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Sustaining Farmers with Sustainable Farming

As a conservation effort, the methods of organic farming aim to be more sustainable than the traditional farming practices that damage the environment. Organic farms only use natural fertilizers and pesticides, and rotate crops so as not to deplete the soil of essential nutrients. Those that keep animals provide them with plenty of space and the foods they would naturally eat. Not only is the impact on the environment decreased, but also the resulting crops and meat are healthier for human consumption. Despite these benefits, most farming is not done organically. Although there is abundant farmland, there are no organic farms in Northfield and only three certified organic farms in Dakota County and five in Rice County, though certainly many other local farms use organic methods. Most farming, in Minnesota and elsewhere, is done on large-scale factory farms that use pesticides and do not practice crop rotation. The reason, however, that organic farming is not more widespread in the Northfield area is not that it is not an economically viable lifestyle for farmers in Minnesota. Rather, although farmers could earn a living income by farming organically, there is not enough government support or consumer demand to encourage more people to do so.

Why farm organically?

As the earth’s natural resources become polluted and depleted, the need for sustainable agriculture increases exponentially. In 1986 Raymond Poincelot warned, “The energy, soil, and water resources cannot sustain agriculture into the far future at their present rate of use.” Since then many Americans have realized the necessity of sustainable agriculture, and the organic food movement has blossomed. Still, not enough has changed and the threat persists. The need for organic or sustainable farming methods is as big as ever.


Environmental concerns are the main reason Carleton biology professor David Hougen-Eitzman and his wife, when they decide to take over running her family’s farm, made it organic. He explains:

The main reason that we have chosen to be organic is that we care about the environment…I don’t want to poison the water and I don’t want to poison the soil. I don’t want to be killing things that I don’t need to be killing with herbicides, pesticides, and things like that. And I don’t want to be adding to soil erosion. (2007)

Conventional modern farming methods lead to both the depletion and erosion of soil in crop fields and pastures. Depleted soil lacks important nutrients and so does not grow crops well, leading to a dependency on fertilizers that are harmful to the environment. Erosion, beyond decreasing land stability in a certain area, leads to increased pollution downstream. Organic farming is more sustainable because it uses crop rotation to keep the soil rich. Also, organic farmers are more likely to turn to sustainable energy sources than farmers who care less about the environment.


Animals too can be raised organically. Rather than feeding their cows corn, organic farmers have them eat their natural food, grass, for which their digestive systems are designed. Because their bodies are operating as they were made to, organically raised animals tend to be healthier and have less need for artificially produced medications. Their meat and milk, then, are better for human consumption. Many people prefer to buy organic meat because the animals are raised more sustainably and they are treated better, with much larger pasture space, during their lives.

Economic concerns

“Organic” is a legally defined term and farms must pay a fee to describe their crops as such; for the purpose of this paper, farms using organic practices have been classified as organic, or, interchangeably, as sustainable. However, this fee and the legal definition create a limitation on the feasibility of organic farming. Although government regulation functions to ensure high quality, those who cannot afford to pay the fee or do not quite fit the definition do not get the marketing benefit of the “organic” label and thus may not sell their products as successfully.


One alternative label farmers have come up with is “socially verified.” Certain networks of farmers agree upon acceptable farming practices and regulate each other’s commitment to those practices. (The Minnesota Project, “Heartland Food,” 2007) Some groups, like the Food Alliance Midwest (FAMW), have their own seal that guarantees that strict sustainable requirements were met in the production of marked foods (MN Department of Agriculture 2004). However, “socially verified” or “FAMW” products do not receive the same enthusiastic response from conservationist customers that organic foods do. Many small organic farms that have a CSA (Community Supported Agriculture – a group of members who each year pay a certain amount to receive a fresh load of vegetables every week) don’t worry about certification because they have a direct relationship with their customers. Hougen-Eitzman, who has a CSA and is not certified, explains: “Certification works when I as a farmer never see my customers, they never see me, so they need to have somebody else certify that I am in fact using organic methods” (2007). When farmers and their clients have a personal connection, this is not necessary.


One of the biggest financial challenges organic farmers face is that of economies of scale. Organic farms tend to be on the smaller end of farm sizes, and the diversity of crops means that an even smaller area is devoted to any particular farming method. The large investments of farming such as machinery and equipment can be used on only a few acres as opposed to the many acres on a factory farm.  The basic investments of running a farm are more of a setback to the organic farmer with a relatively small yield. Organic farmers are also more likely to grow interesting heirloom crops as opposed to cash crops, and thus do not sell as much. Nor do they receive the subsidies that farmers of commodity crops like soybeans and corn get.

Organic food tends to be more expensive than non-organic food. However, according to Hougen-Eitzman, “[our vegetables] might be a little more expensive than the conventional stuff…but we’re cheaper than any of the organic stuff you can find anywhere” (2007). CSA members are saved from the added cost of shipment and middleman fees that rack up on organic goods in the grocery store. For those interested in a weekly delivery of fresh vegetables throughout the growing season, CSA membership is an affordable option.

Although organic farming can be a financially sustainable livelihood, in most organic farming families, at least one member holds another job. This allows for farming to be somewhat less intensive—if Hougen-Eitzman were to quit his Carleton job and farm full-time, he would have to change his farming style significantly (though he could stay organic) and his family would take a cut in income. More importantly, however, an outside job usually provides health care. As self-employed people, health care is a big deal for farmers, organic or otherwise. (Hougen-Eitzman 2007)

Local issues

The price of land in the Northfield area is very expensive, with farmland going for about $3300/acre (as of 2004). Phil and Dawn Brossard ran Big Woods Dairy until 2006 on land leased from the state. They desired to stay in the area and continue sustainable farming but could not afford farmland at the going rate. “Phil understands that older farmers who are retiring want to sell their land for as much money as possible, but wishes that more of them would help younger farmers get in and stay in business.” (MN Department of Agriculture 2004) Acquiring land is one of the biggest financial challenges to getting started in farming.


Hougen-Eitzman was lucky enough to take over a family farm. He recognizes, however, that “for young people starting out, if you don’t have a connection then it’s becoming harder and harder.” The main question is if a potential farmer can “afford to buy this farm and will [the] farming income support the purchase of the land.” Still, he thinks that farmland further from urban areas is more affordable, because potential farmers don’t have to compete as much with developers. (2007)


Despite the history of conventional farming in the Northfield area, Hougen-Eitzman thinks the land is still of good quality, though those wishing to turn traditional farmland into organic will have to go through a difficult three to four year transition period. “Conventional farming is bad for the land but conventional farmers don’t destroy the land.” The worst damage farmers can do to the land is through erosion; many conventional farmers take care to prevent soil erosion and if not careful, organic farmers can cause it as well. (Hougen-Eitzman 2007)


Although still small, there is a growing market for organic and sustainably grown foods in the Northfield area. This is important, for in order for organic farming to make the necessary impact and maintain resources, organic foods must become commonplace groceries (Newton 1995). The arrival of Just Food Co-op in downtown Northfield in December 2004 is one example of this trend. The Carleton snack bar has recently started selling organic items, and even Econofoods has established a section (albeit a small one) for organic products. As more and more people are becoming aware of the value and necessity of organic farming, the market is expanding. In a college town like Northfield this expansion is probably exaggerated. It is to the benefit of Northfield area farmers to be near a community interested in organic and local foods.


Many Minnesota farmers are aware of the importance of consumer demand on their financial success. For this reason the PastureLand cooperative developed a new marketing plan and ran a consumer education drive in and around the Twin Cities hoping to increase consumer demand for dairy products from grass-fed cows. The motivation for this project was threefold: “to create a market niche that can provide a profitable income for member farms and, in the long run, encourage more family farms to utilize management intensive rotational grazing.” A similar project held elsewhere in Minnesota hoped to increase the demand for sustainably grown squash. (MN Department of Agriculture 2004)


“Right now…there is not a lot of consumer demand…relatively speaking,” says Hougen-Eitzman. But if such projects as described above are successful at increasing consumer demand, more farmers might become organic. As it is, however, the tradition of using chemicals has “become sort of entrenched in the farmers’ way of doing things.” The government started pushing chemicals as a way to destroy weeds in pests during World War II, and have yet to make a substantial push otherwise. There are very few financial incentives for organic farming. Most organic products are not commodity crops and thus do not get subsidies. The Minnesota Department of Agriculture has had a cost share program to offset certification costs but it does not amount to much. “The new farm bill might have some incentives for sustainable production but that would be for anybody.” It would not benefit organic farmers specifically. (Hougen-Eitzman 2007)

It’s a good thing

Despite all its challenges, organic farming is still a worthwhile endeavor. Better soil quality due to crop rotation yields better crops. More sustainable growing techniques are really beneficial in the long run, and there are beginning to be more economic incentives. The government is starting to become more supportive of the conservation efforts of farmers. “Green payments” are an alternative to the traditional subsidies given to farmers that reward them for using their land and livelihood to create and maintain healthy soil, clean water, and natural animal habitats. Such payments allow the environmentally conscience farmer to make a living through sustainable farming and preservation efforts. (The Minnesota Project, “Green Payments,” 2007)


Another economic incentive is Minnesota’s Sustainable Agriculture Grant Program, which funds on-farm projects that “demonstrate farming methods or systems that increase energy efficiency, reduce agricultural chemical usage and show environmental and economic benefits” (MN Department of Agriculture 2004). The Program was started in 1988 when sustainable farming was less accepted in order to help farmers get the money to develop sustainable methods. The Program provides summaries of all the projects in its annual Greenbook. Notably, most of the projects featured in the Greenbook focus on increasing profitability, reflecting economic challenges many farmers face.


As the Midwest Sustainable Agriculture Working Group argues in its 2002 policy paper on “Renewable Energy from Farms,” sustainable agriculture and sustainable energy can be deeply tied. That connection is important in ensuring that sustainably produced energy sources do not have unsustainable effects on the environment, and that energy sources that do little harm to the environment when used do not damage the environment in their production. Farming biomass for clean energy should not be a process guilty of the same crimes as overfarming crops. (MSAWG 2002)

Conclusion

To many, sustainable farming is inherently economically viable. The Midwest Sustainable Agriculture Working Group defines sustainable agriculture as “a creative system of practices that are economically viable, locally managed, ecologically sound and socially responsible” (MSAWG 2002). In fulfilling these four tenets, organic farming plays an important role in conservation, providing humans with food while recognizing our role in the ecosystem and maintaining a balance with nature.
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