Final report

1.Project name and contact information:

FNE09-660: Preparing the Ground for Local Fair Trade: Helping Farmers and their Buyers Improve Labor and Pricing Practices

Elizabeth Henderson

PO Box 596

Newark, NY 14513

315-331-9029, 585-764-8471
elizabethhenderson13@gmail.com

2.Goals: This project will help farmers, their employees and their buyers gain a better understanding of how to conduct trade that is fair to all parties. The project will produce a Tool-Kit of templates for developing clear, written employment and safety policies for workers and interns on family-scale farms and written contracts or agreements between farms and buyers and provide training in how to establish fair labor policies and how to calculate production costs accurately in order to get a fair price.  The Tool-Kit will also include an annotated list of resources for calculating farm costs of production to assist farmers in pricing their products so that they can receive a fair price.  Based on her years of experience and interviews with farmers involved in this project, the project leader will write a series of articles documenting the economic realities of family-scale local farms for the newsletters of participating food coops and farmers markets to help customers understand fair pricing.

3. Farm Profile:

My farm, Peacework Organic Farm, has been producing fresh market certified organic vegetables for 12 years. Our gross sales are over $100,000 a year from 10 acres of vegetables.  Most of our production goes to the members of our local Community Supported Agriculture project and to the Genesee Valley Organic CSA (GVOCSA) in Rochester, New York. During the ten previous years, I also grew for the GVOCSA, which I helped found at Rose Valley Farm.  We celebrated the 22th anniversary of the GVOCSA in 2010.  I have been making my living at farming since 1980; in 2010 I retired from full time farm management and farm work. At Peacework, our labor force has consisted of me and my two partners, all three of us working full time, and two interns who usually work full time from March through November.  When I started farming at Rose Valley, I calculated that I earned about $2 an hour, after all farm expenses were paid.  At that time, we paid our interns $75 to $100 a week and did not comply with labor laws such as workmens compensation.  In our defense, I will say that we chose as interns people who intended to farm and we shared our knowledge and skills with them generously. Many have gone on to farm on their own.  At Peacework, we have improved the legal status of our labor practices and increased our own hourly wages through our negotiations with the members of our CSA.

4. Cooperators:
Robert Hadad is the technical advisor for this project.  He is a Cornell Cooperative Extension Vegetable Agent for Western New York with specialties in organic and small farms and marketing. Together we have designed two workshops for training farmers in developing labor policies for their farms and in calculating costs of production.  We did a trial run of these workshops at the NOFA-NY winter conference, Friday, January 22, 2010 and we gave four more workshops in March at Alfred College, in November in Ithaca, NY, and in April and November in Rochester, NY.
Daryl Odhner is Senior Industrial Hygienist for the NYS Department of Labor division of Health and Safety.  He spent an afternoon touring my farm examining the barns and fields for hazards.  On the basis of this and his experience of many years, he designed a guide for farmers to use in training their employees in farm safety which is included in the Tool-Kit.

Kenneth Miller is an attorney in Vermont where he focuses on farming issues. He reviewed the Tool-Kit to make sure the documents meet NYS and federal legal requirements.

5. Project Activities

I have discussed Peacework farm labor policies with the interns who worked with us during the 2009 season.  They considered the work contract that we currently offer as adequate, so I did not make any changes.  They appreciate the opportunity to write a learning contract with the farm. The GVOCSA made a few minor changes to the contract that they use for CSA membership.

I have reviewed NY State labor law and the summary of all of the NE states' laws compiled by the New England Small Farm Institute for their Farm Workstays Project. 

During the fall of 2009, I wrote an appeal to farmers with good reputations as employers. Several of them sent me copies of their labor policies, contracts, and wrote about their philosophies of working with people on their farms.  I also did a review of the websites of farms that post apprenticeship announcements and descriptions of labor policies on their websites. As a member of the Agricultural Justice Project Management Committee, I also had the opportunity to audit three exemplary organic farms in Oregon and another three in Wisconsin and Minnesota.
In December, I compiled an updated version of the Tool-kit of labor policies.  Intern Jonell Michael helped me research and compile an annotated list of resources for farmers who seek training in calculating production costs.  We added this resource to the Tool-Kit.  Daryl Ohdner contributed a section on farm safety training.  I also compiled the international documents from the International Labor Organization and the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that provide the basis for the Agricultural Justice Project social justice standards. I researched contracts between farmers and buyers, and added a section on resources for fair contracts.
Five farmers reviewed the Tool-kit.  Despite several reminders, only one has submitted his suggestions for improvements and a bill for the hours he spent doing the review.

Robert Hadad and I designed and delivered a full day of workshops at the NOFA-NY winter conference.  Sixteen people, (including 14 farmers, a man who is organizing a farm and the CSA coordinator from Just Food) attended the morning session, "Creating an Effective Workforce for Your Farm."  54 people (including 49 farmers and farm interns, the Just Food coordinator and several farm advisors) attended the afternoon session, "Getting a Fair Price that Covers Your Farm's Production Costs Plus a Reasonable Profit." In March and November, we repeated these workshops four more times for a total of 26 people, 19 of them farmers. At the final workshop in Rochester, Eileen Perkins, the Produce Manager for the Abundance Coop, participated for the final hour. She shared her very complex analysis of how she negotiates and sets prices for the produce she buys from local farmers and engaged in a dialogue with a few of those farmers who were in attendance at the workshop.
Since early in 2009, I have been contributing a regular column on local farm issues to the newsletter of the Abundance Cooperative Market in Rochester, NY.  In these articles, based on interviews with other area farmers and research, I am trying to help coop members understand the economics of local farming. A summary version of these columns was published in The Natural Farmer, the NOFA Interstate publication that has a distribution of about 5000, and is then posted on the nofa.org website.  The National Cooperative Grocers Association website will be posting a version of these articles in 2011. I also intend to create a brochure version summarizing this series for distribution at food coops and farmers markets.
6. Results
The first run of the workshops was well-received.  After the four additional workshops, I invited all the participants to respond to an evaluation survey on Survey Monkey.  Ten people filled out the evaluation.  From their responses, it appears that most of them gained additional knowledge especially about NYS labor law, farm labor policies, the value of having a good conflict resolution process and calculating production costs.  Six of the farmers said they intend to write out labor policies for their farms, 5 plan to establish a conflict resolution process, 5 intend to change their labor policies, 5 plan to do regular safety trainings with employees, 8 plan to keep better records for calculating production costs, 7 plan to reexamine how they do pricing.  Only one would like to take on fair trade certification, and only one wants to ask buyers for written contracts

.
These were the questions and responses:

Please rate on a scale of 1 – 4 : 1 not satisfied, 2 somewhat satisfied 3. satisfied 4 very satisfied

1. Relevance of  the information to your needs? 2 – 3 responses, 3 – 4 responses and 4 – 3 responses

2. Presentation quality of instructors? 2 – 3 responses, 3 – 4 responses, 4 – 2 responses

3. Knowledge of subject matter of instructors? 3 – 8 responses, 4 – 1 response

4. Overall quality of workshop? 2 – 2 responses, 3 – 5 responses, 4 – 2 responses

2. How would you rate your knowledge of the materials covered before this workshop? Please use a scale of 1 – 5: 

1.very low – know very little about this topic

 2. low – know some about this topic 

3. moderate- know about this topic but there are more things to learn

 4. high – have a good knowledge but there are things to learn 

1.  NYS farm labor law: 4 very low,  4 low, 2 moderate
 2. farm labor policies: 5 very low,  3 low,  1 moderate
 3. conflict resolution process: 2 very low, 3 low, 3 moderate, 2 high
 4. difference between employees and interns: 1 very low, 4 low, 4 moderate, 1 high
 5. farm safety: 1 very low, 2 low, 6 moderate, 1 high
 6. Calculating my farm’s production costs: 1 very low, 4 low, 4 moderate, 1 high
3. How would you rate your knowledge of the materials covered after this workshop? Please use a scale of 1 – 5: 

1.very low – know very little about this topic

 2. low – know some about this topic 

3. moderate- know about this topic but there are more things to learn

 4. high – have a good knowledge but there are things to learn 

1.  NYS farm labor law: 3 low, 6 moderate, 1 high
 2. farm labor policies: 3 low, 6 moderate, 1 high
 3. conflict resolution process: 2 low, 6 moderate, 2 high
 4. difference between employees and interns: 2 low, 5 moderate, 3 high
 5.  farm safety: 1 low, 8 moderate, 1 high
 6. Calculating my farm’s production costs: 8 moderate, 2 high
4. As a result of this workshop, I intend to:

1. write out labor policies for my farm - 6
2. establish a conflict resolution process - 5
3. change my labor practices - 5
4. do regular safety trainings with my employees - 5
5. start using a fair trade label for my farm products - 1
6. keep better records on my production practices - 8
7. create enterprise budgets for my crops - 6
8. reexamine the way I set my prices - 7
9. ask buyers for a written contract - 1
5.What did you like most about this workshop?
 Info on labor laws

 Small group allowed for interaction with other participants and instructors
See what Wiswall’s  CD can do.  Discussion with Eileen, produce manager at Abundance.

The instructors knew the material. It is what I needed.

I thought the conversation among attendees and opportunities for Q and A extremely helpful.

Needed topic. It is an issue in farming we need to resolve.

I liked the workshop, but it was less about managing employees/interns than about the fair labor process getting started.

Networking with others.

Learning about labor issues.

Well attended with a lot of interest and an organization and work done around the issue at hand.  

A truly basic introduction.  Now that I run an operation I do need to retake this all over to give it greater meaning.

6.What did you like least about this workshop?

Troubles with CPU and projector.

Too much in a short time.

7. How could this workshop be improved?

Perhaps brainstorming with the individuals present to help them develop individualized plans or adapt the methods discussed to their own farm operations.

More indepth work on cost of production.

Provide better description ie if it was going to be basically from a particular book please specify – I can read and would not have taken the time to go to the workshop!  I expected these experts to offer personal experience and/or go over a local or at least their own data, I left wanting more.

Each of the topics is a workshop in and of itself.

It would be great to distribute more materials electronically.  The Wiswall book is a great start, but also Robert’s personalized spreadsheets and a PDF of the fair trade project Elizabeth is working on would be great fodder/refresher. (Actually, we sent the Tool-Kit electronically to all participants who registered in advance and then later to those who came unannounced!)

Nothing – we just need more talking to work it out!

More concrete measures that farms can implement, less big picture stuff (as important as that is). The presenters had such great info and experience – I was looking for more hands-on examples of managing stuff.  I learn better hands on, so would have liked to work through some crop pricing examples start to finish.
Maybe have an open forum of folks sharing methods/structures that work.  Work on sustainable models of farm ownership and production.

Creative staffing, training development programs. For farm machinery certification? Known types of share owner agreements.

8.Would you like additional workshops on related topics? Please list:

Related topics- how to present veggies/grading standards, how to be a good vendor to businesses and folks at market.

Local fair trade and something different than spreadsheet management of your costs.

Can I be on a listserv?

Food safety measures, relevant legislation, etc. 

On each of the topics.

Yes, Permaculture or alternative models of ownership, transition and production, compensation.

9.Would you like more information about Agricultural Justice Project domestic fair trade certification? Or about the Agricultural Justice Project collective mark for local fair trade?

7 yeses. 

I’d like more on the pledge version of the AJP.

This is EH’s passion.  I want more of the Fair Pricing and get down to specifics.  Please do not leave it up in the air as it was left!

Promo materials so I can info and educate, motivate consumers about farms that agree to this.

7. Conditions: Does not apply.

8. Economics:  No economic findings.

9. Assessment:

The excellent attendance at the workshops on labor policies and pricing confirms that these are critical issues for farmers and would-be farmers. Attendance was poor only at the workshop held on April 1 – it turned out to be too nice a day for the 6 farmers who had pre-registered to attend.  Most of the farmers who responded to the evaluation survey said that their level of knowledge of labor law and labor policies was initially very low or low.  From what I have observed, very few small scale farmers have written labor policies, so the Tool-Kit serves a genuine need by providing templates that farmers can easily adapt.  
The new book by Richard Wiswall, The Organic Farmer's Business Handbook: A Complete Guide to Managing Finances, Crops and Staff – and Making a Profit (Chelsea Green, 2009)  and crop production spreadsheets designed by Brian Caldwell will enable farmers to understand their finances in a much more sophisticated and detailed way.  Robert and I incorporated these materials into the workshops we delivered in March and November. 
A project offering financial services and human relations services to family-scale farms might be worth considering.  It could be organized either as a farmer controlled coop or as a service with fees.  A feasibility study is in order.

As a next step, a few farmers and area stores may want to adopt a domestic fair trade label. The Agricultural Justice Project has revised our standards; they are available on the AJP website – www.agriculturaljusticeproject.org.  We have also prepared the materials a certifier, such as the NOFA-NY Organic Certification Program, would need to certify that a farm or food business is complying with the highest standards of fair trade and in 2011 will be offering training to certifiers and farm labor organizations to do the audits.
There is a lot more work to be done on negotiating skills between farmers and their buyers.  There was not really enough time in the project to pursue this aspect of fair trade adequately.

Consumers need to understand more about small scale farm economics so that they feel willing to pay a fair price for the local, organic food they clearly value highly.

10.Adoption:
I intend to follow up on this project and ask the farmers who took the workshops whether they have used the Tool-Kit to write labor policies for their farms, to improve safety trainings and conflict resolution, and if they are doing a better job of calculating production costs.  This winter will be the critical time for this work.
Peacework Farm does negotiate share prices with the core group that represents the members of  the Genesee Valley Organic CSA. This fall, the core group agreed to a small price increase targeted at raising employee pay. Peacework has a written contract with employees and asks interns to write a learning contract as well. Some interns see the value of this and follow through, while others do not.  
11. Outreach:

The workshops were publicized in NOFA-NY publications (conference announcements, the weekly eblast, the website), in Country Folks, and in Cornell Cooperative Extension newsletters.  

Attached are copies of the articles I wrote for the Abundance newsletter and The Natural Farmer.  Although I promised to write 5 articles for this project, I have continued to write about local farm economics for Abundance and am on number 12 in the series.  The National Cooperative Grocer’s Association will also be posting this series on their website and I will continue to write a series of interviews with regional farmers for this website that provides materials that can be replicated by coops all over the country.
Attached is a copy of the Tool-kit that I distributed to the participants in the workshops. This Tool-kit will be posted on the AJP website and linked to the NOFA-NY website.
12. Report Summary:

The central goal of this project has been to start laying the groundwork for local fair trade by helping family-scale farmers improve their labor policies and their capacity to calculate their costs of production.  To accomplish this, I enlisted the help of Extension Agent Robert Hadad. We designed and delivered a series of workshops on “Bringing Fair Trade Home,” where we presented information on NYS labor law, fair labor policies, safety training for employees, conflict resolution processes, and how to keep the records a farmer needs to figure out how much the farm is spending on all production costs, including both fixed and variable expenses. Without these records, it is not possible to know what a fair price should be.  I wrote a series of articles for the shareholders of the Abundance newsletter to help them understand the economic realities of local farms and the pricing needs of local farmers.  As a result of the workshops, six of the ten farmers who filled out the evaluation said they intend to write out labor policies for their farms, 5 plan to establish a conflict resolution process, 5 intend to change their labor policies, 5 plan to do regular safety trainings with employees, 8 plan to keep better records for calculating production costs, and 7 plan to reexamine how they do pricing. Three farmers have told me they are ready to try out a fair trade label and AJP certification.
 Elizabeth Henderson
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