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- Farming in the future
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Forecasted policy,
legislation could affect farmland
preservation efforts

. <

By Susan Mantey

Since 1848, the Howell family has cultivated and har-
vested crops from the same piece of land in Clark
County. Through the Depression, World War 11, the
invention of television to the technological boom of
the '90s, livestock and grain have been the only com-
modities on the 450-acre plot. This land
will never succumb to the pressures of
urban expansion: in fact, the fimily can

couple of years ago, Libby said.

Backers of policy changes now include organizations
who want to see redevelopment of inner cities and
brownfields, because people need to be drawn back into
the inner city—or stay there in the first place—to pro-
tect farmland from excessive suburban development.
Graphs of Ohio’s demographics over the past 10 years
clearly show migration out from the urban centers to
the surrounding counties, without a subsequent increase
in population inside the city. Columbus is one of the
few exceptions; while out-migration has been exten-
sive, the population has also continued to rise inside
the city limits.

The language of interest groups is changing also,
Libby said. People never used to even mention things

L T S T T T T S S S T T T Y

s
{'ZXPAN N e

URB A
SION

such as the Howell family’s, can be an effective tool for
farmland preservation. But it's not available to all farm-
ers. Under current law, state and local governments
cannot buy or accept gifts of agricultural conservation
easements. Only private organizations like the
Tecumseh Land Trust have that ability. That might
change, though.,

Senate Bill 223, known as the Drake bill, would
give local governments and the Ohio Department
of Agriculture the authority to purchase develop-
ment rights from farmers, using taxpayer dollars. Sen.
Grace Drake, a member of the Ohio Farmland Pres-
ervation Task force, introduced the bill last year. The
task force, appointed by Gov. George V. Voinovich
in 1996, outlined several ways to preserve the state’s
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To look at a farm and see the whole

What makes some Amish farms work so well—cooperation, flexibility and holistic
management—may be key to the future of many small and mid-size farms
By Kure Knebusch -— In some years, the one New Order Amisly farm "The farmers we've worked with tend to have a re.

“A successfid Amish farm eams a profit, prowides fooud for
the family md anvimals, buc in addition, it proteces the lond,
keeps the family serong, contribmtes (o the welfare of the
community and ensures the ploce of finre generations.”
M — David Kline, Fredericksburg

Amish farmers farm the way our grandparents and
great-grandparents farmed. They also mighe hold the
key to modern farming’s future, at least on troubled
smaller-size farms,

In the Killbuck watershed in Holines County, two
Oliio State University scientists are sewdying three
Amish family farms. They're trying to imderstand what
makes these farms tick and to see what can be applied
to conventional farming.

The project is a case stindy, which means the find-

ings can't be generalized to all Amish farms. [nstead,

the work Is being done to gain insighe. Mainstream
farmers are-being squeezed by low commadity prices,
environmental reguiations, land costs and the push to
expand. Some are guing under. Amish farmers fuce
many of these pressures, yet many of their farms and
commmmitics are thriving. Whar can they reach ust

Sa far, Richand Moore and Debbie Seinner have
found the study farns to be productive, profitable, and
nutrient-efficiene. Furthermore, they report all three
families maintain a high quslity of life on extremely
low expenses.

“1t's shown me how possible it is to have a very high
quality of life on very litle income,” said Stinner, an
agroecologist on QARDC's Wonster campus and a
member of Ohio State's Agroecosystems Management
Program. “In one monch, two of the families spend as
much on household expenses as | can ensily spend with
my two teenage children at the grocery store in just
one week. That was a real eye opener.”

But the lessons to be learned apply to more than
honsehold frugatity. They aiso relate to cooperation,
flexibility and hollstic management—weighing envi-
ronmental, economic, and social factors when making
farm decisions,

‘Iinm heads are hetter than one’

"1t's noe something independent fanners want te hear,
it we're really secing the economic value of shmred
equipment and labsor,” snid Moore, an anthropologist
in Columbnix and also 2 member of the agroccosystems
program. “It's the shared labor aspect of Amish culinee
that allows them to keep theic coses down.”

For example, mose Amish farmers paeticipare in
threshing and silo-filling rings—cnoperative wark
gromps.

"It gives themn an economic cfficiency that is mch
higher than what we see on other fam,” Moore saiel.

Amung the findings:

— In 1995.96, the three Amish farms in the sewdy
kept an average of 47 percent of their gross income as
profit, compared to about 12 pm:cm for three non-
Amish dairies.

in the srudy, which used a milking machine tnstend of
hand milking, netted as muoch cash peedfie frown 27 cows
as rum-Aumish faems with up to 179 cows,

— Machinery costs o tive three Amish firms were
at least 50 percent lower than for three non-Amish
dairies stwlied.

“It says thae small senle can work,” Stinner said.

Working rogether can help solve problems, ton,
Moere said. Consider a piece of broken machinery, or
a leathopper infemiation, and a growp of emers muil-
ing it over.

“They bring to the table all the diverse knowledge
that each individual has, as well as their various net-
works of {riends and relatives and people they know,”
Moore explained. “Twno heads are hetter than one. The
value of shared Iabor is not as simple as looking at how
many hours a job tnkes.”

The spirit of cooperation among Amish farmers is
striking, Stinner said: “There’s competition for land
and resources, bue it's natural for them to share infor-
mation on the best ways to do something.”

It pays to he flexible

At the samne time, Amish farmers have tremendous ex-
ibility thanks to many smail ficlds and environmenial
tones on their facns. A 75-acre farm may have 20 dif-
ferent parcels.

Yot can micrommnape these things aliwrst on o
daily basis and maneuver around a lot of enviranmen-
tal problemns,” Moore said.

Convenrinmal [armers can do this, oo, Stinner
saich, bs inose are locked in to larger fickds and fewer
crops. The potenrial retinns are much greater, but so
arc the risks.

Traditional Awmish Grems, on the other hand, are di-
versified amnd umslly inchinde dniry cows and other live-
stock, The hackbone is a fons- to five-yenr rotation of
hay, comn, oats and whent ue speits. The rotation can
be altered in case of bad weather. The flexibiliry re-
duces risk.

Indeed. Amish farmers tend to make decisions
lmsed on getring a reliable yield year after year, not
necessarily the highest yiehi passible. A corn variety
may he chosen that yiclds less than others but sprows
quicker, reducing problems with fickle spring weather.
Risk is reduced, and the faster-sprouting corn also
outcompetes weeds.

In addition, Amish farmers weigh social factors
when making decisions——choosing a lower-yiekding
corn vaticey that's easier 10 hand pick, or foregoing
equipmient that would eliminate the communal chore
of theeshing. Their choice of horses over tractors and
cars is another example; for the Amish, horsepower
keeps things at the right seale for family and commue.
nity life.

While few conventional foemers are likely ro trade
their John Deere for a team of Delginns, Stinner said
it! a lesson to he lenmed—abont the sociad

there's s
context of frming decisins.
“The Anvishy wons't dos things tivar viokre sirong core

Iationwhip with the natural environment,” Moore said.
“They 1emd to be aware uf more hirds, more inseces,
they 1erud to have ripariom ones. A ot of e has to do
wirth their klea of farming being tied in with their relt.
ghwes concepr of ‘tending the garden.™

But the higgest envitonmental benefit may be due
o nutrient efficiency. a special interest of Stinner’s. By
measuring the nntrients that come into a farm (as fer-
tilizer, feced md the like), and comparing this to what
leaves (in milk, runoff and more), she can see how effi-
ciently the nutrients are being processed.

For example, conventinnal dairy farms bring in abou(
three and a half times more nitrogen than they get rid
of, she said. The excess, if not handled properly, can
buiid up in the soilageach out as nitrate, ot tun off into
strenms and cause damage. .

"What we think we want to see is as close 10 a I :1
matio as possible,” Stinner said. On one of the study
farms, the ratio is 1.35:|-—the most efficient she's seen.
The farmer can peoduce most of what his cows need
while naking a profit and protecting the environment. -

Into the future : :

So who should pay artention to this! Candldates for
change, said Stinner and Moore, are small and mid-
size facms that can’t or don’t want to expand and might
nat be making a go of it. These farins face many of the
pn-wuv«h.n Anish forns face—low cmnm

competition for land, cdmpetition froth latge” e{'ﬁ”
thicers—and ean learn from how the Amish are facing
thesc challenges.

Iiwlewd, Stinner said rhere’s hope for these farms
in furming cooperatives, {illing niche markees (such
as organics) and direct marketing their products—
areas some Amish are already exploring. The organic
market is growing 20 petcent a yenr, while Stinner
and Maowsre are trying tn establish a new “green” la-
bel for some Ohie farmers. The designation would
he for fond prnduced using cerenin environmentally
friendly practices and would likely command higher
prices. It would benefit farmers who are in transition
to becoming cerrified organic, ne who don’t wanc to
he fully organic bt need higher prices. Consumers
wonld gain 2 way 10 know how their food was pro-
duced, albeit at a higher price.

One group of Amish (armers is in the process of be-
coming certified organic so they can provide premium-
priced mifk for organic chieese. In making their plans,
they met with marketers, cheesemakers and other or-
ganic farmers. Another group identified a need—a
wholesale marker for locally grown vegetahles—and
cane together to fill i

“It's this spirit of conperation thar | feel farmers in
our cultsire need,” Stinner sail. “The independent spiric
i« hurring us. We'll have a lew farms that succeed, and
they T e huge.”

Seitl, "We're nes fixared on sinall farms.” Seinner

oned. While the Amish choose to remain small,

e
“We've seen some very farge fanna that are holistically
maeapged.” she sid. “The ideas depend more on the

socinl values o that may hure their ¢ ity or the
inreprity of their families,” she said. “They'll sacrifice
the quick gnin.”

‘Tending the garden’

Thar big-picture view is 2 key. The Aniish farms siad-
ied suppot a serung social fabric, and also a strong eco-
logical one. Barn swailuows nest in caves and gobble up
flying insectx. Braterflies come ta fliwer gardens, mb-
hits hile in fence rows, and woodlots support spring
wildflowers and tasty morel mushrooms.

uement appromch than the size of the farm,”

So size doesn’t matrer in holistic management. It's
also abvue more than money.

“The nonanarerinlistic aspect of Amish culture re-
ally srreacted me,” Stinner said. "They can po for s walk
in the worsls amd be happy secing a bind they've never
seen befere, That's where they get their joy. [t's been
reaily tefreshing to me.” .

For more information, contact Richard Moare, De-
parement of Anthropolegy, (614) 292-0230, moore.1 16
anredu; or Debbie Stinner, Deparrment of Entomol-
ogy, (330) 263-3645, stinner.2Bonredu.


http://Tratlition.il
http://nsu.edu
http://stirmer.ZOosu.edu
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‘Hbout the Anish

The Amish people are a traditional agrariah Christian
tibculturé that originated in Switzerland and Alsace in
1693 a8 an offshoot of the Anabaptist branch of the Prot-
estant Reforimation. Contemporary Amish communi-
ties are located primarily in Ohlo, Pennsylvania, lowa
and Indiana, with Holimes County, Ohio, having the
largest settlement. Today's Amish preserve their Ger-
wanic lheritage in language and culture and have evolved
a highly interconnected social system of cooperative and
mutualjstic interactions based on an agrarian lifestyle.
This has made them one of the most successful subcul-
tures in the United States. Many Amish communitics
are thriving in the same market economy that is driving
out so many other farin families.

—Source: Debbie Stinner, from “Innovation Guided by
Cudwure,” presented at the University of Nebraska, October
1998. ‘
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‘Why the Amish use horses

Aninal power s n keystone of Amish agriculture. One
reason glven by farmers: Tractors don't produce ma-
nure or baby tractors. Farming with hotses creates a
manageable scale in Amish agriculture ideally suited
1o family and community life, “With hotses, you un-
hitch at noon to warer and feed the teams and then
“While the horses
rest there is usually time for a short nap. And because

the family eats,” explains one fanmer.

God didn't create horses with headliphts, we don't work
nights.” Farining with horses also has cconomic advan-
tages. Even a good team of hotses plus ficld equipment
is a fraction of the cost of conventional machinery, and
good horses and horse-drawn cquipment can actually
appreciate in value. All these reasons notwithstand-
ing, love of draft horses is one of the main reasons the
Amish farm with them.

—Sonrce: Debbie Stinner, from “hmovation Guided by
Culuwe,” presented at the University of Nebraska, October
1998.
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Back 1o the past? Far from it
Members of Ohio State's Agroecosystems Mannge’f
ment Program are quick to point out that they're not

;

trying Lo return agriculture to earlier, less-productive - ;.

days. Indeed, Richard Moore and Debbie Stinner's
study of Amish farms, which might prompt such a
criticism, is just one of many projects aimed at secur-

ing and improving the future of modern agriculture. ;-
While Moore and Stinner glean wisdom from the
Amish, who farm as our ancestors did, other program
scientists are using geographic information systems—
which rely on computers and satellites—to map en-
tire watersheds. For the first time, they're combining

a wide range of information about a region’s agricul-

ture and developing holistic management plans.

Throughout the program, production temains a fo- - -

cus, but the scope is expanded to include economie, - .

environmental and social factors. And that, say pro-
gram scientists, is a step forward, not back. "
—For more information, contact Lois Grant, progmni

assistant, Agroccosystems Management Program, (330) 263- :

3645, grant 47@osu .edu, .,"
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Cropland use can
. heln nrevent
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age farmers to adopt those practices.”

U.S. cropland has the potential to return 120 o0
270 million metric tons (132 to 297 million tons) of
catbon per year from the air to the soil for the next 25
to 50 years, assuming conservation tillage is used on
GO nercent af 1T S rronland by the vear 7020 and other
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ass pet acre. The deep roots deposit carbon so far into”
the soil that it is hard for microorganisins to degrade
and release it back into the atmosphere, Lal said. )
Planting trees, applying appropriate rates and types
of fertilizers, using organic materials and composts, grow-.

.I
ine hioh-vielding eron varieties. planting idle Jand o
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