Lake Superior Farm Beginnings Syllabus and Process

Syllabus:

Session 1: Whole Farm Planning and Holistic Management: Clarifying Values, Creating a Vision and Setting a Holistic Goal (6 hours)
Presenters: Paula Williams, Common Place Farm and Certified Life Coach / Cree Bradley, Facilitator and Holistic Management Education
Session 1 introduces the framework of the Lake Superior Farm Beginnings (LSFB) course, sustainable agriculture and Whole Farm Planning - what it is, why it is central to Farm Beginnings, how it helps farmers and how to apply it to increase the success of a farm. Holistic Management™ is introduced and incorporated as a successful approach to Whole Farm Planning. Activities and discussions help develop a better sense of personal values and goals and how they relate to getting into farming in a way that meets quality-of-life goals. There will be opportunities to network with other LSFB participants. Session 1 helps participants begin to approach their farming enterprise creatively.
Session 2: Holistic Management: Applying Holistic Principles through Testing Guidelines and On-Farm Monitoring (6 hours) 
Presenter: Doug Gunnink, Forage Institute and Certified Holistic Management Educator
In session 2, Whole Farm Planning and Holistic Management is further explored and participants begin to implement it on individual levels by gaining a better understanding of the testing guidelines used in a holistic decision-making process. Participants will learn how they can use a 3-part Holistic Goal, explored in Session 1, to practice decision-making processes that takes into account biologically-sustainable agricultural principles, values, vision, and sound economics. This session introduces the concept of on-farm observation, ecosystem processes and the solar chain and how it impacts the monitoring and decision-making process. Participants will develop a comfort level in using observation and monitoring as part of their Whole Farm Plan.   

Session 3: Introduction to Business Planning and Business of Scale (3 hours)

Presenter: Rick Dale (Highland Valley Farm)

Session 3 explores the value and process of developing a sound business plan - what is involved in business planning, what decisions should be considered, what is involved in business management, and how to approach developing the skills to successfully start and operate a farm business. Participants will develop a sense of business strengths and weaknesses that will be used in understanding and developing their business structure: all the things needed to run a successful operation to include what needs to be done and who has the skills to do it. Various scales of farm business will be explored; hobby farming, small-scale farming, and family farming. Critical questions will be considered and explored related to family income needs and expectations as it relates to the size and type of farm operation.    

Session 4: Writing a Business Plan and Financial Planning Introduction (3 hours)
Presenter’s: Nicole Wilde, Wilde Growth Business Consulting / Karola Dalen, Northern Harvest Farm 
Session 4 examines the process of writing an actual business plan - what a business plan is comprised of, various formats that can be utilized, what financial statements are incorporated into a business plan, and how a business plan supports Whole Farm Planning. Participants are introduced to financial planning as an income statement, balance sheet and asset sheet are shared from a real farms business plan. Through this, lessons are shared about the realities of planning the financial part of a business and participants are introduced to financial concepts such as financial projections, income and expense, budgeting labor and doing cash-flow projections. The session outlines a business plan structure in which previous and future course work and farm planning can fit in. Participants can begin the process of writing their business plan.   

Session 5: Financial Planning - Gross Margin Analysis and Planning for Profit               (3 hours)

Presenters: Landis and Steven Spickerman, Hermit Creek Farm / Cree Bradley, Chelsea Morning Farm

Session 5 explores Gross Margin Analysis, a financial planning equation commonly used in Holistic Management that allows farmers to plan for profit. Gross Margin Analysis is applied to a real farm, allowing participants to see how farmers can make informed steps towards financial sustainability. Financial record-keeping is also introduced as a critical way to help plan for profit, also allowing farmers to make informed decisions about the financial margins they are producing on their farms. Participants will learn how short and long term financial planning can be a tool for achieving goals and will understand the difference between traditional financial planning versus a holistic approach. This session deepens the knowledge of financial concepts previously discussed in session 4 by learning financial realities and techniques from established farmers. Participants will learn how to plan for profit in the complex world of farming and small business management.   


Session 6: Farm Enterprises: Diversification and Enterprise Budgeting (3 hours)
Presenter: Matt Cogger, Maple Hill Farm / Eileen and Jeff McCutchen, Angel Acres Farm
Session 6 further explores planning for profit as farm enterprise diversification is presented: why farms diversify, how diversified farms tend to be more profitable, and how diversification can help reduce risk. Considerations around diversification issues are shared, such as complimentary enterprises and time management issues. The process of creating enterprise budgets is introduced through a small-group activity focusing on specific enterprises participants are interested in. This activity helps to integrate sessions to date, building skills and confidence to financially plan farm enterprises by putting real numbers on paper with guidance from experienced farmers.          
Session 7: Farm Taxes and Introduction to Marketing (3 hours)

Presenters: Janaki Fisher Merritt, Food Farm and Tax Preparer / Chris Duke, Pasture Perfect Poultry
Session 7 provides participants a foundation of knowledge for keeping tax records and tips for filing Schedule F for farm taxes. A tax professional, also a farmer, will share tips for organizing tax records and what expenses to track and when during the farm season, to include direct and indirect expenses. Session 7 shifts into marketing, introducing basic marketing concepts - why marketing is important, considerations of good marketing (produce, price, placement and promotion) and how to put it all together in a plan. Participants develop knowledge of marketing and farm business trends - what customers want and how to make the marketplace work for farmers as they pursue their goals. 
Session 8: Creating a Direct Marketing Strategy and Marketing Opportunities in the Lake Superior Region (3 hours)
Presenter: Charlie and Tzeital Kersey, La Finca Farm / Business Panel: Northern Waters Smokehaus, St. Luke’s Hospital, Chester Creek Café, TJ’s of Mahtowa, Duluth Whole Foods Coop, UMD Farmers Market 
Session 8 explores a direct market CSA operation that has expanded the traditional CSA concept of supplying fresh vegetables to consumers through weekly shares, to offering a wide variety of share options to include meat, vegetables, seasonal shares and storage (frozen vegetables) shares. The direct market model is one that can be considered and incorporated by individuals who do not see themselves operating a traditional CSA. Session 8 also invites a panel of local businesses that support, purchase and who have marketing opportunities (demand) available for local food. The panel will answer specific questions about what their needs are, how to best work with them, and what their challenges to date have been for working with local farmers. There will be time for questions and answers from participants and the panel and to connect with one another.    

Session 9: Identifying Next Steps and Class Presentations (6 hours)

Presenters: LSFB Participants / Facilitator / Panel of Experienced Farmers 

Session 9 provides a synthesis of the sessions and culmination of work done throughout the course. Participants will present on plans for their farm operation or comments on what they have learned and how they plan to utilize the knowledge in the days and years ahead; this may include sharing - a Holistic Goal, short and long-term goals, a business plan, enterprise ideas, enterprise budgets, a SWOT analysis, a marketing plan or simply a farm name. Presentations will be in front of class peers as well as a panel of established, supportive farmers and agricultural professional who will provide feedback, share concerns and provide advice for next steps. Presentations encourage participants to ‘put thoughts on paper’ which can help them move closer to their goals and to provide motivation and encouragement to step out on their own. A potluck-style celebratory lunch is included during this important day!    

Process:

1) We clarify participant’s values, goals and the quality of life they want, as it relates to starting a farm. We do this through a very formal process using Holistic Management. They begin to write a Holistic Goal (which is really a vision that reflects the values they want to live out). This Holistic Goal serves as a check and balance towards future decisions they make with their farm. 

2) We build an understanding of farm scale and the distinctions, both in size and finances, between a hobby farm, small-scale farm and a family farm. We have folks begin to consider scale and what it is they want or think they want.  

3) We ask participants to get very real with their numbers – formal exercises are completed on fixed and budgeted discretionary living costs. We begin the process of comparing financial need to farm scale, always keeping in mind our values, quality of life and Holistic Goal. 

4) We ask participants to try to answer these (and other) questions:

Do you want the family’s sole income to come from the farm?

Is the farm a hobby and non-essential to income needs?                             

Do they enjoy off-farm work? 

Do they want to maintain part or full-time off-farm work? 

Does one partner want to farm full-time while the other works off-farm?
One of the main Farm Beginnings rules that becomes a mantra is - Own Your Numbers! We are trying to build sustainable, profitable farms through this program and being very real about our numbers and financial needs is a critical piece to this. Through it all, we are continually evaluating the tough questions such as where participants are at, what do they want, what is their experience to accomplish it, and what are their risk factors. 

5) We learn financial planning and record-keeping tools and equations that allow folks to plug in their numbers, compare and contrast enterprises, see distinctions in the choices they make, and be able to walk away from the program knowing how to put their pencil to paper in planning their farm operation. 

6) We couple all of this with in-depth knowledge on writing a business plan, understanding marketing, connecting to markets with demand in our region, learning how to organize and do their farm taxes.

7) We then move into the farm fields and learn about production – sustainable techniques, low-cost ways, and specific enterprises. We learn it firsthand on farms and do hands-on work. We focus on core concepts such as building healthy soil, and we learn specifics based on the interests of the students – how to grow vegetable transplants, raise pigs, extend the season. 

8) Our students graduate. We continue to foster the relationship via email, phone and networking opportunities (i.e. LSFB Networking Dinner at the Lake Superior Farming Conference or the FB Social Hour at the MOSES conference). When possible, we offer refresher courses and continuing farmer education on specific topics. We encourage participants to take next steps, plan, gain experience, do an internship, be employed on a farm, buy a farm, start their business. Our CRAFT (Collaborative Regional Alliance for Farmer Training) website helps connect beginning farmers with regional resources and opportunities.  

