. This practice has been widely indicted as contributing to the spread of antibiotic-resistant bacteria, and there is concern that antibiotic residues in soil and water affect life in those mediums as well. Antibiotic use, whether in feed or as medicine, is therefore unacceptable to organic farmers.


Animal By-Products


Much of an animal raised for food is not eaten or used by humans. Rather than waste the guts, brains, bones, and blood, slaughterhouses long ago got together with feed manufacturers to recycle a lot of these parts back into nutrient-rich animal feed. Though pigs and poultry don’t object to animal-based food, it’s not a natural diet for other livestock. But through the miracle of modern processing methods, animal bits have been made palatable for all types of domestic animals (including cats and dogs). Unfortunately, we now know that animal by-products are a vector for the spread of prion diseases, most notably scrapie in sheep and bovine spongiform encephalopathy, otherwise known as mad cow disease, in cattle. When humans contract the disease from infected cattle, it’s called variant Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease and is incurable and invariably fatal.


The organic community objects to feeding animal by-products for two reasons: first, it’s not a natural diet for grazing livestock, and second, it can kill our animals and us. In an organic system, animal by-products can be composted (carefully) to return to the soil the nutrients those animals took from it.


Human Sewage


Human sewage has been used, particularly in China, for thousands of years to enrich the soil, and is in keeping with the principle of cycling of nutrients that is fundamental to organic farming. Unfortunately sewage in the United States is contaminated with all the chemicals and heavy metals we use in our households and businesses, and can carry disease-causing organisms as well. Zinc, copper, cadmium, lead, and nickel are present in fairly large amounts in some sewage, and though tiny amounts are necessary for good health, large amounts will damage plant growth and cause human health problems. That’s why organic farmers don’t use sewage sludge, though many conventional farmers do.


Genetically Modified Organisms


The term genetically modified organism (GMO) refers to a plant or other life-form that has had a gene from another organism, whether closely related or not, spliced into its chromosome by humans in the laboratory. This allows plant breeders to select for desired traits that would be difficult or impossible to achieve with natural plant breeding. In the United States the most heavily marketed GMO traits have been for herbicide resistance, such as Roundup Ready corn and soybeans (Roundup is the brand name of a popular herbicide based on the chemical glyphosate, which kills all plants on contact, except those genetically designed to be resistant). This trait allows a farmer to spray weeds in a cornfield without killing the corn, simplifying weed control.


The first GMO seeds were marketed by Monsanto Corporation in 1996, and by 2007, 91 percent of all soybean and 73 percent of all corn acres in the United States were devoted to GMO varieties.


Organic farmers have a long laundry list of potential problems with GMOs:


• GMOs can cross-pollinate with related species. If they cross-pollinate with non-GMO crops, they contaminate that crop and make it unsalable in many organic markets. If they cross with wild species, they contaminate the gene pool, an ominous development for plant research programs aimed at preserving genetic diversity. Such cross-pollination also has the potential to create super-weeds.


• GMO varieties are generally patented, making it illegal for farmers to save their seed for next year’s planting. This is not usually a problem for farmers who intentionally plant GMO crops, since, being hybrids, the crops’ seeds generally won’t reproduce true to the parents, and farmers wouldn’t usually save the seed anyway. It is a problem, however, for farmers whose non-GMO crop has been contaminated with GMO pollen. Though they did not plant the patented GMO variety, they still cannot legally save seed from their crop, since it contains traces of the patented biotechnology. There have been several memorable cases in which Monsanto and other GMO patent owners have sued farmers — and won! — for “stealing” their property by saving seed from non-GMO crops that were contaminated with GMO pollen.
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Corn that has been genetically engineered to contain Bacillus thuringiensis kills the pest corn borer but also affects the beneficial green lacewing, an unintended consequence with as yet unknown ramifications.


• GMOs have wide effects on ecosystems. For example, Bt corn, engineered to manufacture the natural insecticide Bacillus thuringiensis to combat corn borers, also affects the green lacewings that feed on corn borers. The Bt toxin is exuded into the soil as well, and affects soil life. With widespread and indiscriminate use, resistance in pest species to Bt is expected to increase, depriving organic farmers of one of the best natural insecticides available.


• GMOs’ long-term effects on human and animal health are unknown. GMO products have not been around long enough for studies to evaluate their effect on human health, but we’ve all probably eaten plenty of GMO food products by now (food in this country is not required to be labeled when made from GMO sources), so we’re the guinea pigs. Stay tuned.


But the essential issue is more basic. In the words of long-term organic activist and now Minnesota Department of Agriculture Organic Outreach Coordinator Jim Riddle, who spoke at the 2008 Organic Farming Conference in La Crosse, Wisconsin, “Genetic engineering is trying to control nature, not work with it, so we reject it at the fundamental level.”


Ionizing Radiation


The final item on the organic community’s “unwanted” list is ionizing radiation, also called irradiation, which preserves food by bombarding it with electromagnetic waves. If the dose is correct, it kills most disease and spoilage organisms, and extends shelf life by slowing or stopping the normal biological processes of ripening and sprouting. This doesn’t make food radioactive, but it does break chemical bonds at the molecular level, spinning off electrically charged fragments, or ions, and fragments with no charge, or free radicals.


The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) states that the chemical changes caused in food by ionizing radiation are less than those caused by ordinary cooking methods, and that the food is safe to eat. The FDA also notes that vitamin levels may be reduced, and not all pathogens are destroyed, particularly clostridium bacteria, which causes food-related illness. Organic farmers and consumers were, and still are, unconvinced that the FDA knows what it is talking about. Concerns include the damaged enzymes of irradiated food, the lack of research on possible effects on human health, and the temptation for processors to rely on irradiation rather than sanitation to produce pathogen-free food.




Final Rule Definitions


National Organic Program Final Rule (NOP-FR). The USDA rule that legally defines organic and all the conditions that must be met in order to be certified organic. The NOP-FR was authorized by the Organic Foods Production Act passed by Congress in 1990.


National Organic Standards Board (NOSB). The advisory board that recommends what goes into the Final Rule. The board is appointed by the U.S. Secretary of Agriculture.


National List of Allowed and Prohibited Substances. That part of the Final Rule (subpart G) that lists all allowed synthetic and prohibited natural materials for certified organic production.


Organic Materials Review Institute (OMRI). A nonprofit organization founded in 1997 that reviews brand-name products for compliance with the Final Rule. OMRI maintains lists of both brand-name (including formulated multi-ingredient) and generic products allowed in organic production, while the Final Rule lists only generic products. The OMRI lists are also easier to access on the Web than the National List. OMRI also maintains a list of organic suppliers of seed.






The Final Rule



The USDA bowed to the wishes of the organic community and the public, and the rewritten National Organic Program Final Rule was officially implemented on October 21, 2002. It prohibited sludge, antibiotics, the feeding of mammalian or poultry slaughter by-products, GMOs, and irradiation.


Though many in the organic community are not completely satisfied, the Final Rule has finally provided a uniform national standard for organic production. What a long way we’ve come from half a century ago, when a few people were just beginning to figure out that there was a better way to farm, one that would preserve our health and our future.



The Saga Continues


But the story is never over. Amendments were made to the Final Rule in 2003, 2005, 2006, and 2007, and more are being debated. Current concerns include the use of manures from nonorganic sources, which may contain arsenic and other heavy metals, as well as antibiotic residues, and closing the loophole that has enabled some very large organic farms to circumvent the requirement of access to green pasture for livestock.


In addition, though the establishment of the Final Rule is an important step forward for organic agriculture, farmers must measure proposed Final Rule compromises and changes against the fundamental goals of organic farming. The Final Rule, some say, serves simply as the lowest common denominator. The real test is how responsibly you have acted toward the earth and toward all those who consume the food you produce.
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“Our hope was to find a lifestyle consistent with what we believed about the world and what we hoped for the world.”


DON ZASADA
Caretaker Farm, Williamstown, Massachusetts



Profile: Sam and Elizabeth Smith


Caretaker Farm, Williamstown, Massachusetts


In the mid-1960s, a job teaching history at the local high school brought Sam and Elizabeth Smith and their three young children to Williamstown, Massachusetts, where they bought a house and immediately planted a vegetable garden in a vacant lot in the neighborhood. The garden turned out to be more interesting than the job, much of the time, and began steadily to expand.


Within a few years the Smith household had also expanded to include a dog, two cats, a rabbit, and baby chicks. They were outgrowing both the house and the garden, so the couple purchased an 1800s farmhouse outside of town, with a barn, sheds, a pig house, a chicken coop, and 35 acres (14.2 ha) of land from what had once been a 250-acre (101.2 ha) diversified farm, and they named it Caretaker Farm. With no background in farming, they had joined a fledgling grassroots movement. No one knew it at the time, but the Smiths, and others like them across the country, were the beginning of the modern organic movement in the United States.


Elizabeth recalls, “The Sixties was a time of great social unrest. We weren’t hippies, but we were actively involved in the protests against the Vietnam War and were deeply troubled about the direction our country was moving in, the way our children were being educated, how our food was being grown, and where it was coming from. We realized that our whole food economy was based on oil. A group of us began a local food-buying cooperative, which places monthly orders even to this day.”


In 1971 the Smiths and other “back-to-the-landers,” led by visionary Samuel Kayman, coalesced to create the Natural Organic Farmers Association (later the Northeast Organic Farmers Association, or NOFA). At the first meeting its membership decided that NOFA would sponsor seminars, seed exchanges, bulk buying, and farm apprenticeships. And NOFA also would publish a quarterly newsletter, The Natural Farmer.


In 1973 NOFA held its first summer conference, cosponsored by the Biodynamic Farming Association, “a joyful gathering of like-minded spirits,” recalls Elizabeth of the assemblage of influential pioneers of the organic movement. “Scott and Helen Nearing were there, and Eliot Coleman. Wendell Berry was the keynote speaker. We were all passionate about the soil. We left that conference feeling empowered to change the world. It was a spiritual moment.”


“Those of us who were the early pioneers in the organic movement faced hostility from people. Either you were terribly naive or, worse, you were promoting a system of agriculture that would lead to world hunger. You were subversive.”


Sam Smith


A year later, Sam resigned as assistant to the president of a local community college and took a job milking cows on a local dairy farm. Quitting a good job to take up organic farming was strange enough to be headline news in the local paper. “When we began to realize that this was what we were called to do, we began to wonder whether Caretaker Farm was too small to support a family,” Elizabeth continues. “We began to seriously think we would need a small dairy and more land to get the fertility we needed to grow vegetables.”


E. F. Schumacher’s book Small Is Beautiful and Eliot Coleman’s success in Maine with a small-scale market garden changed their thinking. They shouldn’t need to get bigger to be successful, they realized. As Elizabeth recalls, “We realized small is beautiful. We stuck with the small, more hands-on, very labor-intensive model. We could never have done it without apprentices. For years we had four apprentices who lived with us, and Don and Bridget (who have taken over the farm from the Smiths; see page 27) have continued that tradition.” Sam adds:


Farming was deeply satisfying, and at the same time we were embodying concepts of simple living. We radically cut back on income, but we made that into a virtue and an adventure. There was a great deal of pleasure in rediscovering something that just seemed good: good work, a good thing to do.


There were absolutely no resources. No, that’s wrong. There were lots of resources, but they were totally below the radar, hidden. Sir Albert Howard’s books were out of print, and the USDA’s Yearbooks of Agriculture from the 1930s — 1937 was a superb year — were gathering dust. Uncovering these valuable resources was so exciting.


The trajectory of agriculture by the 1960s was toward large-scale farms, very large investments in agricultural technologies, large investments of water and fertilizers and other inputs. There was a complete block about the past.


Those of us who were the early pioneers in the organic movement faced hostility from people. Either you were terribly naive or, worse, you were promoting a system of agriculture that would lead to world hunger. You were subversive.


THE SMITHS PERSEVERED. They began selling NOFA-certified organic vegetables to area restaurants and small markets and seedlings from the greenhouse in the spring. They built a small bakery in a shed off the house, adding fresh bread, granola, and pies to their farm stand, along with vegetables, honey, fresh eggs, jams, and pickles. They hired four apprentices every year. While Elizabeth and Sam shared the work, there were clear lines of responsibility. “I was more the organizer,” Elizabeth says, “and had to sell Sam on the idea of becoming a CSA (community-supported agriculture). I was responsible for managing the kitchen and the household, caring for the livestock, maintenance, design, and building. Sam was the grower. We each taught the apprentices in our areas of expertise, and we both had very strong opinions about how the other should do things!”


“The more you can create community-based networks of support, the less likely you are to fail, because everyone sees that it’s in their best interest to keep the farm going.”


Elizabeth Smith


Continued success of the farm was ensured when in 1990 the Smiths, with a core group from their community, adopted the community-supported agriculture (CSA) model, where members annually buy shares in a farm’s production and share in the bounty as well as the risks of farming. Elizabeth says:


This idea of a new social structure — of a community being built around food — was at the heart of the CSA movement. It’s what we had wanted to do all along. The CSA is the reason the farm has continued to thrive. The more you can create community-based networks of support, the less likely you are to fail, because everyone sees that it’s in their best interest to keep the farm going. Certainly our farm members have been converted to local food. They know the taste of it, the feel of it, the health of it.


In 2006, Caretaker Farm was placed in a Community Land Trust to preserve it as an affordable working organic farm in perpetuity. Searching for their successors, Sam and Elizabeth selected Don Zasada and Bridget Spann to be the new farmers (see the profile at right). Sam and Elizabeth retained ownership of a small cottage on the farm, where they are enjoying retirement.



Profile: Don Zasada and Bridget Spann


Caretaker Farm, Williamstown, Massachusetts


Caretaker Farm’s 35 acres (14 ha) of vegetables, cover crops, chicken tractors, woods, pigs, pond, and cattle are still in good hands. Don Zasada and Bridget Spann tend the fields and livestock with the help of a willing community of customers, apprentices, and local school groups, in the pattern set by the farm’s first owners, Sam and Elizabeth Smith.


Passing a farm on to the next generation is often fraught with stress and complications. But the Smiths found what their farm needed in Zasada and Spann and made their plans carefully. An innovative, graceful transition was engineered that ensures the continuation of the farm, the farm community, and a good life for both the retired and the active farmers.


Yet Zasada and Spann had never wanted to farm when growing up and had no farmers in their families.


“I worked on a farm one summer when I was growing up,” Zasada says. “I hated it. I got the impression that it was incredibly physically demanding, just a grind, you made no money, and for what? There was no connection with the living system or the customers. I lasted two weeks, and I never wanted to work on a farm again. I went to college for engineering and religious studies and ended up doing some overseas work.”


Likewise, Spann had no interest in farming as a young adult, and after college she also volunteered overseas. She and Zasada met while working as community organizers in a rural village in Chile.


In Chile the two experienced small-scale sustainable farming for the first time, and it changed the course of their lives. “When my wife and I met,” Zasada says, “our hope was to find a lifestyle consistent with what we believed about the world and what we hoped for the world. For us there’s a high degree of integrity that carries throughout this type of farming system. We’re connecting people to the land, and to one another.”


AFTER RETURNING TO THE UNITED STATES, Zasada apprenticed on a farm in central Massachusetts for two years before being hired as farm manager for the nonprofit Food Project, a post he held for seven years. Then the couple, like so many other aspiring farmers, began looking for their own farm.


“There’s a high degree of integrity that carries throughout this type of farming system. We’re connecting people to the land, and to one another.”


Don Zasada


“The crux of the issue is that there are a lot of young farming families who don’t have the money to buy land. They want the long-term security. They don’t want to jump on that wheel where they rent and then after a while the landowner wants to do something else with the land,” Zasada says.


Maybe it was destiny. At that time the Smiths were ready to retire from farming, after decades of building up the organic operation they’d started on part of an old dairy farm in 1969. But while they needed to fund their retirement, they also wanted the farm to continue and wished to make it affordable for a young farm family.


“The reality is that we don’t need to own any land at all,” Zasada says. “What we need is long-term security. Now we have that. It’s a complicated structure involving two land trusts, the previous owners, and ourselves. Equity Trust (a Massachusetts-based nonprofit working on land tenure issues) was incredibly helpful in bringing the partners together.”


Under the new ownership structure, one land trust purchased the development rights to the property, which lowered the value enough for another trust to purchase the land. The community owns the land, the Smiths retain ownership of their home and have a 99-year lease on the land it occupies, and Zasada and Spann have a lease on the rest of the land.


The terms of the lease are quite specific. “The idea is that this land will be farmed in perpetuity. We can’t live here and not farm,” Zasada says. “And we have to live here at least eight months a year. We own our house, the farm buildings, and animals, and we have a 99-year lease on all of the land, which stipulates the practices we can use on the farm. There are two houses on the land and the previous owners, Sam and Elizabeth, still live here. They are a wonderful resource. They’re pretty incredible.”


THE FARM THAT THE SMITHS BUILT SO CAREFULLY is now being farmed just as carefully by Don Zasada and Bridget Spann. A third generation is under way, as well, with the couple’s two children, Gabriela and Micah.


Spann has the primary child-care duties and runs all educational activities on the farm, along with organizing the farm’s seasonal ceremonies and teaching winter courses on sustainability issues and food preservation methods.


Zasada handles most of the actual farming, year-round. He says:


One year leads into the next. This being late fall, part of my work right now is signing up CSA members for next season and interviewing apprentices for next year. We’re still distributing vegetables, too. We distribute weekly to members from the first of June through the end of October, then we fill the root cellar and distribute every other week till we run out.


Winter is the slow season. It’s a wonderful time to spend with my family. We start seeding in mid-February, just onions and scallions. We start most of our seeds in our furnace room in the house, in the dark, until they start to germinate. Then we move them to a wood room attached to the house, and then to a greenhouse, so we don’t have to heat our greenhouse until April. Things really start to pick up the first week of April. Our three or four apprentices arrive in April, and at that point we start to do all our field preparations. At about the same time we move all of our animals out of the barn, and they graze our cover crops, cows followed by chickens. We’re doing a tremendous amount of watering and transplanting. In the springtime, before the school year ends, students come out and help us. The age range is anywhere from daycare to high school. Every CSA member is required to work, so they’re actually out in the fields, involved in the process. They’re understanding the system. It helps us labor-wise, but it’s even more of a help in involving them in the farm.


Though the heavy tillage and some cultivating are done by the farm’s two tractors, most work is done by nonmechanized human labor. “At any given time we’re probably hoeing 5 of the 7 acres (2 of the 3 ha) of vegetables and keeping them really clean, and we have black plastic on a quarter acre (0.1 ha). About an acre and a half (0.6 ha) of that is left fallow every year, and an area about the same size is double-cropped,” Zasada says.


The cows and chickens are rotated through the 15 to 20 acres (6–8 ha) of pasture on the farm, while the pigs are rotated through a series of pens. The farm also has a half-acre orchard with 15 kinds of apples, a couple of plums, and a couple of pear trees.


Zasada notes, “We milk the Jersey cow every morning, and keep her with her calf in the afternoon. We don’t want to spend a lot of time milking; it’s just milk for our family and the apprentices, and we make yogurt and cheese.”


The farm’s soil fertility program is based entirely on compost. Zasada says:


Sam and Elizabeth Smith did a tremendous amount of soil care over the years, and we’re doing a tremendous amount of soil testing and monitoring the health of our crops. Organic matter in the soil is between 7 and 12 percent. It grows weeds very well, and our challenge is managing the weed seed bank we have while still maintaining the quality of soil. We don’t add any trace minerals, and we’re a little on the high side for pH right now.


We don’t spread even organically allowed fertilizer; we just use compost. We have a weed-based compost and a vegetable-based compost. We give every farm member a big bucket at the beginning of the season and they’re supposed to bring back their food scraps.


Then we have an animal-based compost. Our pigs are turning a wood chip base. We throw cow manure on top of it and bury corn in it, and by the end of the season they’ve created compost that we use primarily as the base of the soil mix in the greenhouse.


We use winter rye for a cover crop that’s not going to winter-kill, or oats for a crop that will winter-kill. I’ve used vetch and Sudan grass, too. There’s no need for legumes right now.


“Every CSA member is required to work, so they’re actually out in the fields, involved in the process. They’re understanding the system. It helps us labor-wise, but it’s even more of a help in involving them in the farm.”


Don Zasada


THE PROPRIETORS OF CARETAKER FARM aim to treat the earth gently, and there are a number of practices on the farm that contribute to that. This past year they put in a 10-kilowatt photovoltaic system that provides 90 percent of the electricity for the farm and house.


“It’s walking softly on the land and on our surroundings, and not producing wonderful vegetables at the expense of all this oil and electricity beyond the scenes,” Zasada says. “We’re living our dream. It’s definitely not easy all the time, but it’s invigorating, and we’re having a wonderful time doing it.”
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Chapter Two
Land


Finding Good Earth


Have you become a farmer? Is it not pleasanter than to be shut up within four walls and delving eternally with the pen?


THOMAS JEFFERSON
in a letter to General Henry Knox, June 1, 1795


Finding land can be such a roller coaster ride. You head out on a fine day with high hopes and a realtor only to find that farm after farm was not quite what the ad had led you to believe. That beautiful old farmhouse on the knoll under the oaks? It was just feet from the highway. The old dairy farm with the pond in front? The pond received all the barnyard drainage and smelled like a sewer, plus the outbuildings were falling down.


Do not become frustrated and buy anything just to have something. The first rule for buying a farm is that it’s better to keep looking than to buy problems you won’t have the time or the money to solve. (The corollary to that rule is that problems always take more time and more money to fix than you anticipated, something you find out pretty quick after you move onto the property.)


So, take your time finding your dream farm and get it right. Only a lucky few find what they’re looking for in the first month or two. More often the search can take many months or even a couple of years, and you will spend a lot of weekends looking at farms for sale, and a lot of evenings researching listings and phoning real estate agents.



What to Look For


There are four primary factors to consider when you are looking for a farm:


• Location. For the farm, you’ll need access to the markets, processing facilities, and other agricultural services necessary to the type of operation you have in mind. For yourself, of course, you’ll want to consider community amenities like good schools, medical care, retail stores, a decent restaurant or two, and similar things that will make your life more pleasant. And since it’s a rare farm where at least one of the owners doesn’t have an off-farm job, a reasonable commute is usually important.


• Water supply and sanitary system. Water is the most important limiting factor in farming. The less water that you have available on your farm, the fewer options you will have in deciding what to produce.


• Farmable land. In theory, swamps can be drained, deserts irrigated, and an intense program of soil restoration can renew eroded or dead soil. In practice, this might take a lot more time and money than you can afford. If you plan to farm, you have to buy land that is farmable.


• Condition of the house and outbuildings. Many old farm homes and outbuildings were constructed before building codes were enacted and enforced, and many have been neglected for a lot of years. All buildings should be thoroughly inspected to determine how much money and labor are needed to make them safe and usable for the long term. Even newer buildings may have problems or not be built to code. Buyer beware!


Let’s consider each of these points in more detail.



Location: Home versus Farm Demands


Start your farm search by deciding which is more necessary: having the right location and land for what you want to produce, or being close to jobs and/or family. If the first consideration has priority, then you’ll be looking for a region and a neighborhood with suitable soils, climate, support services, and possibly market access for the operation you’re envisioning. If the second consideration has priority, then you already know the area where you want to live, and you can figure out later what types of land are available there and what you can raise.


If Type of Farm Comes First


There are six basic types of farm operations:


• Vegetables (also called market gardening or truck farming)


• Fruits


• Field crops


• Poultry and livestock for meat and eggs


• Dairy


• Diversified subsistence production (focused on feeding the farm family rather than selling to outside buyers)


Almost all niche crops and operations, from sunflowers to sheep to shiitake mushrooms, fit into one of these categories. Specialty crops like these are usually easier to get into on a small scale but are harder to market and realize a good return from, no matter what the salesmen say. Since there are only so many hours in a day, most farmers concentrate on just one or two of these five categories to produce a cash crop. What and how much you’ll be able to produce and sell depends on how much land and water you have, the soil quality and topography, how close you are to markets, available labor, and on personal inclinations.


What Do You Enjoy Doing?


Think about what you like to do and how you want to live. For example, livestock are a huge asset to an organic farm because they produce manure, the best natural fertilizer there is, and they add value to the forage crops that are so important in crop rotations for building soil. But if you can’t bear the thought of vaccinating, castrating, and loading animals onto a truck to go to the butchering plant, or if you can’t be there every day to care for them, you won’t want to raise them on your farm. There are other options for building soil.


Field crops demand an interest in maintaining and repairing machinery. If you don’t have a greasy thumb, paying someone else to make the inevitable repairs can easily eat up much of your profit margin.


Market gardening can involve really long hours working outside in the hottest weather, and getting up in the wee hours to drive the crop to farmers’ markets.


Do your research and think it through before jumping into any specific farm enterprise.


Time and Labor


Consider also the time you’ll have available when deciding what you’re going to produce. Dairy requires the most labor, with market vegetables close behind (though with those you at least get the winter off). Fruit crops and field crops require bursts of intense work through the growing season, interspersed with periods when there isn’t a lot that needs doing.


Meat animals require the least amount of yearly labor, although the work needed is in inverse proportion to the size of the animals. Chickens need twice-daily attention and feeding, while with beef cattle on pasture all you need to do most days is make sure they’re all there and the water hose is working. But cattle, sheep, goats, and horses all require hay in the winter and in droughts unless your climate allows year-round grazing, and hay is expensive unless you make it yourself. This requires some equipment and a few very long days one to four times a summer (or trading half the crop to a neighbor in exchange for him doing the work).




Organic Learning Opportunities


If you have the time and the freedom, consider a farm internship as a terrific way of learning the type of organic farming you’re interested in doing. Start with the national list of sustainable farming internships and apprenticeships maintained by the ATTRA — National Sustainable Agriculture Information Service, a division of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (see the resources at the end of this book for contact information).


Another well-structured internship option is offered by Collaborative Regional Alliances for Farmer Training (CRAFT), groups of sustainable and organic farmers who collectively offer on-farm training combined with field days at other farms. There are CRAFT chapters in New York, Massachusetts, Kentucky, Connecticut, Wisconsin, Ontario, and no doubt other areas, and they all seem to have good Web sites.


If you already own land or are close to buying, you may need a mentor more than an internship. The highly successful Farm Beginnings Project pioneered by Minnesota’s Land Stewardship Project has inspired programs to start up in other areas. Farm Beginnings offers a program of classroom training and field trips to beginning farmers, then pairs them with established farmers in their area who will mentor their progress. As of this writing there are Farm Beginnings programs in central Illinois, Missouri, northern Illinois/southern Wisconsin, and North Dakota.


Other beginning-farmer short courses worth checking out include the Wisconsin School for Beginning Market Growers and the Wisconsin School for Beginning Dairy Farmers, both organized by the Center for Integrated Agriculture Systems at the University of Wisconsin–Madison. Contact your county agricultural extension agent to see if similar opportunities are offered through the land grant university in your state.


An increasing number of both public and private colleges offer sustainable and/or organic college courses and even undergraduate degrees, including Washington State University, Iowa State University, and the University of Minnesota. Inquire at higher education institutions in your region to see what’s available.


Last, even if you don’t have time for internships, college curricula, or short courses, you should certainly attend field days, conferences, and seminars connected with organic and sustainable farming in your area. These present invaluable learning opportunities and the equally important chance to meet and network with other local organic and sustainable farmers. Finding these folks can take some effort; some groups have Web sites but many don’t; some are connected up with agricultural extension services but many aren’t. Visit your local farmers’ market and inquire of the vendors what they know about upcoming events and local networks, and check the events calendars of national and regional organic and sustainable groups for mentions of activities and networks in your area. Some likely Web sites to check are listed in the resources at the end of this book.





Acreage, Access, and Markets


The amount of land, its physical aspects, and where it is located in relation to potential markets are all important — and too often neglected — factors to consider when looking at farms to buy. Think long term when looking at land. New buyers anxious to get onto an acreage often make light of inconveniences and problems in their rush to buy. But five or ten years later when the honeymoon is over, some of those seemingly small drawbacks can turn into big obstacles to the sustainability of a farm enterprise and a family. Take your time and find the right place for you.


FRUITS AND VEGETABLES


Small-scale organic fruit and vegetable production requires relatively little acreage; 0.5 to 5 acres of garden (0.2–2 ha) is all most growers need to make a profit. But it does demand fertile, well-drained soil, a large amount of hand labor, and plenty of water throughout the season. In many areas irrigation may be necessary during dry spells, while in dry areas (mostly west of the Mississippi) full-time irrigation is necessary. Level land is the best for vegetable production, while fruits from apples to grapes can be produced on more rolling land, as long as it’s not too steep to move equipment through. Fruits can require more acreage than vegetables, but not that much more: a 5-acre (2 ha) organic apple orchard is quite a lot for one person to handle.


In small-scale production fruits and vegetables are washed, sorted, and packaged on the farm, so access to processors isn’t an issue. But fruits and vegetables are perishable and need to be moved to market and sold promptly after harvest. Thus you need to be close to a population center with a farmers’ market, food co-op, or enough people to support a CSA (community-supported agriculture) operation, where you make weekly vegetable deliveries to a pickup point. A processor in a nearby town who will take excess production or less-than-perfect specimens off your hands is also a real bonus.


Think long term when considering market access for these types of operations. A four-hour drive to the farmers’ market is not quick and easy, though in the initial excitement of getting your first products to market you may not notice this right away. But after a few seasons it gets harder and harder to get up at 3 a.m. after a long day’s harvesting so you can get to the market on time and then be cheerful all day for the customers.


If your plan is to have the customers come to you, with either a “you-pick” operation or a farm store, the same rule of good access applies, only more so. It’s essential that you be located close to a sizable population and be easy to find. For every additional mile from town and every additional turn it takes on a back road to get to your place you’re going to lose a percentage of potential buyers.


FIELD CROPS


Field crop production is a little different. It’s still best to have fairly level, fertile land, but you’ll need a lot more of it. In the United States, start thinking in terms of 20 to 120 acres (8–49 ha) of tillable ground if you’re east of the Mississippi, and more if you’re west. But because the crops aren’t perishable and are usually sold to middlemen or other farmers for livestock feed instead of to retail customers, you can live a lot farther from town, where land is cheaper. That is, as long as you have storage and trucking. On-farm storage is best; off-farm storage for certified organic crops is viable only if the grain elevator has certified organic storage and is within a reasonable distance, and if you can hire a trucker in the area to move the crop who will follow organic rules for cleaning out the truck.


Greater rainfall in the East makes corn and soybeans the main field crops for conventional production through much of the area, while in the drier plains wheat and similar small grains are the primary field crops. The organic rule, however, requires a crop rotation that includes small grains, forages, or other soil-building and fertility-enhancing crops. So don’t plan on raising continuous corn or wheat, that is, planting the same crop every year in the same field. Though field crops are less labor-intensive than fruit, vegetable, and dairy production, they do require more and larger equipment, technical expertise, and proactive marketing.


DAIRY


For organic dairy production you need pasture acreage. Pasture doesn’t have to be level or even accessible by equipment, so a dairy operation can make use of land too hilly or rocky for crops. The amount of pasture necessary per animal depends




How Continuous Corn Demolishes Dirt


The common conventional practice of planting corn on the same field year after year is really hard on soil quality. The large amount of bare soil between corn rows encourages erosion; the relatively small root structure of corn leaves little organic matter behind; and the same nutrients are used each season, impoverishing the soil and necessitating heavy fertilization. The end results are low levels of organic matter and soil life, poor soil structure, and increased soil loss.





on a long list of variables, from what percentage of the diet the pasture is expected to supply to how much grass grows per acre and how the farmer manages the grazing. Here’s a place where it’s helpful to consult with the neighbors and your county agricultural extension agent, since dairy-cow pasture requirements can range from 1 to 10 acres (0.4–4 ha) or more. (And you can figure roughly that five sheep or goats equal a cow.) Though you can probably get by without tillable land, having good tillable ground allows you to raise the hay and grain you’ll need to supplement the pasture.


Until recent decades dairy production in the United States was concentrated in the Northeast and northern Midwestern states, where high rainfall and relatively cool summers supplied the lush forages that made cows happy and dairying profitable. In the last 20 years or so California has overtaken Wisconsin as the country’s leading producer of milk, but those massive operations out West generally depend on pumping water faster than it is naturally replenished.


Dairy is the most labor-intensive of all types of farm operations, and the most demanding of infrastructure: you have to be there twice a day, every day, to milk, and organic cow dairying is pretty much impossible if there aren’t other organic dairies and a processor in the area to make milk pickup and bottling economically feasible. There are dairies that have installed on-farm processing and bottling plants and are marketing milk, yogurt, ice cream, butter, and cheese to local buyers; these are most often goat dairies, and less often sheep and cow dairies.


MEAT ANIMALS


The final category of farm operation, livestock and poultry for meat, is the least demanding of both labor and land quality. On the other hand, the profit margin is generally lower, too, so it doesn’t pay to invest too heavily in expensive land or equipment. That’s why beef and sheep ranching in the U.S. has traditionally been concentrated in the far West and other marginal areas on land that is cheap because it’s too dry, poor, or inaccessible to produce anything else. The one thing grazing livestock (cattle, sheep, and goats) do need is plenty of acreage in the form of pasture and hayfields, since the more feed you buy, the slimmer the profit margin.


As for figuring out the amount of land you need, it’s the same as for dairy: you don’t know until you know what kind and how many animals you’ll have, how much your land will produce, how you’re going to manage the grazing and soil fertility program, and how much feed you’ll be willing to buy instead of raise yourself. But those details can wait. For now just figure that, in general, the farther west you go, and the poorer or drier the land, the more acreage you’ll need, up to 20 or even 40 acres (8–16 ha) per cow in the driest areas.


Raising pigs or poultry (usually chickens or turkeys) for meat takes relatively little land, and as with other meat animals the labor requirement isn’t so onerous that you can’t have a full-time off-farm job.


A livestock operation also needs to have markets and processing plants within a reasonable distance. A day’s drive is about as far as most folks like to go. If you’re selling to customers you know, they may be okay if you don’t have a certified organic processor, but if you plan to label your meat as organic, then you’ll need to find an organic meat cooperative or a certified organic plant in the area. This has become an issue in many areas out West, where there are no longer enough small-scale livestock producers around to keep small-scale plants in business.


SUBSISTENCE FARMING


If you are planning only to produce food for your own use, your land options are broader, since farming on such a small scale allows you to make use of odd corners and do all sorts of things that wouldn’t be cost-efficient or even possible on a larger farm. Maybe a rock wall around the garden and an intensive soil-building program could make up for a very cold climate and thin, acid soil. Or you could keep a pig and a few laying hens in a pen with a shed at the bottom of the garden. There are all sorts of nifty things to try on a small plot if you have the time and some ingenuity.


How to Start the Search


If you know what you want to raise and if you’re willing to consider moving anywhere in the country, you might start with the USDA’s Economic Research Service (see resources), where “resource regions maps” and related materials show what areas produce the most of which crops and livestock. You’ll get a feel for the differences in soils, rainfall, and length of the growing season that make different regions suited to different types of production.


State departments of agriculture keep state statistics as well, which can be very helpful, since the primary crops can vary widely in different parts of some states. In Wisconsin, for example, dairy farms are everywhere, but cash grain is concentrated in the southeast and potatoes in the central sands region, and the northern third produces mostly timber. An area where a high proportion of farms are raising what you intend to raise is a good indicator that the soils and weather are pretty good for that type of operation, and also that the necessary truckers, processors, suppliers, markets, and local knowledge are available. I suppose you could start an organic dairy in western North Dakota, but it’s doubtful you’d find a trucker to pick up your milk. And given the low population density, it’s unlikely that selling organic milk to local customers would pay enough to support the farm.


If Location Comes First


On the other hand, if you’re choosing the location first and the type of farm enterprise second, now you can start thinking about what sorts of farm operations might work in the area you’ve chosen. Be sure to factor in how much time you’re going to have to devote to the farm after an off-farm job and family duties; whether you like best working with plants, animals, or machinery; and what kind of marketing effort you’re willing to undertake. For example, if you, like so many farmers, don’t enjoy constant direct contact with customers, then maybe your spouse will have to do the marketing while you handle vegetable production, or you should consider a different type of farming.


If you’re planning on farming full-time, you’ll need either a large inheritance to support you while you get up and running, a spouse working off the farm, or an airtight business plan and a lot of stamina. No kidding. Despite all the cheerful stories you might have read, it’s a very rare person who can start a farm from scratch with little or no experience and quickly earn enough to support him- or herself without acquiring a mountain of debt.


Basic Farm Requirements


[image: Image]



If You Own Land Already


If you have land and are growing a crop or producing livestock, then you already know the potential and limitations of your land resource. Organic farming practices should make it more diverse, fertile, and productive, although the change won’t occur overnight.


Since many small farmers are already close to organic in their methods, you may be much closer than you think to becoming completely, certifiably organic. Certainly transitioning to organic and reaping the resulting price premiums can make the difference between a son or daughter wanting to find a career elsewhere or deciding to stay on the farm and eventually take over from the retiring parents. Organic farming, if the farmer is also a good manager, can and does create greater affluence and a better quality of life as well as a healthier environment, and those are what make it attractive to the next generation.


INVOLVING THE YOUNGER GENERATION


If you’re in the fortunate position of needing to expand to make room for more offspring to stay on the farm, you may be either adding to your land base or, if that’s not possible, looking for additional cash-generating enterprises that don’t require any additional room. For example, any farm with pastures for livestock has room for pastured poultry to follow behind the grazers. Organic pastured chicken can be a nice money-maker and employ at least one person. And with the chickens out there scattering manure, eating bugs, and contributing their own manure, the pastures and soil fertility improve even more.


Farms have traditionally relied on family members to develop value-added enterprises using the farm’s cash crop, by making yogurt, say, or, dried culinary herb blends. There seem to be innumerable ideas out there for diversifying the farm, though you should be cautious: no matter how much they’re being promoted by various people, not all of them produce enough return for the time invested to make them worthwhile. Seek out those agri-preneurs who have been successful at developing and marketing the category of product you’re interested in, and see if they’ll give you some pointers on how to make your enterprise viable. Quite often these people are looking for help in their own business, and you may be exactly the right person for the job!


INVOLVING THE OLDER GENERATION


It’s fairly common for aspiring organic farmers to purchase or inherit land that belongs or once belonged to parents or other relatives. If this is your situation, then you already know where you’re going to live, and you have the added advantage of knowing your farm’s history and potential, and even some of the neighbors. Be sure and sit down with your parents or relatives and get as complete a history as you can of crops and yields, chemical use, the water supply, and the livestock for as far back as anyone can remember, and write it down.


If You’re Looking for Land


If you don’t already have land or aren’t inheriting land, the next step is to get in the car and start driving around your chosen locale. If you don’t live in the area already, build extra time into your visits so you can drive around without the realtor and develop a feel for the land on different sides of town, and talk with folks at the feed store, café, or church about what goes on in the community. If you have kids, find out about the health of local schools and layout of the bus routes. Many rural school districts are in the process of consolidating, or considering it in the near future. This means very long rides for the kids living farthest out, and it can be difficult for them to get together with their friends or get to school events.
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Organic farming makes it easy to involve the entire extended family, and even your local community.


Ideally you’ll find a piece of really rich soil surrounded by woods or natural prairie fairly close to a delightful small town where health-minded customers are clamoring for fresh, local food and the schools are first-class. But usually that’s not the case. You find the best farm and community you can and then do what you can to make them both better.


Before You Purchase, Do Your Homework


The phone and the Internet are your primary tools for the general fact-finding you’ll want to do before you get down to making an offer on a farm. This may take some patience, but it’s worth the time and trouble since it’ll minimize unpleasant surprises and maximize your ability to find the right place for a fair price.


Property Taxes


Call or stop by the county seat and ask the county clerk a few questions. Property taxes are a major item in any farm’s yearly budget, and you’ll want to find out what the assessments and rates are in the area you’re considering. Most states have some form of use-value taxation, which means the land is taxed according to its value for its present use, not at what it could be used for. This means if you are actively farming, your land will be taxed according to its agricultural value, not at the much higher value it would have as a subdivision. The details of these laws and other tax-relief aid for farmers differ from state to state, and you’ll want to know how this will affect your property tax rates.


If the state or local government does not employ use-value taxation, then you may find your taxes rising steeply year after year if development starts creeping in your direction, a common occurrence around towns and cities that are growing. There’s no shortage of farmers who have sold the family farm and moved elsewhere rather than struggle to pay ever-increasing tax bills.


Zoning and Development Pressure


Find out how fast the area is developing and what zoning ordinances or other land-use regulations are in effect. Just because an area looks really rural and isn’t particularly close to a larger town does not mean it is exempt from development pressure. If it’s an easy commute for you to your job, it’s going to be an easy commute for a lot of people who might also be planning to move to the country.


A good way to assess the pace of development is to check how many building permits or well-drilling permits have been issued each year in that county during the past decade or so. You should also be able to track down Census Bureau statistics and projections at the county level.


If the area is under development pressure and is not zoned exclusively for agriculture (a rarity), you may buy a farm in the country and find yourself surrounded by a suburb a decade down the road. Friction between farmers and new neighbors who don’t want to hear machinery late at night, have manure spread on a field next to their homes, or hear or smell farm animals is a major problem in suburbanizing areas around the country.


[image: Image]


A number of factors are red flags when you’re looking at a particular piece of property as a potential site for your organic farm.


Agricultural zoning or “right to farm” laws should protect you from nuisance lawsuits brought by any new neighbors, but if those regulations aren’t in place in your municipality, you could someday be forced to change your farming operation or to move elsewhere. That’s a hard choice to face if you’ve spent a decade or two loving and building up a farm.


On the other hand, if you’re going to grow apples or something else that doesn’t have much potential to disturb the peace, getting surrounded by development may present a ready-made customer base for your on-farm market. Unless, that is, local ordinances or zoning regulations limit what you can do. If your area isn’t zoned for commercial use, you may not be able to build your farm market or greenhouse business without an exemption or a variance. If farm exemptions aren’t already on the books you’re out of luck, and variances are not granted automatically, particularly if some of the neighbors think your farm is a public nuisance or don’t want any extra traffic in the area.


Either way, if development occurs you’ll be sharing the available water supply with a lot more people. If the groundwater is limited in your area for some reason, that could mean eventually having to drill a deeper well to get enough water, particularly if you are irrigating or operating a dairy. There’s also the increased likelihood of nitrate contamination in your water from all the new septic systems nearby. These are things to discuss with your county or state land conservation department or its equivalent.


Find out also whether there are zoning ordinances in effect that protect you against having a large concentrated animal feeding operation (CAFO) move in next door, or a commercial operation, like a racetrack. If not, your fresh air and quiet might be replaced with the sweet smell of hog manure lagoons or the roar of the track, and you won’t want to stay and will have a hard time selling. It happens.


If you have decided to buy the farm even though the land-use regulations are not the best for your purposes, find out when your local land-use planning commission (or whatever the equivalent is in your municipality) meetings are and plan on attending a few. If there’s nothing going on at the local level, find out how the county government is structured and when its meetings occur, or whether a county land-use plan is already on file at the courthouse. Your purpose is to discover what is in place or coming down the pipeline for future land-use regulation in your area. Many rural areas around the country have written or are in various stages of writing land-use plans, and you will want to know how the plan for your area might affect your farming operation. The sooner you find out what is going on in terms of agricultural, commercial, and residential development and how it’s going to be regulated, the better able you’ll be to influence the process and protect yourself.



Water Supply


When you finally go to look at a farm, the very first thing to do is to check out the water. There are three things to consider: quantity, access, and quality. A significant problem in any of these areas can be a deal breaker.


Quantity


If there’s not enough water for you and the plants and livestock you plan to raise, you can’t farm. Though there’s never an ironclad guarantee for water supply, if you’re in a high rainfall area and there’s a reasonably deep well already on the property, there’s probably not too much to worry about. If the farm is occupied, sit down with the owners or tenants and ask how careful they have to be about water use, and whether there’s much seasonal variation in the supply. Better yet, ask some neighbors who don’t have a vested interest in making a sale.


If the farm isn’t occupied, then consider the farm’s history to get a clue about the water supply. If it’s an old market garden or dairy farm that was once successful, it’s likely, but not certain, that the water supply is plentiful. If the farm is out on dry prairie and some of the neighbors have quit using their irrigation systems, that’s a danger signal that the water table might be a long, long way underground and is dropping.


Turn on the faucets in the house to see how fast the water flows. Five gallons a minute is pretty minimal for a house and garden; a dairy farm should have double this rate or more.


Taste the water. If you’re accustomed to city water, well water can taste really different, so don’t reject it out of hand. A briny or bitter taste may signal salt in the water, and that’s a definite problem for crops. If it tastes of iron, you will probably want to install a water softener to keep your laundry from getting iron stains; you’ll also want to pay attention to iron levels in your soil, though this is rarely a problem unless the soil is very acid.


Visit the courthouse again to find out which state government department tracks well-drillers’ reports, and get a copy of the report for that well. This will tell you when it was drilled and how many gallons per minute it yielded when it was drilled. The age of the well is important because the submersible pumps now used in most wells have definite life spans, and replacement of a failing pipe and pump can cost $1,000 or more. Anything more than 15 years old is cause for concern. The gallons-per-minute rate is important to know because if it is now much lower than it was at the time of drilling, the well has a problem — either it’s becoming plugged up, or the water supply isn’t as plentiful as it used to be.
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