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			Praise for Steve Groff and The Future-Proof Farm


			“Every part of the story that Steve tells in this book rings true to me. I’ve seen so much of it with my own eyes since I first met Steve planting no-till potatoes in his kitchen garden with his now grown son on his knee. I’m a professor, but Steve has been one of my greatest teachers. For twenty-five years I have been taking my college students up to Cedar Meadow Farm to learn from Steve. So, it is very gratifying to see his wisdom and insight now available in a book for all to read.”

			—Ray Weil, professor of soil science, University of Maryland

			“If you want to be successful and make a lot of money farming, you should only accept advice from farmers who have achieved the same goals you are striving for. The most successful farmers think differently than most and see the world differently. This book is your chance to glimpse how a very successful farmer and farming coach thinks differently about agriculture and food production.”

			—John Kempf, founder of Advancing Eco Agriculture

			“Steve is truly a ‘pioneer’ who has weathered a lot of storms in his life and has come out strong. He has been a mentor for me, has helped build my confidence to be a leader in the promotion of soil health, and has helped change the mindset of many in the field of cover crops and soil health.”

			—Jim Hershey, owner, Hershey Farms LLC, and president of the Pennsylvania No-Till Alliance 

			“Farmers listen to other farmers. Innovative farmers with credibility are the most effective mentors. Steve has Cedar Meadows Farm as evidence that he ‘walks the talk,’ sharing his experiences in making the soils richer in carbon, healthier, and more productive and profitable.”

			—Don Reicosky, USDA-ARS retired soil scientist, North Central Soil Conservation Research Laboratory, Morris, Minnesota

			“Steve Groff may be the Cover Crops Coach and the father of the Tillage Radish, but now we get to add Explainer-in-Chief; this book is a clear, concise, and useful guide to practical farming for the future of good food.”

			—Dan Barber, author, chef, and co-owner of Blue Hill in Manhattan and Blue Hill at Stone Barns in Pocantico Hills, New York

			“From my own medical viewpoint, it is becoming increasingly clear that our gut biome is intimately related to our overall health, in which the quality of the food we eat is key. Steve addresses the high nutritional value of food produced by regenerative techniques. This book is well written, informative, interesting, and down to earth. It is gently sprinkled and seasoned with faith quotes, Steve showing his credit and appreciation to his creator God.”

			—Dr. Loren Helmuth, MD

			“I got to know of Steve’s work on cover crops through YouTube videos. In November 2019 I had the great opportunity of sharing his knowledge during a whole week with his visit to Argentina and Uruguay. Now after reading his WAKE-UP CALL book, I have learned more about his farming awareness of the environment as well as the social issues of farming healthier.”

			—Maria Teresa, farmer and leader of Suelos y Sistemas (Soils and Systems) in Argentina and Uruguay 

			“The Future-Proof Farm is a wake-up call to us as agricultural producers. It is time to open our eyes and meet our new bosses and start delivering what they are demanding. I appreciate how Steve clearly lays out that the future relevancy of our farms will depend on the regeneration of both our mindsets and our soils.”

			—Keith Berns, co-owner and sales manager, Green Cover Seed

			“I enjoyed the book very much. It’s engaging, full of that original Groff spirit with which he approaches everything he does, a nice blend of personal and agriculture, a nice blend of ecology and economics, and it’s practical/useful stuff. I met Steve Groff twenty years ago when we teamed up to provide locally grown vegetables to supermarkets in Philadelphia. Steve is one of those people who can sense the winds of change long before the rest of us do. He was using cover crops, experimenting with no-till, and applying tons of organic matter to his fields when the language of sustainable agriculture was only beginning to enter common usage. Now we get to benefit from his decades of learning, experimentation, mistakes, and proven accomplishments. Whether you’re a farmer or someone else who wants to know more about regenerative farming, this book shows how cover cropping and related practices are beneficial for the soil and profitable for the farm business at the same time.”

			—Michael Rozyne, founder of Red Tomato and cofounder of Equal Exchange

			“I think of Steve Groff as an early cover crop pioneer who helped me with my own changing mindset. He continues to lead the way toward more resilient soils with The Future-Proof Farm.” 

			—Jay Fuhrer, soil-health specialist, retired, Natural Resources Conservation Service, United States Department of Agriculture

			“Like cover crops, no-till, and the Tillage Radish that he has promoted, Steve Groff is a deep-rooted farmer. His operation, through thirty years of practice, has been his teaching room, his lab, but also the filter between theory and real life in the field. His experience, curiosity and openness helped him to become an advocate of cover crops and no-till. In this respect, he spent years educating farmers and others on why we must pay attention to what nature is telling us. His time sharing—in the US, but also across the world—not only helped him to master his practical knowledge but also brought him a wider and wiser view and analysis of farming, agriculture, and the world in general. Through a comprehensive approach between agriculture history, his own farm practices, his personal development, and large general statements, he explains that everything comes down to a simple principle: better soil leads to better food, which promotes better health! Whether we like it or not, the consumer is our boss, and big food and fiber companies have already made some great moves toward farming practices and farmers who take better care of their soils. This book is finally a very positive message to keep moving in order to start harvesting the fruit from the seed we have been planting for so many years.” 

			—Frédéric Thomas, French farmer, founder of TCS magazine (Soil Conservation Tillage mag) and fifteen-year chairman of the farmers’ association BASE (Biodiversity, Agriculture, Soil and Environment)

			“After two decades as a consulting wildlife biologist, I’ve never been so optimistic about restoring soil through regenerative wildlife agriculture. It’s hard to imagine the library of a wildlife ‘food plotter’ without a copy of The Future-Proof Farm. Steve Groff, cover crop pioneer and innovator of the roller crimper, does a fantastic job discussing the practices of building a more resilient recreational property. The agricultural principles of biomimicry promoted in this book are having long-lasting, positive impacts on wildlife populations and their habitats! Groff delivers a road map, with remarkable clarity, for each of us to follow during our journey!”

			—Jason R. Snavely, CWB, CEO, Drop-Tine Wildlife Consulting, www.droptinewildlife.com

			“Several years ago we produced an award-winning PBS documentary about Steve Groff and his cutting-edge no-till farming techniques. Steve’s new book, The Future-Proof Farm, goes well beyond what we covered and is a must-read for anyone interested in saving the planet.”

			—Hal Weiner, executive producer, The Journey to Planet Earth television series

			“Steve’s book lays out in full detail the impact no-till, cover crops, and regenerative ag will have in meeting the demand for higher-quality, better-tasting, and environmentally correctly produced food. It is a wake-up call as to how consumer habits and changing food tastes will impact the way you farm. Steve maintains that continuing to produce crops and livestock the way you’re doing today will make your farming operation obsolete in a few years. Gear up for change, as the way you farm today won’t cut it five years from now.”

			—Frank Lessiter, editor, No-Till Farmer

			“It is only fitting that the Cover Crop Coach should package his knowledge into helping us all ‘future-proof’ our farms. Steve’s years of innovation have laid the groundwork for the next generation of innovators. I am excited to be one of the young guys to pick up the torch, rally the troops, and carry on the legacy of Steve and other innovators who have laid out the path to a sustainable future in agriculture.”

			—Mitchell Hora, seventh generation Iowa farmer and founder/CEO, Continuum Ag

			“Steve Groff has been a tireless proponent and promoter of the use of cover crops as an integral part of no-till farming systems for longer than anyone. It is similar to the country and western song: he was ‘country when country wasn’t cool.’”

			—Dwayne Beck, PhD, manager, Dakota Lakes Research Farm, South Dakota State University

			“Steve Groff has traveled around the world to speak as a leading farmer expert on the topics of cover crops, no-till, and regenerative agriculture. In this book, he describes his personal journey with farming, including why he adopted cover crops and no-till, and why a regenerative approach to agriculture will better support soil health while meeting consumer expectations in the coming years. I first visited Steve Groff’s farm in the mid-1990s, at a time when he was one of the only farmers to be experimenting with cover crops combined with no-till. I’ve been back to his farm a few times over the years, and as he describes so well in this book, his progress toward regenerative agriculture has been remarkable. Any farmer or individual interested in food production can benefit from reading about Steve’s experiences not only with his own farm, but in traveling around the world to advise farmers and companies on cover crops, no-till, and regenerative approaches.”

			—Rob Myers, PhD, national liaison on cover crops and soil health, USDA-SARE 

			“I have seen Steve speak several times, and I learned something every time. He is one of my mentors, and I wish he had written this book fifteen years ago so I would have been able to get everything I need to know about cover crops in one spot. The book would have saved me from making a lot of the mistakes that I have made. It was great to read his story while learning through all his experiences”

			—Trey Hill, farmer, Harbor View Farms

			“As a stream and river ecologist, I love and respect Steve’s simple message: farming with no-till and cover crops conserves water and soil health, leading to less pollution, more nutritious food, and increased farm profit, which is what consumers want. His book is timely, further advances sustainable agriculture, and convinced me that cover cropping can and does lead to clean fresh water, which is what I want!”

			—Bern Sweeney, distinguished senior research scientist, Stroud Water Research Center

			“It is not an exaggeration to say that Steve inspired me to start my cover crop business. He has been a great mentor along the way, and his book is just like an honest conversation with him: you get practical, firsthand, and ready-to-use advice from ‘the Coach.’ I’d recommend The Future-Proof Farm to every cover cropping farmer and consultant who wants to get it right for the first time.”

			—Zsombor Diriczi, founder, Démétér Biosystems, Hungary

			“Our survival on this planet is dependent on the success of our farmers and the health of our soil. Steve’s book is the perfect resource for farmers to get a handle on their changing role. The work he’s doing with hemp, especially his leadership role in the community, is laying the groundwork for the farming of the future. This is an inspiring book!”

			—Eric Hurlock, digital editor, Lancaster Farming Industrial Hemp Podcast

			“This is an excellent, well-written book that covers the need to change, and how to transform the world’s cropping practices, through the eyes of a farmer who has done it.”

			—Colin Seis, farmer, rancher, agricultural consultant, and educator, Australia

			“I fondly remember my visit to Steve Groff’s farm in the late 1990s. He was wearing a cap with the words ‘Soil Is Meant to Be Covered.’ I was very impressed by this simple statement, which brings it to the point: the soil must never be bare if you are looking for agricultural sustainability. A good farmer should never be able to see his soil, always protecting it, like an umbrella, from pounding raindrops, intense sunlight, and other weather extremes. As long as I’ve known Steve, his first priority, wholeheartedly, is to be a good steward of the soil. This book is full of actual, timely, and useful examples that show that cover crops are not costly, but that they will pay.”

			—Rolf Derpsch, international conservation agriculture consultant, Germany
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			I dedicate this book to all those who influenced me on this agriculture journey of innovation by teaching me how to be a better steward of God’s creation. 

			But most importantly to my family, who have supported my efforts over the decades. Cheri, you’ve always said you “married the farmer and not the farm,” and that’s been okay with me. Dana, I know you treasure the memories of farm life. Lauren, well, thanks for introducing us to musical theater! David, the heir apparent to the farm, I couldn’t do all this without your commitment to taking care of this piece of earth that we’ve been privileged to manage.
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			Foreword

			When Steve Groff introduced himself to me at a Missouri soil health conference where we were both speaking, I knew immediately that I wanted to learn more about his approach to farming responsibly in this world of rapid change. Friendly and jovial, Steve stands out in a crowd by proudly wearing a signature felted hat. He is generous with his passion and knowledge as he offers sage advice on the intersection between agriculture and the preservation of soils. And, as I have had the opportunity to get to know Steve more over the years, it is obvious that his respect for nature and the land drives his commitment as a steward. 

			I have long admired people with such a commitment to stewardship—John Muir, Aldo Leopold, Helen and Scott Nearing. Their words and philosophies inspire a connection with nature that lives outside ourselves and humbles the human experience. From an early age I aspired to better understand the steward’s commitment and devote myself to learning from the marvels of nature. For four summers, in between college courses, I was a canoe guide in the wilds of northern Maine, leading river trips for a week or longer into the backcountry for fellow adventurers. Combating the black flies, we would return bearded, wet, tired, and hungry and with sublime experiences and memories—like sidling up to a group of loons in full chorus under the moonlight in the middle of Grand Lake Matagamon. Later I worked with indigenous tribes in remote villages of Alaska, teaching swimming skills in a land where the water claims so many lives. 

			Those early days are forever etched in my heart. It was a time of deep connection to nature, but also with a yearning to share with the world what I had experienced. My next level of stewardship commitment was to bring these ineffable nature lessons into the human world. In reality, these two worlds are connected. Nature does not discriminate between the animal kingdom and human society. We cannot isolate ourselves from something that is part of us. We can make a conscious choice, as a society and species, to evolve from a force of destruction to a symbiotic collaborator with the natural world. 

			At Duke University, I added some credentials to my passion, graduating with a master’s in environmental management. In radical collaboration my classmates and I sought to tackle wicked problems by exploring all possible solutions, whether from policy, economics, or governance. I developed an interest in and excitement for the private sector because I saw the speed at which ideas could come to fruition. 

			In the years since, I have found my place as director of sustainability for Wrangler, a brand that most everyone recognizes and that symbolizes for many the values of courage and connection to the land. This is a company where I can fulfill my stewardship commitment. With a dedication to protecting the resources of our planet, Wrangler offers “tough denim, gentle footprint, responsible action.” We strive to team with farmers worldwide who produce cotton in a way that protects and regenerates the soil. The earth provides for us in so many ways. We at Wrangler recognize our duty to give back to it.

			I have a deep respect for our agricultural community. Farmers bear an awesome responsibility to feed and clothe us. They do it faithfully, year in and year out, despite a host of hardships and risks. The weather and pests can ravage their harvest. The economy and shifting markets can evaporate their profits. It’s not an easy way to make a living, but most would prefer to do nothing else. Farming is more than a business. It’s a way of life, one worth preserving—and farmers are finding that a good way to accomplish that is to take steps to preserve and restore their primary resource, the soil. Understanding soil is like understanding nature, with all of its nuances and nebulas of deep ecological interdependencies, microscopic alien creatures with Latin names; and the next frontier of regenerative agriculture is that opportunity for a symbiotic collaboration with nature. 

			It is my privilege to work closely with cotton producers who are dedicated to the stewardship of the land and have made strides toward farming responsibly. Their ability to adapt is critical. And that is why I am privileged to know Steve Groff, a true man of the land and a born educator. He is teaching farmers around the world how they can adapt and thrive, taking meaningful steps today to accelerate their own stewardship commitments. Steve is always welcome at my campfire. As a champion for cover crops, no-till farming, and regenerative agriculture, Steve has dedicated years to cultivating the new mindset that will future-proof our farms.

			Roian Atwood
Senior director of sustainability, Wrangler

		

		
			What Is a Cover Crop?

			Now and then when I tell new acquaintances that I am an authority on cover crops, I can see by the look on their faces that our conversation needs to start out with some basics. They have a question or two for me at the outset. Such as: “Steve, what is a cover crop?” 

			Originally, farmers planted cover crops to “cover” the land during the off-season of their cash crops. The aim was to prevent erosion by water and wind. Today, cover crops are also valued as a natural means of fertilizing the soil, building organic matter, and controlling weeds and pests, all for the benefit of the soil’s health. Generally, cover crops are planted for those reasons and not for the primary purpose of selling them for a profit. 

			Typically, farmers plant a cover crop in the fall, after they have harvested the cash crop, to protect the soil over the winter. With that protection in place, the soil stays in the field instead of eroding into the waterways along with its nutrients and any pesticides and fertilizers that it might contain. The soil remains on the farm where it belongs. Sometimes, farmers also plant cover crops during the summer, such as after the harvest of winter wheat in early July. In that case, the crop protects the soil from baking in the sun.

			Cover crops help the soil to function as nature intended, sort of the way that our skin covers and regulates our bodies. Skin protects us from the elements, regulating our body heat and moisture, warming us and cooling us. We further cover ourselves with clothing appropriate to the season. The soil needs a “skin,” too, to protect it from the wind and rain and to regulate its heat and moisture so that it can function properly. God didn’t intend for the soil to be laid bare and barren. It needs a cover. That is what nature provides when weeds grow on unattended land. When we farm that land, that is what cover crops can provide.

			In essence, a cover crop keeps farmland healthy by holding the soil in place between the plantings of cash crops. It cools the soil in the summer, warms it in the winter, and enriches it with organic matter and natural nutrients. 

			Theoretically, any plant could be used as a cover crop, because the soil doesn’t know whether the farmer intends to harvest it for profit. If he plants it for the purpose of providing cover, then it is a cover crop. 

			That doesn’t mean the farmer can’t make money off it. Nothing in the definition of cover crop says “must not be grown for profit.” For example, with enough rainfall, a summer cover of sorghum and Sudan grass might shoot up to three or four feet tall. With that kind of growth, I might decide to cut and bale it in September and sell it to my Amish neighbors to feed their cows—and I still would get a foot or more of regrowth after that to protect the soil through the winter months.

			Nor does anything in a definition of cash crop say “must not be grown for cover.” Some plants that typically would be harvested for profit can also be used in the context of a cover crop. I developed daikon-type radishes that certainly were edible as a vegetable but that we planted for cover, without the intention of harvesting them to eat. I also plant an oat variety that does well for cover cropping, but I grow it to produce seeds that I sell to other farmers. Those all are examples of cover crops that can double as a cash crop, or vice versa.

			Today, I would say that eighty to a hundred types of plants have been used as cover crops, including those that can be grown as cash crops as well. And there are other ways that they can serve a dual purpose. Sometimes farmers will graze their cattle on a cover crop or cut the growth in the spring for silage. In that case, not only do the crops protect the soil, but they also sustain the livestock, which in turn add nutrient-rich manure to the soil and produce meat for [image: ]the dinner plate. That’s one of many variations in how cover crops can be used to enhance soil health.

			Three main classes—grasses, legumes, and brassicas—make up most of the cover crops in use today. The most popular of the grasses is cereal rye because of its versatility: it can be planted early or late, and it is able to survive harsh conditions. Triticale and annual rye grass are other common ones. The most popular of the legumes, which are nitrogen-producing plants, are hairy vetch and crimson clover. Among the brassicas, radishes and oilseed rape (canola) are a few of the more common ones.

			Cover crops can be used in agriculture on any scale. In the United States, some of the major cash crops by acreage are corn, soybeans, wheat, and cotton—and those commodities present a huge opportunity to make use of the environmental and economic benefits of cover crops. The numerous vegetable producers and other growers also can benefit greatly. Wherever and whenever farmers desire to protect and improve their soil, cut down on chemical costs, increase their yields, and build for a better future, cover crops will serve them well. 

			[image: ]

			
INTRODUCTION

			Roots of a Passion

			It was 1982, the year that I graduated from high school, when I took an interest in no-till farming. I wish I could say that I wanted to do my part to protect the soil and become a champion for the environment, but I confess that I wasn’t exactly out to save the Chesapeake Bay back then. Mostly I just wanted to get rid of those confounded erosion ditches that took so much time to fill each year at harvest time. Why do all that work when there was a better way? I felt the same way about going to college.

			In the years since, I’ve gotten quite an education here at Cedar Meadow Farm. I was born for this. Here I grew up, and here I stay. What I have learned comes from decades working under the sun, not from four years buried in textbooks. I’m not against book learning—our house has plenty of good reading on the shelves—but I strongly believe that we grow mostly by experiencing, connecting, and sharing. A fellow can learn a lot by listening and observing. Whenever I want to figure out how to do something better, I get to know folks who already are doing it, watch how they do it, and ask who taught them to do it. That’s a good way to learn to farm better. I don’t know a better way to learn to do anything.

			As you soon will see in the chapters ahead, I have a message to share that my fellow farmers must hear if we want our way of life to endure into the next generation and beyond. Our world is changing swiftly in so many ways, and farmers must either adapt or die out. That is not meant to sound hopeless. If we listen to what the people who buy our products are telling us, we can future-proof our farms. We have an opportunity to thrive as never before while becoming better caretakers of this good earth that God has given us. 

			[image: ]

			I have continued to meet a lot of smart and dedicated people as I have expanded my horizons coast to coast, across the seas, and wherever people are willing to hear about the environmental and economic value of putting away the plow and planting cover crops. I am humbled that so many esteemed professionals and businesspeople are interested in hearing the essentially simple message from this third-generation farmer from Pennsylvania. They want to get to know someone who is doing it, who is making it work on his own acres—and what good is information unless it is shared? 

			I deeply respect people who have attained master’s and doctorate degrees and such. I also deeply respect those who walk their land and stoop to sniff the hay and feel the soil, then rise to scan the sky. In a college classroom you can learn a lot about farming. It’s out in the fields and up on the tractor where you learn to farm. It has been my pleasure to meet a good many people who are comfortable in both settings and who are determined to do things the right way.

			Which takes me back to 1982 and those annoying ditches. I had been farming long enough to get sick and tired of filling in those ruts so that we could get our equipment into the fields to harvest the crops. They were more like trenches, sometimes a couple of feet deep. I thought that was just wrong—not because our soil was washing away, which it was, but because I was wasting hours shoveling dirt just so I could get some real work done. It’s not that I was arrogant or uncaring, but at the time I was thinking about efficiency, not sustainability. I didn’t yet understand how the farmer’s traditional plowing methods had been hurting the environment and picking his pocket.
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There’s nothing more brilliant than a

blooming cover crop of Crimson Clover!
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Crimson clover, hairy vetch (purple flowers), and cereal rye are some of the

most popular cover crops farmers use.





