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STEWARDSHIP AND NATURE

From the Burbs to the Curds
Artisan Cheese Makers Embrace Voluntary Conservation at Award-Winning Vermont Dairy
By Amy Overstreet 

The story behind Vermont’s Consider
Bardwell could be the plot for a really great
movie. The lead characters are Russell and
Angela, two New York City executives who
decide in their fifties they want to buy a farm,
raise goats, and be artisan cheesemakers.
The setting is a 300-acre dairy farm and
cheese operation in West Pawlet, Vermont.
And the best part of the story? They had no
previous farming experience. What could
have been a comedy is an inspiring story of
dedication and perseverance. This is the
true tale of an architect and a literary agent
who pursue a dream to farm sustainably
through a voluntary conservation approach,
and create a unique farm-to-plate product.
And their partnership with the USDA-Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) is
helping to ensure the health of the natural
resources on their farm.

The story begins in 2000, when the couple
visited friends in Dorset, Vermont. They
were inspired to search for their own farm-
stead, and discovered a beautiful property
straddling Vermont and their home state of
New York. They made an offer and closed
on the property in 2001. But, Angela admits
they knew little about managing land and
nothing about farming. “I was scared to go
back in the woods when we were looking at
the property!” she remembers. Soon after
purchase, they connected with local NRCS
soil conservationist, Sally Eugair, to improve
the farm through participation in two Farm
Bill programs. 

They secured Vermont’s first Grassland
Reserve Program (GRP) easement in 2011.
This program was rolled into the new
Agricultural Conservation Easement
Program (ACEP) in the 2014 Farm Bill. The
GRP easement permanently protects 195-
acres of healthy grazing lands for their herd
of Oberhasli goats and enabled them to con-
vert all the continuously cropped cornfields
to lush, healthy grasslands. They learned
that converting the cropland to grass provid-
ed a healthy and sustainable forage source
for their goats and also protected water
quality. “The grasslands also provide a valu-
able nesting and breeding area for many
bird species,” explained Eugair. They also

installed vegetative filter strips along
the riverbank to prevent harmful runoff
from entering the waterbody.

The Environmental Quality Incentives
Program (EQIP) enabled the couple to
provide a high quality forage source for
the goat herd. Their EQIP plan helped
them in many ways including installing
fences to restrict animal access to
waterbodies, implementing prescribed
grazing, pasture and hayland planting,
tree planting, and transitioning their
pastures to an organic seed mix. Well-
managed grazing systems improve the
health and vigor of plants, enhance
water quality, and reduce soil erosion.
Their prescribed grazing plan allows
the grass to recover while paddocks
are resting, and encourages the ani-
mals to uniformly graze the land. 

The dairy has a rich history that began in
1864, when Consider Stebbins Bardwell
started the first cheesemaking cooperative
in Vermont. Russell and Angela started from
scratch when they made the decision to
revive the farm, and embarked on a quest to
teach themselves everything they could
about the art of cheesemaking. They took
courses and consulted with experts in the
field. They received their Vermont creamery
license in 2004, and started making and sell-
ing cheese commercially. Today, they have a
full-time staff of 20, including three cheese-
makers who produce small batches of
cheese from unpasteurized milk that is
antibiotic and hormone free. Last year, they
made over 97,000 pounds of cheese from
the milk of 150 goats and 65 cows, without
the use of pesticides or fertilizers. Their
cheeses have been winning national and
international awards for the past ten years,
and their product is served in some of the
nation’s finest restaurants. 

There are many keys to their success, but
Russell’s skills as an architect were a
“secret weapon” in the design of their oper-
ation. He was the architect of the special
caves where the cheese is aged. They also
learned they needed cow’s milk because
goats only produce eight months of the year.
So, they worked with local dairy farmers to
secure a steady source of high quality cow’s

milk. Their other secret weapon is Leslie
Goff, who started helping out at the dairy in
2005 at age fifteen, milking goats. Eleven
years later, Goff is the Creamery Manager
and Head Cheesemaker, overseeing all pro-
duction and supervising a staff of five. “I fell
in love with the cheese making process and
the satisfaction of continuously improving
and developing a great product,” she
explains.

A typical day for a cheesemaker includes
washing vats and equipment, turning the
cheeses from the previous day, and lots of
cleaning. “In a creamery, cleaning is about
80% of the job,” says Goff. A typical part of
the work also includes milking the goats and

managing the delivery of cow milk that
arrives from three partner farms. The
cheese then sits on wire racks to dry for a
few days, and when absolutely dry, it goes
into the cave to age. “The thing I love most
about being a cheesemaker is being able to
work with local farmers and help support
them. I’m proud to work with some of the
best quality milk producers in Vermont, and
because cheese starts with the milk, it is
very important to have the purest raw ingre-
dient available to make the best cheese in
the country.” They use only microbial (non-
animal) rennet in their cheese making (used
in the production of most cheeses) and their
non-animal alternative is suitable for con-
sumption by vegetarians. The rennet is what
starts the coagulation of the milk or the for-
mation of the curds. 

When asked about the future of the busi-
ness, Angela and Russell hope to expand.
“We are not the kind to retire,” they explain.
Both still maintain their full-time jobs as an
architect and literary agent. Russell says he
believes part of their success is due to their
‘vertically integrated business’ approach.
“We raise the animals, make the cheese
with milk that we produce, and personally
take our product all the way to the con-
sumers.” They believe this is important to
their audience who are more aware of how
their food is produced. 

And, their dedication to voluntary conservation

Russell’s skills as an architect were useful in the design of Consider Bardwell’s spe-
cial caves, where cheese is aged to perfection. 

Photos by Amy Overstreet, USDA NRCS 
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With technical and financial assistance from
USDA-NRCS, 195-acres of cornfields were
planted to grass to provide a healthy and sus-
tainable forage source for the health of the
goats which provide milk for the cheese. 

See Curds page 3
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Cornell Small Farms Program Update
Announcing New Grant to Enhance

Mushroom Farming Viability in NY

The Cornell Small Farms Program
announces a new two-year project funded
through the USDA Specialty Crop Block
Grant to support the development of a new
niche crop in New York State; log-grown shi-
itake mushrooms. Anyone who is a resident
of New York and growing commercially,
starting up, or considering commercial pro-
duction is welcome to participate. 

Interested farmers and service providers
can learn more and sign up for updates at:
http://blogs.cornell.edu/mushrooms/viability/

In 2017 & 2018, the grant will focus on
developing the following opportunities for
farmers in New York:

• A printed planning tool will be published
in early 2017 to support enterprise develop-
ment by farmers. It will include enterprise
budget worksheets, timelines for implemen-
tations, yield projection planning tools, an
outline of safety and sanitation require-

ments, and procedures for value-added
products utilizing mushrooms.

• Self-directed online training modules on
advanced topics for mushroom cultivation
including mushroom identification, forest
management, production safety & sanitation
measures, and strategic marketing will be
released in 2017.

• In 2017 and 2018, Small Farms will host 5
trainings at regional Cooperative

Extension offices in Wyoming, Schuyler,

Franklin, Putnam, and Greene Counties.

The trainings will be two days, offering
enterprise planning sessions on the first day,
and individual farm consultations on day
two. (see dates below)

• The program will solicit applications

from farms for customized one-on-one

support developing enterprise plans for
their farm. Ongoing guidance and support
will enable farms to develop robust and
resilient plans for log-grown shiitake growing
operations.

Sunday, January 29 - Franklin County CCE
(Consultations on Jan 30)
Sunday, February 5 - Wyoming County CCE
(Consultations on Feb 6)
Sunday, February 26 - Schuyler County
CCE (Consultations on Feb 27)
Friday, March 3 - Greene County CCE
(Consultations on March 4)
Friday, March 10 - Putnam County CCE
(Consultations on March 11)

Cost: $30/person

For more information: www.Cornell
Mushrooms.org/Viability or contact Steve
Gabriel at sfg53@cornell.edu 

Upcoming Online Courses

We offer over twenty courses to help farm-
ers improve their technical and business
skills. Students connect with other farmers,
work on farm plans, and gain practical tips
without leaving their home. Course content
can be accessed anywhere with a high-
speed internet connection.

Most courses are six weeks long. Each
week features an evening webinar and fol-
low-up readings, videos, and activities.
Students and their instructors connect
through online forums and live chat. If you
aren’t able to attend the webinars in real-
time, they are always recorded for later
viewing.

Classes starting the Week of January 16
include:

BF 107: Climate Smart Farming
BF 120: Veggie Farming 1 – From Planning
to Planting
BF 152: Introduction to Maple Syrup Production
BF 203: Holistic Financial Planning
BF 223: Tree Fruit Production
BF 232: Commercial Sheep Production

Each course is $250, which entitles two peo-
ple from a farm to attend. Discounts for early
sign up and multiple course sign ups are
available.

Check out the listings at http://www.nebegin-
ningfarmers.org/online-courses/ for more
information on a particular course and the
instructors.

Upcoming Baskets to Pallets Trainings

The Baskets to Pallets Project is pleased to
announce a calendar of 2016-17 training
opportunities. The project seeks to prepare
small and mid-scale farmers - who have
been primarily direct marketing - to success-
fully enter new wholesale markets such as
groceries, food hubs, restaurants and coop-
eratives.  Farmers that complete a whole-
sale readiness training this Fall or Winter will
be invited to attend a farmer-buyer Mixer on
March 6th, 2017 in Troy, NY to start building
new sales relationships. Visit the calendar at
smallfarms.cornell.edu/projects/wholesale/

First Farm in New York Approved for On-

the-Job Training for Veterans

In October, Kreher’s Poultry Farm became
the first farm in New York State approved by
the Division of Veterans’ Affairs to provide
formal on-the-job training for military service
members transitioning to agricultural
careers. 

The OJT program, administered by the
Division of Veterans’ Affairs, supports pro-
grams spanning six months to two years that
follow an approved training outline.
Employers pay participating veterans at a
rate equal to that of any other trainee, while
the Division of Veterans’ Affairs pay the vet-
erans a portion of their military housing
allowance. Using this benefit, veterans can
offset their cost of living and thus afford to
work for a training-level wage. 

FARM OPS staff, working with the New York
State Division of Veterans’ Affairs, will help
each participating farm create a simple train-
ing outline—or modify an existing curricu-
lum—that details what veterans are expect-
ed to learn while employed at the farm as
trainees. Farms hiring through OJT should
be in a position to offer full-time employment
to the veteran at the end of the training term.

Employment at the end of the training pro-
gram is, of course, contingent on the rela-
tionship having proven mutually beneficial,
with the farm gaining a valuable, well-trained
employee. 

For more information: http://www.nebegin-
n i n g f a r m e r s . o r g / p r o j e c t s / f a r m e r -
veterans/on-the-job-training/

How can I get Small Farm 
Quarterly?

Country Folks subscribers automatically receive SFQ four
times a year at no extra cost. Country Folks is delivered weekly

for $50 per year.

SFQ-only subscribers receive just the 4 issues of Country Folks
that contain the SFQ insert for only $5 a year.
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benefit! Your organization collects the names, forwards them to
Country Folks Subscriptions, and pays Country Folks just $2.50

for each subscriber.
Country Folks mails out the copies.

Bulk orders: You can order multiple copies of any issue
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To find out more, contact:
Tracy Johnson

Country Folks Subscriptions
P.O. Box 121, Palatine Bridge, NY  13428 

1-888-596-5329
email: subscriptions@leepub.com"

From the Editor:

Regardless of your social, political, and religious views, as a farmer you belong to a
group that is a small minority of the U.S. workforce. And as we all know, farming is not
a job, but a lifestyle. When there is not a clock-in and clock-out time, and when the farm
needs to rise and fall with the seasons, weather, and market demands, we must always
be on our toes. 

In a line of work and life that can be stressful and debilitating at times, there is strength
in numbers. We must remember that our fellow farmers and neighbors have similar
struggles, and that there is likely more that unites us than divides us. Sometimes it’s
easy to forget, or to see only the values and viewpoints that make us seem different:
Organic vs. Conventional, Small vs. Big, Old vs. Young. 

In reality, we need every farmer to work more together, so that this way of life and line
of work can continue to prosper. In the New Year, let’s strive to make those connections,
and reach across the fence and say hello to another farmer.

Steve Gabriel

is ensuring that the natural resources at
Consider Bardwell will be healthy and vibrant
for generations to come. This real-life city
slicker-turned-farmer success story, which
unfolds much like a movie script, is nowhere
near its conclusion. With the couple’s dedi-
cation and passion for what they do, the
story of Consider Bardwell is just beginning. 

Amy Overstreet is the Public Information
Officer for the USDA Natural Resources
Conservation Service in Vermont. She can
be reached at 802-951-6796 or amy.over-
street@vt.usda.gov. 

For more information, visit http://www.con-
siderbardwellfarm.com.

Creamery Manager and Head
Cheesemaker Leslie Goff (center)
with Consider Bardwell owner
Angela Miller (right) and cheese-
maker Anastasia Barrett.

Curds from page 2
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CONTACT US FOR A FREE CONSULTATION:
nysamp.com  (866) 669-7267

Working Together 
 

Since 2002, NYSAMP has been helping farm families and agribusinesses productively talk 
through and resolve difficult situations. Agricultural mediation is available in every county 
in NYS and services are collaborative, confidential, and cost effective. 

• Interpersonal family issues • Neighbor disputes • Succession planning • Small claims and unpaid bills  
• Credit issues • USDA cases • Producer and landlord disputes • Labor problems 

EXTENSION NEWS

Soil Health Trailer Extends Cornell Reach
By R.J. Anderson

Cornell Cooperative Extension’s (CCE) Fay
Benson and his colleagues in the Cornell
College of Agriculture and Life Sciences
(CALS) can talk all day with farmers about
why healthy, properly managed soil is vital to
field and land sustainability.

But recently, they’ve found it more effective
to actually show people why practices such
as cover cropping and no-till farming are so
effective at preventing runoff, controlling
erosion and locking in important nutrients to
stimulate important biological and chemical
reactions in soil.

This summer, Benson, a member of CCE’s
South Central New York Dairy and Field
Crops team, traveled throughout New York
state hauling the New York Grazinglands
Coalition Soil Health Trailer, a rolling lab
equipped to provide demonstrations about
the value of healthy soil while illustrating the
dangers that can lurk both above and
beneath.

Accompanying Benson on several trips –
which included farm visits as well as large-
scale farming and community events – were
various members of the CALS Cornell Soil
Health Team. “We presented at 25 events
and reached over 1,000 participants,” says

Benson. “As events were
held and articles
appeared online and in
local newspapers about
the trailer, I began receiv-
ing request after request
from all different types of
sources. I knew interest
in this topic would be
pretty good, but I did not
anticipate this type of
response – the original
grant only required taking
the trailer to three events
per year.”

Funded by a grant from
the Natural Resources
Conservation Service of
the U.S. Department of
Agriculture, the solar-

powered trailer has a self-
contained water supply and
is equipped to conduct a
number of demonstrations,
testing elements that impact
and traits that comprise
healthy and unhealthy soils.
Highlighting the offerings is
a six-foot-tall rain simulator
that illustrates how rainfall
affects various types of soil,
from a bare medium to one
that is sowed with cover
crops. Beneath each soil
section sits a pan that cap-
tures runoff, revealing how
well or how poorly the soils
retain rainwater. Other tests
look at the ability of different
soil types to maintain struc-
ture and resist erosion.

“Through these exercises, it
becomes pretty evident pretty quickly that
runoff and infiltration rates are much more
favorable with a covered soil,” says Benson.
“These bird’s-eye comparisons provide an
important tool for revealing a soil’s water-
holding capacities and how sound soil man-
agement can improve crop yield and a
farmer’s bottom line.”

Showing the impacts of soil practices instead
of just talking about them, Benson said,
makes the educational content much more
accessible. Whether demonstrating for a
gathering of crop farmers or a group of 4-H
sixth-graders, the educational delivery sys-
tem is neither too complex nor too simple.

“I received a lot of post-event feedback com-
menting that farmers are familiar with terms
like aggregate stability of soil, biological
cycling and water infiltration, but that seeing
those concepts in action adds a different
level of learning,” Benson said. “As hands-
on people, farmers tend to be more visual
learners and they were completely engaged
during our sessions.

“One workshop we did for the Hudson Valley
Farm Hub was attended by a large number
of Hispanic workers,” Benson continues.
“Afterward, the Farm Hub manager emailed
me saying he and his workers appreciated
the way the information was presented since
it was so straightforward and didn't require
much translation.”

Augmenting the visual demonstrations are
the Cornell Soil Health experts, who provid-
ed expertise at the events. Soil Health Lab
Manager Robert Schindelbeck and Aaron
Ristow, the soil health program coordinator,
attended a handful of on-farm workshops.

“They followed along with the physical
demonstrations and provided expert com-
mentary on soil fundamentals and the chem-
istry taking place,” Benson said. “In addition,
I had other CCE educators presenting
alongside me at more than half of my
events. They were able to add real-world
expertise to the discussions.”
With another year of funding left, Benson is
excited about the future of the Soil Health
Trailer. He’s pursuing more grants and is in
the process of training other CCE educators
to conduct the demonstrations.

“My hope is that the trailer will become a
resource that can be passed around and
used by extension all over the state,” he
said. “From what I’ve seen, there’s a definite
need for this type of educational tool.
Today’s farmers and landowners are sharp
folks who want to learn more about soil
health and what management practices they
can pursue to protect their land and environ-
ment.”

R.J. Anderson is a staff writer/communica-
tions specialist for Cornell Cooperative
Extension.

Cornell Soil Health Program Coordinator Aaron Ristow
(left) recently joined CCE’s Fay Benson (right) in an
interactive demonstration teaching Ithaca-area farmers
about value of properly managed soil.

Cornell Cooperative Extension’s Janice Degni evaluates a
field sample as part of a  recent soil health demonstration
for Ithaca-area farmers. 
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LIVESTOCK AND POULTRY

Odor is More than a Nuisance
Affordable biofilters can keep your farmyard odor in check
By Jason P. Oliver

The importance of good neighbor relations and the

issue of odor

Foul odors can lead to criticism of a livestock farm and
impede the good neighbor relations that are essential to
sustainable production. Due to changes in farm practice and
manure handling, and to the encroachment of urban areas
into regions traditionally dominated by agriculture, foul odor
complaints are on the rise for farms of all sizes. Odor issues
are complex due to their subjective nature, dependency on
air dispersion patterns, and the complexity of odor itself.
Many different odorous compounds acting independently
and together can trigger a human response when detected
by the nose. Farm odors are typically mixtures of many
odorous compounds at various concentrations. For exam-
ple, a single dairy may emit more than 100 odorous com-
pounds, while a swine farm may generate up to 500. Farm
odors are not simply a nuisance or cause of complaint either
since they contain hydrogen sulfide and ammonia gases.
These gases are hazardous to farmers, their workers, and
livestock at elevated levels, and can create acid deposition
and eutrophication problems in the local environment.

Livestock farms of all scales produce odor

Foul farm odors can be directly emitted by any farm animal,
though most are from the microbial breakdown of organic
matter, particularly under anaerobic (lack of oxygen) condi-
tions. Thus, farm odor generation is typically associated with
barns, poorly managed composts and feed storages, silage
mounds, and manure storage and treatment facilities. While
land application of manure can generate significant odor,
emission rates decrease rapidly after spreading, with imme-
diate incorporation of manure into the soil mitigating most
foul smells. So though manure spreading is highly visible to
the public, the more persistent farmyard sources of odor typ-
ically create the greatest potential for issues.

Biofilters offer a low cost way to mitigate many farm-

stead odors

Biofilters (Figure 1) are simple odor mitigation technologies
that use a pile of mulch, wood chips, compost, or other
porous, organic media as an air filter. As an odorous air is
forced through the biofilter, microbes living on the media
breakdown the odorous chemicals to harmless products,
essentially de-odorizing the air stream. Biofilters are not a
new technology. Developed for wastewater treatment plant
odor in the 1920s, they were used on German farms in the

1960s, and have been applied to U.S. livestock operations
since the 1990s. When properly designed, constructed,
operated and maintained, biofilters are capable of removing
more than 90% of odor, hydrogen sulfide, and ammonia,
even at the very large swine facilities found in the upper mid-
western states. While the adoption of biofilters by small
farms has been slow, similar benefits are achievable.

How do biofilters work?

Biofilters are applicable to many different style farms and
farm effluents due to the flexibility and adaptability of the
microbes that underpin their function. Bacteria and fungi
(and other microbes) in a biofilter assemble on biofilter
media surfaces in growths called biofilms (Figure 2). By
growing into airspaces in the media, biofilms increase sur-
face area and improve capture of odorous gases as they are
forced past. Once captured, competent bacteria and fungi
breakdown the odorous gases for energy and nutrients. The
media provides the microbes with carbon, and over time
microbial growth will degrade the media into enriched com-

post that can be land
applied. High microbial
diversity present in these
biofilms enables biofilters to
treat hundreds of different
odorous compounds at the
same time and be adaptable
to different farm effluents.

For an odorous air to be
treatable, it first must be
contained so blowers/fans
can push it through a biofil-
ter. Therefore, biofilters are
best suited for the odorous
air from barn ventilation
fans, manure collection pits
and treatment buildings, the
shed where your manure
chute loads your spreader
wagon, buildings used for
composting, or even the
exhaust fans of a food pro-
cessing room. There are
guidelines on how to select
and size blowers/fans and
media beds to ensure a
biofilter will properly treat
your farm’s odor – see the
Resource Spotlight.

Simple biofilters can be con-

structed easily and at low-cost by farmers. Once you have
selected your blower/fan and have calculated the size biofil-
ter you need, all that is left is to build the ducting and air
plenum to get your odorous air to and through the biofilter
media, and install the media. I’ve seen working farmer-
designs constructed using readily available materials such
as pallets, plywood, bird netting, cement blocks, or wire
mesh with free piles of wood chips and mulch used as media
(Figure 3).

Once constructed, the key to operating a biofilter is prevent-
ing compaction and managing moisture content of the
media bed. If biofilter media is too compact or degraded, the
blower/fan will not be able to move air through the media,
and the media will need to be replenished. Well-managed
woodchip and mulch media can last over 3 years. Over-
watering can also lead to air flow issues and create the
same anaerobic conditions that generate odor rather than
mitigate it. Watering too little, however, will desiccate media
and reduce microbial activity. Ideally, water content should
be kept at 40-60% wet basis, and with a little trial and error
can be maintained easily with a sprinkler. Some designs use
roofs and cement sides for easier management of moisture
content and media replacement.

Is a biofilter worth it?

Though biofilters have been only slowly adopted by small
farms in the U.S. (and usually only in response to an odor
complaint), I encourage you to think proactively about odor
and how biofilters may fit into your farm system or future
upgrade. So, while you might not have manure storage now,
you may in the future as authorities push for better timed
manure applications to improve nutrient management and
protection of surface waters. And remember, foul odors are
not good for you, your employees, your livestock, your com-
munity, or the environment. A less stinky farm is therefore in
everyone’s best interest, and is an important step toward
your farm’s sustainability goals. Consider low-cost biofilters
a tool that can help you reach those goals.

Jason Oliver is a microbiologist in the Department of
Biological & Environmental Engineering with expertise in
biofiltration and livestock environmental systems manage-
ment. He can be reached at 607-227-7943 and jpo53@cor-
nell.edu.

Photo and generalized schematic of a biofilter designed
to simultaneously treat barn ventilation fans and
manure pit emissions from a pig nursery barn in MN.
The performance of this biofilter was continuously mon-
itored by the author (seen on the biofilter) using the
instrument trailer in the background.

Courtesy of J. P. Oliver, Cornell

A retrieved wood chip used as biofilter media showing
diverse microbial biofilms.

Courtesy of  J. S. Schilling, UMN

A) Biofilter ducting constructed from treated plywood. The ducting lid is on hinges to
allow access to barn ventilation and manure pit fans. B) Framing of biofilter ducting
made from scrap lumber. C) Base of the ducting showing where odorous air enters
the plenum air space under the media made from pallets. D) Close-up of an excavat-
ed section of the pallet plenum, showing the bird netting used to support the wood-
chip mulch biofilter media. Courtesy of J. P. Oliver, Cornell

Resource Spotlight

To learn more about livestock odor, biofilters and their
construction, see the University of Minnesota Air Quality
Extension Page and the Fact Sheet Series on biofilters
at the Cornell Dairy Environmental Systems webpage:

http://www.extension.umn.edu/agriculture/manure-
management-and-air-quality/air-quality/

http://www.manuremanagement.cornell.edu/Pages/
Popular_Pages/Fact_Sheets.html

mailto:jpo53@cor-nell.edu
mailto:jpo53@cor-nell.edu
mailto:jpo53@cor-nell.edu
http://www.extension.umn.edu/agriculture/manure-management-and-air-quality/air-quality/
http://www.extension.umn.edu/agriculture/manure-management-and-air-quality/air-quality/
http://www.extension.umn.edu/agriculture/manure-management-and-air-quality/air-quality/
http://www.manuremanagement.cornell.edu/Pages/
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FARM LABOR

By Mario Miranda Sazo

Over the past five years, many New York fruit
farm operations have undergone significant
growth. Orchards that used to employ only a
handful of people with low-skill horticultural
talent now look for more help to meet this
demand. Why does one fruit grower always
have highly-efficient labor, while other similar
farm operations do not? Why are some
Spanish-speaking crews so efficient, hard-
working, motivated, and committed, while
other similar crews at other places aren’t?

Today, many fruit growers have found that
their horticultural or machinery skills don’t
always translate to Spanish-speaking peo-
ple skills. Despite their search for horticultur-
al talent to support their recent plantings and
new investments, some fruit growers still
lack a reliable, skillful, and committed horti-
cultural team to fuel potential growth in the
next 5 to 10 years. The competitive chal-
lenge for growers is to find, attract, and
retain the right people (whether Spanish-
speaking employees or not) from within the
farm operation, assuming that full-time
Spanish-speaking employees are legally
employed, satisfied, engaged, and waiting
for a new job opportunity inside the farm.
Finding the right people that can support the
development of new business opportunities
won’t be easy. Assembling the wrong horti-
cultural team and staffing up prematurely
could become costly and catastrophic.

Innovative growers understand that it is much

cheaper to develop a highly skilled and moti-
vated Hispanic fruit team than it is to go out
and bring in new people year after year.
Empowered employees and orchard man-
agers will perform at their best level, make
independent decisions, and find ways to
improve orchard operations – including plant-
ing, pruning, hand thinning, and harvest. 

The Horticultural Team 

Creating a high-functioning horticultural
team is challenging under any circum-
stances. But when the team you are trying to
build crosses different cultures, how do you
meld individuals’ talents, cultural expecta-
tions, and communication barriers into a
super-performing team? For example, if you
manage a Spanish-speaking harvest team
(where only one or two people can barely
communicate in English), you face greater
communication challenges than those who
lead a Jamaican harvest team (where the
majority can speak English). Complicating
your communication task is the probability
that in a given growing season you will
incorporate the use of some type of new
technology or a motorized platform for high-
er labor efficiency and won’t be fully able to
explain the benefits of the technology to
your Spanish-speaking employees.

In this complicated and rapidly evolving
labor situation for fruit growing, you have to
take action to capitalize on new opportuni-
ties and execute them efficiently. But it is
also essential for you and your teams to
learn quickly, to keep up with developing

events, and stay ahead of the competition.
That will happen only if you foster strong
working relationships with your most talent-
ed Spanish-speaking employees, and
assemble skilled horticultural teams inside
your farm.  

Orchard Skills

While there is no single secret to success
when building the perfect horticultural team,
there are some common traits I recognize in
the most successful fruit growers who
employ Spanish-speaking employees at
their operations. One of the single greatest
changes you can make is to build basic
Spanish-speaking relations in the orchard.

No matter how good or how poor your
Spanish pronunciation is, you must learn to
say “Buenos dias” (Good morning), “Como
está hoy?” (How are you doing today?). You
can also say a few words in Spanish and
smile – and mean it!  When you or I smile sin-
cerely, the warmth becomes self-reinforcing.

When I am asked to serve as a translator for
a meeting between a grower and the
Spanish-speaking orchard workers, fre-
quently the first question that the employees
will ask their “patron” (boss, in Spanish) is,
“How am I doing in my job?”  Though the
grower may have just finished going through
a list of things that have been done well and
some that need improvement, Spanish-
speaking employees crave one-on-one con-
tact, horticultural coaching, and constructive
feedback – positive or negative – from their

boss or orchard manager. Some growers do
a good job of addressing this question, if not
on a daily basis, then at least when they
have a translator like me available.

Growers must show real interest in the well-
being of your orchard workers, and regular-
ly ask some of the questions mentioned
above. This sort of attention to Spanish-
speaking communication creates a relation-
ship between you and your orchard worker,
with the result that the labor task receives
maximum attention. Your workers’ commit-
ment to the fruit farm also will increase. If
you work hard at this aspect of communica-
tion with your Spanish-speaking employees,
you will create better, trusted, longer-lasting
relationships, and avoid having to look for
and train new people every year.

Most successful Spanish-speaking orchard
managers are smart, have good people
skills, can build confidence and generate
enthusiasm, enjoy interacting with other
growers, know the horticultural details of
pruning, hand thinning, and harvest, and
reliably make their budgets and deliver
results.

In addition to all this, the best Spanish-
speaking orchard managers have some-
thing more – they are curious, walk the
orchard regularly, and can look at a problem
through multiple lenses. They excel at mobi-
lizing and exciting Spanish-speaking

Building Relationships with your Spanish-Speaking Workforce

See Building page 8
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workers, and are clear about the tasks to be accomplished
(i.e., number of fruit buds to leave per tree when conducting
precision pruning), but also know when to change direction.
They can see when a new pruning practice will be profitable
and convert it to a new horticultural management tool. They
can spot an unmet need (e.g., picking apples efficiently with-
out the use of ladders) and change course to go after a big-
ger profit and more comfortable working conditions for
Spanish-speaking orchard workers.

As their teams pursue new labor goals (more bins of high
quality fruit per person per day when harvesting and clipping
apples with motorized platforms) and strive to achieve this
or other milestones, they have a clear view of what is in or
out of alignment in terms of skills and capabilities, compen-
sation, communication, how workers are collaborating and
behaving. 

How Our Program Began 

In 2011, while working for of the Cornell Cooperative
Extension (CCE) Lake Ontario Fruit (LOF) program, I began
to realize that further training was necessary for Hispanic
employees in Western New York. From 2009 to 2011, I was
speaking to individuals during work time (planting, pruning,
hand thinning, and harvest) and began to understand their
work challenges, personal aspirations, relations with man-
agement and co-workers, job injuries, and overall technical
understanding of the apple growing business. I also found
that Hispanic employees tended to be younger on average
than their non-Hispanic counterparts, and some of them
were more eager for new technical knowledge and new
opportunities.
Growers who were mentoring and taking care of their
employees were experiencing an improved stability in the

workforce. It seemed to me that these Hispanic employees
went out of their comfort zone to increase orchard efficiency
above and beyond labor expectations. I envisioned that a
basic training in horticulture and pest management would be
beneficial for all Hispanic men and women working in fruit
farms in Western NY.

In 2012, we began a horticultural and pest management
educational program, which has been more successful on
the west side of Rochester than in Wayne County. More than
280 employees have been trained in the Lake Ontario Fruit
region. Classroom-based instruction has been successful,
but it needs to be complemented with non-formal science
education in the orchard. This year, 80 Spanish-speaking
fruit workers participated in a full day educational winter ses-
sion. Attendees were introduced to basic and applied pomo-
logical and pest management concepts, as well as modern
apple pruning practices in the Spanish language.

Participants who have attended two or three of the five
Spanish-speaking fruit schools offered so far have
increased their overall understanding of rootstocks, crop

load management, and pruning of high density plantings.
Lastly, the first summer tour conducted last summer for
Spanish-speaking farmers and workers established some
common ground and began a networking system for
Hispanics in our fruit region. The tour was well attended,
with approximately 105 participants. The success and future
of the CCE LOF Spanish-Speaking Fruit School Program is
very promising.  

Mario Miranda Sazo is an Extension Associate who special-
izes in orchard management and orchard mechanization
with the Lake Ontario Fruit Program through Cornell
Cooperative Extension.

The author acknowledges the Cornell faculty and Cornell
Extension staff who presented talks and prepared materials
for this project. Additionally, the author thanks Jose Iniguez
for his constant support and contributions for a more suc-
cessful educational programming for Hispanics.

Rt. 20, Sharon Springs, NY • (800) 887-1872 or (518) 284-2346
1175 Hoosick St. Troy, NY • (518) 279-9709

By Claudia Kenny

A farmer manages complexity such as unpredictability in
biological systems, changing weather and climate patterns,
and ever-changing economic systems. When multiple stres-
sors pile up, relationships often break down. Breakdowns on
farms can manifest in many different ways, from debt default
to family or employee tension or conflicts. Our business and
personal lives are profoundly impacted by breakdowns and
unresolved conflict, which waste time and energy, sabotage
business and personal relationships, and diminish the qual-
ity of life in our communities.

NYS Agricultural Mediation Program (NYSAMP) offers
opportunities in New York State for farmers to call on sup-
port from communication experts when the breakdown is in
human relationships. Farmers can borrow a NYSAMP medi-
ator’s skill set to navigate in the same way they might bor-
row an accountant’s knowledge skills when they need to
solve a financial problem. Mediators help parties communi-
cate what is most important and also listen, capacities that
often shut down when we are in conflict or under a great
deal of stress.

Looking back over the last few months, the majority
requests to NYSAMP for mediation came for: farmer

landowner lease disputes, debt issues, farm transfers, and
farmer neighbor disputes. We also fielded requests with
right-to-farm issues, interpersonal farm family conflicts, and
agricultural business related organizational issues.
Referrals most often occur through an agricultural advocacy
organization, followed closely by self-referrals from farmers.

Other requests came from a police officer, a local town
official, and non-farming landowners.

Self determination is a core value in a mediation process,
meaning that the people involved make their own decisions.
Mediation promotes understanding and often restores trust.
Mediation outcomes are well informed and durable, since all
the decisions are made by those directly involved.

An experienced, neutral mediator helps manage the discus-
sion, and can draft written agreements.  Mediators are
experts in communication skills, conflict management and
negotiation. Mediators do not give legal or other profession-
al advice, nor do they decide or impose outcomes.

Mediation is a good fit for rural families and communities
because it reflects the principles of independence, integrity, self
determination, and a belief in working things out face-to-face.

NYSAMP is ready support the agricultural community with
services available in every county in NYS.  NYSAMP offers
free or low cost mediation to the agricultural community. Call
toll free 866-669-7267 for a free and confidential consulta-
tion. We will ask you a few questions about the situation and
help you decide if a mediator might be able to help. For
more info go to nysamp.com

Building from page 7

A breakdown in people on farm is as bad as problems
with equipment.

Managing Complexity: Breakdowns
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CLIMATE CHANGE

By Jonathan Lambert and Abbie Kramer

From increased flooding and short-term drought,
to heat stress and unexpected freeze risk, the
effects of climate variability and change are exac-
erbating the challenges that farmers already face
on a daily basis. Climate change presents an
unprecedented test for the ingenuity of farmers
throughout the world, whose main goal is to pro-
duce high quality food, feed and fiber, while pro-
tecting the environment, paying living wages, and
remaining profitable. These goals will become
increasingly challenging when one factors in the
need to sustainably increase agricultural produc-
tion in order to feed an increasing population,
given the increasingly variable and extreme
changes in global climate. In order to achieve all of
these goals, farmers, scientists, extension educa-
tors, and policy makers must all work together to
formulate innovative solutions that not only miti-
gate (lessen) climate change and its effects on
agriculture, but also help reduce risks and
increase resiliency (adaptation) to climate change.

Previously, in Part One of our Climate Smart
Farming series (Summer 2016, available online
http://smallfarms.cornell. edu/2016/07/05/climate-
smart-farming/) in the article “Climate Smart Farming: How
is the Changing Climate Affecting Your Farm?” we discussed
issues such as heat stress and flooding that are affecting
farms today, and outlined the climate change impacts that
are expected in the future for the Northeast. As a follow-up
to part one, this article provides an overview on the tools,
resources, and practices that can be used to better predict
and manage these challenges and get a leg up on extreme
weather and climate impacts. 

Climate Change & Agriculture Tools & Information

In order to effectively stay ahead of the curve, farmers need
the most accurate information on the changes that are occur-
ring. Organizations such as the Cornell Climate Smart
Farming (CSF) Program, the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Association (NOAA), and regional climate cen-
ters such as the Northeast Regional Climate Center (NRCC),
provide useful climate and weather-based information that
can be used to monitor current and projected weather and
climate conditions to give farmers a better idea of how to stay
ahead of the game and manage their climate risk. 

The Cornell CSF Program was launched in 2015 to give
farmers information on how the climate is changing, best
management practices, and to support implementation of
on-farm mitigation and adaptation strategies. Through the
program, farmers can take advantage of a toolkit of
resources to assist with decision-making, a specialized CSF
Extension team for personal advice and climate-based rec-
ommendations, an interactive online farmer forum for Q&A,
video tutorials and testimonials, and state-of-the-art climate-
based agricultural decision tools. The CSF Program also
collaborates with organizations such as the USDA Northeast
Climate Hub and NRCC, and encourages the use of
resources and information from other organizations such as
NOAA and the U.S. Drought Monitor.

Strategically Using Climate Data and Tools

With such a wealth of climate change and agriculture infor-
mation, it may seem overwhelming for farmers to figure out
how to respond in a strategic and productive way. By pin-
pointing the key risks to your farm, however, the CSF pro-
gram can help farmers identify specific solutions to reduce
risk, as highlighted below:

Short-term Drought: One of the biggest challenges for farm-
ers in the Northeast this summer was the severe drought in
much of the region – short-term drought is exacerbated by
climate change through warmer temperatures, increased
evapotranspiration, and longer intervals between rainfall
events. While many farmers will be able to determine for
themselves that abnormally dry conditions are occurring,
tools such as the U.S. Drought Monitor (www.droughtmoni-

tor.unl.edu/) can help farmers examine the level of short-
term drought they are currently experiencing, and allow
farmers to put this in a regional/national perspective. In
order to make specific on-farm changes to mitigate and
respond to short-term drought, farmers can also use the
CSF Water Deficit Calculator/Irrigation Scheduler (www.cli-
matesmartfarming.org/tools), which helps to determine the
optimum frequency and duration of water necessary to
avoid plant stress, given your location, crop type, soil tex-
ture, and the current and forecasted climatological condi-
tions. Once farmers are armed with this information, they
can think about utilizing best management practices to
increase resiliency. For growers, these would include
increasing irrigation capacity or improving irrigation efficien-
cy, working to build up soil health, and utilizing cover crops
to hold water in the soil, and experimenting with drought-tol-
erant crop varieties. 

Warmer and Longer Growing Seasons: Another significant
challenge (or opportunity) faced by farmers in the Northeast

today is the fact that growing seasons are getting
longer and warmer. NOAA data indicates that, on
average, the Northeast sees 10 days more per
year without frost than it did in the middle of the
20th century. Some crops may not respond well
to higher temperatures, but this combination of
longer seasons and higher temperatures may
also allow for new varieties of crops to be plant-
ed, or more crops to be planted within a year. In
order to visualize and adapt to this change, farm-
ers can utilize the CSF Growing Degree Day
(GDD) Calculator, which plots accumulated GDD
(a measure of heat accumulation throughout the
growing season) alongside climatological aver-
age GDD accumulations, and also makes a 6-
day projection for GDD accumulation at the end
of the graph. This allows farmers to optimize
planting and harvesting dates based on GDD
accumulation. In addition to the CSF GDD
Calculator, farmers can get a feel for whole sea-
son projections through maps like the NOAA
Seasonal Outlook on Temperature/ Precipitation
(www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/). This map provides a
projection and description of climate variations
on timescales from weeks to seasons, allowing
farmers to see the probability of below average,
average, and above average precipitation and

temperature for a desired range of time, and plan accord-
ingly.

Freeze Risk: In the past few years, late season freezes have
struck orchards and vineyards after plants have already
began to bloom, causing serious crop losses, and this year
in particular, an April freeze devastated entire peach
orchards. With climate change, freeze events are not reced-
ing as fast as the first warm days are advancing, bringing
elevated freeze risk to the Northeast. Because of this, the
CSF Program is developing freeze risk tools for grapes and
apples that will take into account chill requirements, species,
location, and the current climatological conditions. The extra
hours or days of notice provided by these tools will allow
growers sufficient time to take mitigative measures such as
putting out heating devices, fans, and covers to protect from
damaging temperatures. With these tools, farmers will be
able to better plan for the transition points in the growing
season.

Important Takeaways

We have not exhausted the list of climate impacts and solu-
tions for the Northeast United States in this article, but have
given specific examples that can serve as building blocks
and templates for other issues such as flooding, heat stress,
and pest/disease pressures. Each of these issues has its
own strategy/solution that accompanies it, based on an
assessment of the specific risks to your farm. For additional
support though, the USDA is developing a comprehensive
new framework for climate risks and adaptation strategies,
which should be finalized in 2016. In the meantime, your
local Cornell Cooperative Extension (CCE) or Soil and
Water Conservation District (SWCD) staff, and the Climate
Smart Farming Extension Team, can serve as resources as
well. 

Jonathan Lambert is a staff member with the Climate Smart
Farming Program at the Cornell Institute for Climate Smart
Solutions (CICSS) in Ithaca, NY. Abbie Kramer provided
support as a 2016 summer intern for CICSS.

For more information:

With greater access to resources, experts, and prediction
tools for further insight into climate variability, farmers have
a unique opportunity to both adapt to and help mitigate cli-
mate change, while raising their bottom line. For more infor-
mation, see the following sites:
- www.climatesmartfarming.org
- www.climatesmartfarming.org/climate-smart-farming-
extension-team/
- www.nrcc.cornell.edu/
- www.climateinstitute.cals.cornell.edu
- www.climatehubs.oce.usda.gov/northeast

Climate Smart Farming (Part Two)
Getting a Leg Up on Climate Change

Frost Damage (Apple Tree)
Photo by Gregory Michael Peck

Using cover crops to adapt to a changing climate
Photo by Rachel Erlehacher

Climate Change has been the focus of research at
Cornell for many years now, with over 50 faculty and
researchers in the College of Agriculture and Life
Sciences alone contributing to studies on the topic. The
Cornell Institute for Climate Smart Solutions works
closely with a number of these researchers to produce
information for websites, factsheets, and research/poli-
cy briefs. In particular, a series of fact sheets on climate
change and agriculture authored by Professors Dave
Wolfe and Art DeGaetano have proved particularly use-
ful for this article. These factsheets are accessible at
the following weblink: http://climatechange.cornell.edu

http://smallfarms.cornell
http://www.droughtmoni-tor.unl.edu/
http://www.droughtmoni-tor.unl.edu/
http://www.droughtmoni-tor.unl.edu/
http://www.cli-matesmartfarming.org/tools
http://www.cli-matesmartfarming.org/tools
http://www.cli-matesmartfarming.org/tools
http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/
http://www.climatesmartfarming.org
http://www.climatesmartfarming.org/climate-smart-farming-extension-team/
http://www.climatesmartfarming.org/climate-smart-farming-extension-team/
http://www.climatesmartfarming.org/climate-smart-farming-extension-team/
http://www.nrcc.cornell.edu/
http://www.climateinstitute.cals.cornell.edu
http://www.climatehubs.oce.usda.gov/northeast
http://climatechange.cornell.edu
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CLIMATE CHANGE

By Carrie Koplinka-Loehr

When Grant Gayman straddles the boundary line between
his backyard and his neighbor’s cornfield in Waynesboro,
PA, one boot is on his own turf and the other rests a step
down—a whole 12 inches lower—in the dirt. Fifty years ago,
when Gayman’s house was built, his land and the farmer’s
field were at the same elevation. But wind, tillage, rains, and
lack of replenishing cover crops have whittled away at the
neighbor’s earth. America gifts 1.7 billion tons of topsoil
each year to the sea and air. David Wolfe, professor of plant
and soil ecology at Cornell, describes the loss per acre as
enough to fill a dozen small pickup trucks every year. The
rate of that soil loss is the kicker: it’s more than ten times the
rate at which nature forms new topsoil.

Can’t get it back

Ideally, soil is 45% mineral (sand, silt, and clay), 25% air;
25% water, and 5% organic matter. The organic matter,
which gives soil so much of its bulk, contains dead and dying
leaves and other plant material, plus thousands of species
of microbes and roots. According to Wolfe, “The uppermost
layer of topsoil, which is the first to be eroded, unfortunately
also happens to be where we find most of the soil microbes
essential to decomposition, nutrient cycling, and healthy
crops, and the highest concentration of plant nutrients.”

“What’s the big deal?” you might ask. “It’s not as bad as the
Dust Bowl years.” You look up from reading this article and
the ground is still there, with trees growing on it. The insidi-
ous side of soil loss is how slowly, yet persistently, it pro-
gresses. Gayman recalls walking snowy fields sprinkled with
a dusting of soil, and his father reminding him that the wind
moves soil every day, whether we can see it or not.

Wolfe describes this erosion as a fraction of an inch per
year, a rate imperceptible to the naked eye. Most cropland
erodes quickly because it’s plowed and left without a protec-
tive cover of vegetation. But wind and water aren’t the only
culprits: Moldboard plowing, rototilling, and even turning soil
with a fork hasten decomposition and decrease soil mass
because they incorporate oxygen and the carbon-based
organic matter actually burns up, just like our bodies burn
food.

Forming an inch of new top-
soil can take between two
hundred and a thousand
years, because the parent
rock must be ground into
sand particles and clay crys-
tals. “So the two different
components of soil run on
very different time scales,”
says Wolfe. You can build
up organic matter over the
course of 5, 10, or 15 years,
but gaining appreciable min-
eral content won’t happen
for generations. Do we have
that long?

Climate change = heat,

storms, drought

“Climate change is here,”
says Anthony Buda, hydrol-
ogist at USDA’s Agricultural
Research Service in
University Park, PA. “For
sure, global mean annual
temperatures are 1.5 °C
warmer now than they were
in the 1800s.” He points to
recent NASA data (http://cli-
mate.nasa.gov/vital-signs/arctic-sea-ice) showing that about
half of the Arctic sea ice has disappeared since 1980, with
potential consequences for northeastern weather patterns.

If you struggle to imagine what the climate will be like in the
future, the Union of Concerned Scientists has given us a
hand. Their Migrating States visualization tool
(http://tinyurl.com/migratingstates) assumes that if emis-
sions of CO2 and other heat-trapping gases continue at their
existing rate, the climate in Central New York will likely
resemble that of Augusta, Georgia by the century’s end.

As temperature increases, so does the water-holding capac-
ity of the atmosphere. For every by 1°C rise, water-holding
capacity bumps up 7%. One likely result will be more

extreme rainstorms and increased precipitation for the
Northeast. Climatologists have already documented a 71%
increase in 2-inch rainfall events between 1958 and 2011.
Predictions are that by 2050, Northeasterners will get 5-15%
more annual rainfall than we currently do, but most of the
extra is expected in the winter.

Climate change can be a bit of a mind twister. If it gets wet-
ter, how can it be drier? Most scientists think that because of
the heat, the number of successive dry days will rise by 5-
10 percent and evaporation may actually outpace inputs
from rain. According to the Cornell Institute for Climate
Change and Agriculture, we’re more likely to see summer
droughts. With warmer temperatures and longer growing
seasons, crops will need more water, but compared to past
norms, summer rainfall is predicted to remain about the
same or even decline.

What do soils have to do with climate change?

Healthy soils are more resilient to flooding and drought,
according to Paul Salon, agronomist with USDA’s Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) in Corning, NY.
They drain and store water better than depleted soils, have
reduced crusting and runoff, and promote cycling of nutri-
ents and resilient crops. A key concept for growing healthy
soil is to disturb it as little as possible by limiting tillage and
keeping stubble on the ground. After several years, no-till
fields will hold soil and water longer than tilled soil. The
organic matter acts like a sponge, with each 1% increase in
soil biomass retaining about 13,500 gallons of water per
acre that can be used by crops during dry periods or heavy
storms. With no-till, roots, earthworms, and other soil inhab-
itants create tunnels that become tiny reservoirs for water
and air.

Another key concept for healthy soil is to keep it covered
with living plants year-round, i.e., diverse cash crops and
cover crops (crops that are not harvested and sold).
Leguminous cover crops, such as peas and clovers, special-
ize in returning nitrogen to the soil. Others, such as winter
rye and cereal rye, add organic matter both above and
below the surface.

Seeking healthy soil? Fall in love with mycorrhizae

“There’s a saying that if you want to teach soil science,” quips
Joel Simmons, soil scientist at EarthWorks Natural Organic
Products, “You have to be dead for five years.” Simmons
claims he slept through many of his agronomy classes before

Help your Soil Thrive in Hotter, Meaner Weather
Climate change is here. Is your soil ready?

A vetch-triticale cover crop mixture is rolled and crimped to form a soil-protecting mat into which cash crops will
be planted. Photo by Clair Keene, Penn State University

Engineers use a machine to demonstrate wind erosion on a conventionally-farmed
field. Also, notice the dust cloud rising on the horizon. Cover crops, no-till farming,
and other sustainability measures can help build soil and prevent erosion like that
shown here.

USDA ARS Image Gallery photo by Jack Dykinga

See Help page 11
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getting inspired about how to keep soil alive. “Soil is a living,
breathing, dynamic entity,” Simmons says, describing the
microbes as “little Pacmen” chomping through organic matter,
making it usable for the rest of the microbes—and ultimately
the plants. A pinch of healthy backyard soil contains nearly a
billion organisms. That same pinch also contains miles of
thread-like fungal hyphae. These hyphae colonize plant roots
and provide nutrients to the plant in a symbiotic relationship
known as a mycorrhiza (“fungus” + “roots”).

“I’ve fallen in love with mycorrhizae,” says Simmons. Two
reasons are that the fungi mine phosphorous—an endan-
gered resource—and their hyphae contribute to the struc-
ture of the soil. Once you build a healthy soil, you get
healthy plants. “It’s the same thing as what’s going on in
your body,” says Simmons. “If you’re living right, eating right,
you’ll have fewer problems. If you’re living on Coca-Cola
and Twinkies, you’re gonna have problems.”

No-till combined with planting cover crops will add carbon to
the soil, feeding the microbes that are working for you.
When Jeff Moyer, executive director of the Rodale Institute,
speaks to growers, he says, “We’re all livestock farmers.” It’s
just that most of our teeny “livestock” live under the soil—
and they’re hungry.

The crop (almost) nobody wants

About 99% of the country’s farmland stays “naked” after
cash crops are harvested, meaning that only 1% of the
country’s farmland gets a green cover. Why? First, the tim-
ing’s off. Farmers should plant cover crops the day the cash
crop is harvested, but they’re busy on that day. Cover crops
begin a new planting cycle and need to get established
before the winter sets in. If farmers take the corn or soy-
beans off early, they’re risking a smaller harvest.
Interseeding corn with a cover crop in the fall can help with
the time crunch, but only if you’ve got the right equipment.

Second, the economics can look rough at first glance. Says
Moyer, “When farmers look at the numbers, they see a
break-even proposition. If they don’t get the yield dollar
value, it’s barely break even, and most years it’s gonna cost
them something.” Farmers who own their land can factor in
the long-term improvement of the soil, but those who rent
land often can’t justify enriching someone else’s fields.

Cover crops must be knocked down in the spring with either
herbicides or a crimper/roller—a novel piece of equipment
that most growers don’t own. The timing is critical: too early
and you don’t get enough biomass to form a weed-sup-
pressing blanket over the soil; too late, and you steal days
the unplanted cash crop needs for growth. Furthermore,
seed heads from overly mature cover crops can introduce
unwanted seedlings into the new cash crop. And don’t for-
get social pressure. No-till fields with cover crops look more
like salads than cleanly plowed, tidy rows. Weeds can be a
problem, too, especially for organic growers.

Enriching the soil

David Wolfe, the soil ecologist who now devotes his work to
the relationship between soils and climate change, believes
that despite the challenges, there’s reason to be optimistic.
Says Wolfe, “What keeps me from getting depressed about
this is that there are so many people working hard on solu-
tions, so many farmers who are getting it, so many young
people who realize this is a challenge of their generation.”

All over the Northeast—with institutes like Rodale leading
the way—growers are saying “yes” to no-till, cover crops,
and healthier soils. In February, the Pennsylvania
Association for Sustainable Agriculture hosted 1,800 regis-
trants for a conference in State College, PA. Forrest Stricker,
co-owner of Spring Creek Farms, LLC in Berks County, and
a 4th generation dairy farmer, spoke about transitioning to
organic and maintaining a herd that’s 100% grass-fed.

Twenty years ago, Stricker’s cropland was covered only 90
days out of each year. In 1996, he stopped growing corn
conventionally and converted to hay and pasture, but had to
supplement his cows’ diets. He learned the hard way that his
herd was overgrazing. So he pared down to 120 cows for
180 acres of pasture in 2014. Stricker lets his cows graze
when the grass is 16-20 inches tall and moves them after

they munch a third to a half off the plants. On nearby
acreage, he began no-till and planted cover crops.

Now Stricker says he’s able to capture the rain and weather
the droughts. The grass improves water infiltration and the
crops shade the soil, keeping it moist while protecting it from
the force of rain drops. Plant roots grow deeply, holding the
soil and ensuring against dry spells. Stricker sees little runoff
or erosion. He minimizes soil disturbance and compaction
and maximizes biodiversity, providing the soil with living
roots all year long—and he has reduced additional feed to
some baleage and energy supplements. “The key to sus-
tainability,” says Stricker, “is the soil.”

Freelance science writer Carrie Koplinka-Loehr lives in
Lansing, NY, http://naturesally.weebly.com/

For more information

• Cornell Institute for Climate Change & Agriculture:
http://climateinstitute.cals.cornell.edu/climate-smart-farm-
ing/climate-smart-farming-resources/
• McKibben, William L., 2012. The Art of Balancing Soil
Nutrients. Acres USA.
• National Weather Service Climate Prediction Center:
http://www.cpc.ncep.noaa.gov/
• Wolfe, David, 2001. Tales from the Underground,
Cambridge, MA (Perseus Publishing)

This article originally appeared in the Hot Potato Press,
March 16th, 2016
http://hotpotatopress.org/2016/03/16/help-your-soil-thrive-
in-hotter-meaner-weather/
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Help from page 10

A weekend camping trip with the family … a long ride through wooded trails … and spending quality 

time with IRS Publication 225. To Farm Credit East’s Lindsay Eckman, there’s nothing better.

You see, as much as Lindsay loves just about everything to do with the great outdoors, she’s equally 

passionate about making sure her clients have their taxes filed properly and on time. Sure, her love 

of tax prep may seem a little peculiar to the rest of us, but we wouldn’t have it any other way.

horseback riding, camping, 
the outdoors, gardening and

tax preparation.

800.562.2235 • FarmCreditEast.com/TaxPrep

A recent survey asked  
Farm Credit East clients  
to rate their satisfaction 

with our tax services.

of respondents told us they  
would recommend our  
tax services to a friend.  
Call today to find out why.

What do you love? Send us your selfie at FarmCreditEast.com/WeAreYou.
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EXTENSION NEWS

By R.J. Anderson

While the consumer appetite for locally grown and
sourced foods is at an all-time high, not all farmers have
mastered how to access all-important distribution and
delivery systems. For many, growing the commodities is
the easy part. Getting their product in important retail out-
lets, such as Wegmans, can be another story.

To help bridge that gap, the Cornell Cooperative
Extension Ag and Community Development program
work team recently hosted a two-day workshop for CCE
educators and other ag support entities who work with
mid to large scale producers across New York state.
Itinerary efforts were spearheaded by a trio of CCE agri-
cultural economic development specialists, Harvest New
York’s Cheryl Thayer, CCE of Ontario County’s Marie
Anselm, and CCE of Broome County’s Laura Biasillo,
who also serves as the Co-Chair of the program work
team.

The sessions were held at a number of venues in and
around Rochester and Geneva, including the Wegmans
Organic Farm, Swiftwater Brewing Company, Pioneer
Malting, and McCann’s Local Meats, covered growing
opportunities for fresh fruit & vegetables, meats, or
grains, and value-added processors along with the chal-
lenges of operating in these emerging markets.

On day one, the 20 or so educators—who traveled to the
event from across New York State—toured the Wegmans
Organic Farm, located on the rolling hills overlooking
Canandaigua Lake. Joining them were produce, meat,
cheese, and grain buyers from the company, who shared
what they look for when partnering with local producers.

In setting up the programming, the organizers’ goal was
to provide solid takeaways that educators could take
back to the farmers in their communities. “This was where
Wegmans really shined,” says Thayer. “In addition to
relaying all of the protocols and safety standards
Wegmans requires, the buyers provided their contact
information—and encouraged the educators to share it
with producers and growers. According to the feedback

we got from our educators, that was an absolute hit.”

Another favorite stop came at McCann’s Local Meats in
Rochester, where owner Kevin McCann shared his story
of full animal craft butchery using local livestock. That
session also featured Chris Hartman from Headwater
Food Hub, who talked about his group’s partnership with
McCann’ Meats, as well as its recent venture to bag and
distribute local produce greens.

In the afternoon, the group headed on to Pioneer Malting
in Henrietta and Swift Water Brewing in Rochester, where
they learned how the craft beverage industry is adapting
to the new NYS guidelines. “That gave us an opportunity
to explain this new market opportunity while also being
clear about the barriers that exist,” says Thayer. “So as
our educators are working with the various stakeholders
in the brewery chain—the maltster, brewer, grain grow-
er—they can help those folks better understand the chal-
lenges they’re facing. And, there are a lot of them.”

The second day—a half day—saw attendees visit the
Cornell Agriculture and Food Technology Park in Geneva.
There, they were shown the basics of setting up a com-
mercial kitchen and learned how to shepherd small batch
processors through the process of fleshing out an idea
and one day taking it to market.

While facility tours, engaging speakers, and learning
technical expertise provided valuable nuts and bolts to
the educational programming, many attendees credited
the discussions among colleagues in attendance as
being their favorite aspect.

“The post-event feedback showed us that the educators
really enjoyed huddling with their colleagues from differ-
ent regions in the state,” Thayer says. “Many are facing
similar challenges, but there really is so much nuance for
agriculture from region to region, and learning how others
are approaching those challenges is very, very valuable.

“Our goal was that by bringing all of these people togeth-
er, giving them access to cutting edge speakers and pro-
viding them tangible resources, CCE’s state and county
agents will return to their communities armed with infor-
mation they can share with producers in their communi-
ties on how to better market and distribute their prod-
ucts,” Thayer continues. “And I think we’ve done that.”

R.J. Anderson is a writer/communications specialist with
Cornell Cooperative Extension. He can be reached at
rj.anderson@cornell.edu.

From Wegmans to Food Hubs, Extension Educators make 
Ag Development Connections

Cornell Cooperative Extension educators from around New York state recently visited the Wegmans Organic Farm
as part of a program to connect farmers with retail outlets.

As part of a program to help farmers bring product to market, educators from Cornell Cooperative Extension
recently visited the McCann’s Local Meats in Rochester, New York.

mailto:rj.anderson@cornell.edu
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Cornish
Cross Broilers &
Colored Broilers
(7 Meat Varieties)

Extremely hearty &
perfect for free range

Layer Chicks, Turkeys
Ducklings, Guineas, Much More

(814) 539-7026
www.myerspoultry.com

FARM PLANNING

Comparing Farm Personal Property and Business Personal Property
By Reuben Dourte

If you have found yourself in
the situation of expanding
your farming operations to
business activities that fall
outside of the scope of nor-
mal or traditional farming ven-
tures, you probably need to
take time to reevaluate your
insurance coverages. Often,
farming policies will exclude
coverage for what the insur-
ance company considers as
incidental commercial busi-
ness pursuits unless they are
endorsed on the policy and
accounted for appropriately
so an accurate premium rate
can be determined.

Still, other situations may
arise where your business
activities are beyond inci-
dental in nature, in which
case the underwriter may
require that a separate com-
mercial policy be purchased
to insure for general liability
and products liability expo-
sures arising from those
business activities. This
doesn’t automatically mean
that having an additional
policy will require you to pay
more for your insurance. In
fact, there are cases where
the opposite may be true!
You may also find it advan-
tageous from a legal stand-
point to separately insure
your operations if your farm
is operated as a sole propri-
etorship, and your on-prem-
ises business is operated
under the name of an LLC. A
lawyer can assist you in

determining whether or not
you would benefit from hav-
ing separate liability policies.

Aside from the legal matter
of entity separation, the
incorporation of business
activities into your farming
operation may create
unforeseen challenges from
an insurance point of view,
or even possible problems
for you in a claim situation.
One area where the insur-
ance buyer may find a
potential coverage pitfall is
in the case of Business
Personal Property (BPP)
versus Farm Personal
Property (FPP).  Even
though these coverages
sound similar, they have sig-
nificant areas of difference.

Farm Personal Property

Farm Personal Property can
include your farming equip-
ment, implements, machin-
ery, tools, supplies, prod-
ucts, and even livestock; in
other words, the items you
use in your pursuit of agri-
cultural operations. Typically
speaking, a farm insurance
company will insure these
items on an actual cash
value basis, meaning the
amount you may receive for
the item will be calculated by
subtracting the depreciation
of the item from the replace-
ment cost of a new item of
like kind and quality. Your
Farm Personal Property
inventory coverage is very
similar to what is commonly
referred to in Commercial

Insurance as Inland Marine
coverage. Like Inland
Marine, your FPP inventory
is covered even when it is
not on your premises. This
means if you are driving a
tractor down the road
between two farm locations
and you hit a tree, you may
still receive a claim payment
for your damaged equip-
ment. In this sense, farm
personal property is not a
location specific coverage.

Scheduled and Blanket

Coverage

It’s also important to note
that your farm insurance
company will allow you to
insure your FPP inventory
on a scheduled or blanket
basis. Scheduled FPP
requires you to assign a
value to each individual
piece of equipment for
which you want to purchase
insurance. This means you
may insure your old Massey
Fergusen for $5,000, your
2016 New Holland discbine
for $30,000 and your miscel-
laneous hand tools for
$10,000. If you were to lose
one of these items due to a
covered cause of loss on
your policy, your insurance
company will pay you the
actual cash value of the
item(s) lost up to, but no
more than, the policy limit
(less your deductible).

The other option when
insuring FPP is to place it on
blanket coverage. With this
method you will need to
account for your entire
inventory. The company
may allow you to specifically
exclude certain items, such
as livestock or feed, for
example. Your entire equip-
ment inventory should be
accounted for when insuring
on a blanket basis. Your
insurance company will then
allow you to insure to as low
as 80% of the total limit of
your entire inventory. This

can save premium dollars
since you may have a total
of $100,000 of equipment,
tools and supplies but only
have to pay premium based
on $80,000! Insuring for less
than 100% of your equip-
ment inventory should only
be considered if you have
your loss exposure ade-
quately segregated. This is
simply a fancy way of refer-
ring to spreading your
equipment across multiple
buildings or locations. Since
it is unlikely (or at least less
likely) that a wind storm or
fire will hit buildings at two
separate locations at the
same time, having your
equipment separated makes
a total loss very improbable.

The second thing to be
aware of when insuring on a
blanket basis is that you
want to be sure you the
inventory value you are
insuring is in fact within 80%
of your total actual inventory
in order to avoid a coinsur-
ance penalty at time of loss.
For this reason it is advis-
able to insure your inventory
at 85-90%. In our example,
you would insure your
$100,000 of FPP at $90,000
and still save some premium
while allowing for some
small calculation errors on
inventory value or the addi-
tion of a new piece of equip-
ment in which you forgot to
tell your agent about. Since
you do not need to name
specific items on your blan-
ket FPP, you can still receive
a claim payment for an item
lost that you did not account
for in your inventory as long
as you are within 80%,
whereas scheduled FPP
requires a listing of specific
items; in other words if you
forget to add your new
equipment, you have no
coverage!

Business Personal Property

Business Personal Property
BBP is similar to farm per-
sonal property; however, it
usually comes with more
limitations in certain areas. If

you have a farm policy cou-
pled with a commercial poli-
cy, you may need to divide
items between FPP and
BPP.

You may decide to sell your
farm produce through a
retail store location, which
you own and operate. You
may have significant value
in the items within the store,
such as shelving, display
cases, freezers and coolers,
signs, cash registers or
computers, and even items
purchased for resale. These
items should not be insured
on your farm personal prop-
erty. Instead, they should be
included in a BPP limit on
your commercial policy, (or
within the commercial sec-
tion of an agribusiness type
of policy, which can cover
commonly owned farm and
commercial risks together).
These items are used in the
commercial business and
are not considered farm
property. If you have several
thousand dollars of freezer
beef cuts that you pur-
chased from the organic
farm down the road to sell in
your store, a loss to this
inventory could go unpaid if
you have these items
insured under FPP. Since
they are not your own farm
product that you raised, it
will likely be considered as
Business Personal Property.
Bear this in mind when you
are deciding where to insure
certain items and ask your
agent to help you determine
the correct place on your
policy for each item.

The second large difference
between FPP and BPP is
that most companies will
place a limitation on how far
from a building Business
Personal Property will be
covered.  Standard lan-
guage may only provide for
coverage within 100 feet of
the commercial building,
while some companies may
extend this to 1000 feet or
more. If you are moving
BPP from one location to

another, you may need an
inland marine policy, an auto
policy with owner’s cargo
coverage, or possibly a poli-
cy endorsement providing a
limit for “property in transit”.
An experienced agent can
help to make sure you are
appropriately covered if your
business property is not
contained to one location
and building.

Like Farm Personal
Property, Business Personal
Property may be insured on
a schedule or a blanket. The
minimum 80% coinsurance
requirement still applies to
the blanket, but you may be
able to receive a lower rate
per thousand dollars of cov-
erage if you choose to
insure to a higher percent-
age of your total inventory.
This is important to keep in
mind when looking to
receive the most value from
your policy. One difference
between FPP and BPP is
that insurance companies
will more likely offer BPP
coverage on a replacement
cost basis. In the event that
you choose to insure your
BPP at replacement cost,
you would receive “new for
old”, or in other words, the
value of a new replacement
for the item you lost (less
your deductible). This can
be an important considera-
tion for the perpetuation of
your business after a large
loss.

There are certainly a lot of
confusing acronyms and
coverages within farm and
commercial insurance poli-
cies. Understanding the dif-
ferences between certain
line items is important, how-
ever. An agent with experi-
ence in agricultural types of
risks as well as commercial
insurance is a valuable
asset to your business. With
ever-increasing frequency,
farmers are implementing
commercial operations into
their farms and if you find
yourself within that group, it
is time to have a detailed
conversation about your
insurance policies and the
coverages they contain.

Combine Salvage

K & J  Surplus
185 Davis Rd.

Lansing, NY 14882

(607) 379-5185 • (607) 279-6232

http://www.myerspoultry.com
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FARM SAFETY

Now Accepting Applications for the John May Farm Safety Fund!
By Alissa Kent, Research Assistant for the New York Center
for Agricultural Medicine and Health

The John May Farm Safety Fund is a funding assistance
program that was launched by the New York Center for
Agricultural Medicine and Health (NYCAMH) in January of
2016. The Safety Fund, set up by NYCAMH, honors the
organization’s co-founder Dr. John May and will assist New
York farmers who need financial help improving safety on
their farms.

As the first program of its kind in New York State, this cost
sharing program will allow farmers to make lifesaving safety
upgrades. “We’re excited to integrate this program into the
portfolio of health and safety services we offer to the agricultur-
al community,” says NYCAMH’s Director Julie Sorensen. “The
John May Safety Fund fills a gap in services to small farms,
where slim profit margins often make it difficult to do more than
what is needed to keep the farm running every day.”

Who can apply?

The program is geared towards smaller farms of all com-
modities. Awardees must meet the following eligibility
requirements:

1. Resident of New York State
2. Active farmer (part-time or full-time)
3. Annual farm gross receipts are $10,000 - $100,000 OR
dairy farm has fewer than 400 milking cows.

What types of projects are applicable?

Any project that directly improves safety on the farm will be
reviewed. Some examples include but are not limited to:

1. The purchase and installation of equipment to improve
animal handling safety 
2. Repairing or replacing broken or outdated machinery that
poses a safety risk 
3. Repairing or replacing faulty electrical systems
4. Making necessary changes to operations to become
OSHA compliant 
5. Adding or replacing worn out safety signage 

Where to apply and how it works:

1. Applications to the program may be submitted at any time
and may be obtained online at http://www.nycamh.org/pro-
grams/john-may-farm-safety-fund/, by calling NYCAMH at
(800) 343-7527 (ask for the John May Farm Safety Fund) or
emailing info@nycamh.org. The number of awards and the
award amount will be determined by NYCAMH on a first-
come, first-served basis.
2. For applicants being considered for an award, a site visit
will be conducted by one of NYCAMH’s farm safety staff.
3. Funds will be awarded with the stipulation that the project
must be completed within one year of award notification,
unless an extension has been requested and approved.
4. No later than 60 days after project completion, the award
recipient is required to contact NYCAMH farm safety staff to
schedule a post-project site visit; and submit an evaluation
and expenditure summary form, along with copies of paid
receipts. After NYCAMH staff review the post-project site
visit, the expenditure/summary form, and copies of paid
receipts, and the recipient schedules a media promotion visit
with NYCAMH, we will send the full award to the recipient.

History of NYCAMH:

NYCAMH was established in the early 1980’s by Dr. John
May and Dr. David Pratt, pulmonologists at The Mary
Imogene Bassett Hospital in Cooperstown, NY. Initially
known as the Bassett Farm and Safety Health Project, it was
officially designated the New York Center for Agriculture and
Medicine in 1988 with a mission of enhancing agricultural
and rural health by preventing and treating occupational
injury and illness. Learn more at www.nycamh.org.

“NYCAMH provides an essential service for farms across
New York. The efforts to improve safety and working condi-
tions for both farmers and their employees has, no doubt,
saved lives and reduced the number of injuries. New York
Farm Bureau is a strong supporter of NYCAMH’s work and
is hopeful our members will take advantage of the new grant

program to make farms in this state even better places to
work,” said Steve Ammerman, New York Farm Bureau
Manager of Public Affairs.

Since its founding in the early 1980’s, NYCAMH has estab-
lished a farmer’s clinic to help diagnose and treat farm relat-
ed injuries and illnesses, developed a NYS ROPS Rebate
Program that has retrofitted over 1,400 tractors, and per-
formed hundreds of on-farm safety trainings to thousands of
farm workers.

Dr. May co-founded and directed NYCAMH from the early
80’s through 2015, and his work in promoting safety meas-
ures has given him a national reputation in his field. Even as
he prepares to retire, Dr. May receives glowing remarks on
his work within this industry. “Dr. May has become an icon in
the field of agricultural health and safety and is nationally

recognized for his dedication and passion for improving the
health and safety of farmers,” said Dr. Sorenson, who is tak-
ing over daily responsibilities at NYCAMH.

“Turning Point Dairy strives for a safety environment on the
farm. This is not an easy task. With NYCAMH and the help
they have offered our farm, we have become a more safety
conscious farm. NYCAMH has also helped us with our
OSHA training and compliance. We wish to thank NYCAMH
and their staff and hope they can continue to offer this
invaluable service,” said Marty Hanehan, Co-owner of
Turning Point Dairy.

Success Stories:

Since the launch of this program in early 2016 we have fund-
ed 12 applications totaling $39,086.96 in funding.

“Every time we run the animals through (the animal handling
system) we say to ourselves ‘This is such a great improve-
ment.’ Calves through bulls, we run a whole variety of ani-
mals through and they are not afraid.” - Marie K

Marie’s family installed a squeeze chute for their beef
farm with funds from the JMFSF.

“I would like to add that the overall experience with applying
and participating with the John May Safety Grant was a pos-
itive experience. You were very helpful and wonderful to
speak with on any question I had. The safety inspection was
helpful in that our tractors now have fire extinguishers with
them. This safety grant allowed my little farm to purchase a
much needed cattle chute to perform vaccinations and
health checks on our animals. My kids can now participate
with that activity as it is done in a much safer
fashion…Again, thank you for this experience and helping
our farm grow....safely.”- Vicki K

Vicki installed a squeeze chute for their beef from with
funds from the John May Farm Safety Fund.

Contact us:

New York Center for Agricultural Medicine and Health
(NYCAMH)
One Atwell Road
Cooperstown, NY 13326
Phone: (607) 547-6023
Toll Free: (800) 343-7527
Fax: (607) 547-6087
Website: www.nycamh.com
E-mail: info@nycamh.com

The Empire State Food & Agriculture Leadership Institute

Inspiring and 
developing leaders 

for the food, 
agriculture and  

natural resources 
industries 

www.leadny.org

Why should you consider 
LEAD NY?

* Enhance your individual 
leadership skills to help you 

become a more effective leader
* Learn how service and civic 

engagement can contribute to your 
organizational effectiveness

* Broaden your perspective on 
issues important to you

* Develop a personal and 
professional leadership network 

that you can benefit from for years to 
come! 

Class 17 applications will be available  
January 2017 and due March 1, 2017

Visit our website for more information

Funding is available for on-farm practices in New York
that help improve safety.

http://www.nycamh.org/pro-grams/john-may-farm-safety-fund/
http://www.nycamh.org/pro-grams/john-may-farm-safety-fund/
http://www.nycamh.org/pro-grams/john-may-farm-safety-fund/
mailto:info@nycamh.org
http://www.nycamh.org
http://www.nycamh.com
mailto:info@nycamh.com
http://www.leadny.org
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URBAN FARMING

Mushrooms are Fruiting in Philadelphia
One mushroom growing operation proves farming in the city is possible and profitable.
By Molly R. Bucknum

Most urban farmers have a tough time find-
ing space to grow food. Location, high rent
costs, and lack of infrastructure all make
securing farmland in a city difficult. That’s
why Tyler Case and Brian Versek of
Philadelphia were thrilled when they found
the perfect place for their urban farm: a cold,
dark warehouse basement.

Case and Versek, both in their early 30s,
founded a Mycopolitan Mushroom Company
in 2013, and moved into the basement soon
afterward. The pair bonded when Case, a
mushroom-foraging fanatic since his teens,
invited Versek on a foraging trip. After a few
years and a lot of experimentation, their
urban (“-politan”) mushroom (“Myco-“) com-
pany is on solid financial footing and a go-to
name for high quality, hard to find culinary
mushrooms in the Philadelphia area. Case,
Versek, and their sole employee, mushroom
spawn-producing expert Dan Howling,
shared their story, including their start-up,
challenges, future prospects, and call for
more mushrooms to be grown in cities
around the country.

Finding a home

Case and Versek searched for land near
Philadelphia nearly two years before posting
a plea for leads on the Philadelphia Urban
Farm Network, a local Google-group of
urban farming enthusiasts. A user connect-

ed them with The Common Market, a non-
profit distributor of sustainable food from
regional farms. The Common Market had
just moved into a 70,000 square foot ware-
house, with an unoccupied 10,000 square
foot basement.

It was a great fit. The Mycopolitan team
erected two hoop houses in the basement—
a heated incubation room, and a cooler
humidity-controlled grow room. On the
opposite side of the basement is an inocula-
tion room where mushroom spawn is added
to 6lb. plastic bags of sterilized substrate,
starting the growing process.

The Common Market partnership offers sev-
eral benefits, including access to cold stor-
age for harvested mushrooms, use of pallet
jacks and a freight elevator, and even some
backhauling of mushroom materials on the
distributor’s returning trucks. Though its
rent, electricity bill, and a Common Area
Maintenance fee cost is $1,100 a month and
rising, Case says the benefit of producing
high-value mushrooms almost year-round
make it a partnership worth keeping.

DIY approach

Case, Versek, Howling, and some eager vol-
unteers assembled its hoop houses and
welded shelving, and incubator over the
course of several months. At first, they and
their investor, a childhood friend of Case’s,
thought of building bigger rooms, but Case

realizes now it would
have been foolhardy. “[At
first] we felt like, ‘Start
medium,’” says Case,
“but you see how impor-
tant it is to start small,
because with every gen-
eration of mushrooms
you’re learning so much.
To jump into it all at once
would have been a bad
move.”

“Unless you’re an experi-
enced grower going into
it, you should take a step-
wise approach,” agrees
Versek. “In this economy,
you can be an economi-
cally functional and prof-
itable farm, [but] it’s a bal-
ancing act. You can

spend a lot of money and
build a place that looks
like what you imagined
yourself farming in, but
the realities of workflow
and employment would
be disastrous if you start-
ed from scratch on that. If
you stay small, you’re
flexible. And then when
you’re comfortable, you
take that next step.”

The small, stepwise
approach meant that
even their substrate ster-
ilizer—a hulking, steam-
ing, burlap-wrapped
sculpture on wheels that
sterilizes hundreds of
pounds of wood shavings
and rye grain per week—
was made by hand from
found and borrowed materials. It may look
funny, says Versek, but building a sterilizer
saved the business thousands of dollars.
There is, “a leap in infrastructure costs when
getting above a certain size,” says Case.
After three years, the company is growing
bigger than its DIY-capacity can handle, but
moving toward more professional equip-
ment will still prove to be costly.

One man’s trash is a mushroom’s food

One way Mycopolitan keeps costs down is
sourcing its substrate—the medium and
nutrition through which mycelia grow and
eventually bear fruit (the mushrooms)—from
other businesses’ waste products. Wheat
bran and grain sweepings from the floor of a
local flour mill, sawdust from a local lumber-
yard, and coffee chaff and grounds from a
local roaster make up much of the substrate.
Local is an ethos, but it’s also practical.
Working with local businesses means not
paying high shipping charges for heavy sub-
strate. If Mycopolitan were to certify
Organic, it would have to get substrate from
further away.
“It would be less sustainable and more
expensive in the long-run to be Certified
Organic”, says Versek.

Food safety and environmental risks

Unlike many urban farms, who host dozens
of curious visitors, Mycopolitan’s location
and operation mean it keeps to itself,
except for special tours. Personal dili-
gence, cleanliness, and ventilation are cru-
cial to keeping employees and mushrooms
safe. Risks to mushrooms in this small,
subterranean space are often airborne.
Keeping the inoculation room sealed,
down-wind, and ventilated keeps spawn
from catching in air ducts and potentially
colonizing elsewhere in the basement.
Meanwhile, contaminants brought in by
foot traffic may introduce bacteria or molds
that can infect mushrooms and wipe out
the entire indoor system.” When it comes to
growing mushrooms”, says Howling, “you
have to be obsessive-compulsive about
cleaning.”

The business’s reliance on cleanliness is
one reason why working toward Good
Agricultural Practice (GAP) certification
seemed like a no-brainer. “We assumed [a
customer] would eventually ask us for [GAP
certification], so it’s good to have around,”

says Versek. The main difference, he says,
is keeping detailed records of their cleanli-
ness and food safety practices.

More mushrooms in the city

Case, Versek, and Howling, are growing
mushrooms just 30 miles from Kennett
Square, PA, the self-proclaimed “Mushroom
Capital of the World,” home to dozens of
large-scale mushroom production facilities.
But they are not worried about competition.
“You have to build your niche: every environ-
ment is different, every locale is different,
customers are different, things are always
changing,” says Versek. Mycopolitan’s high-
quality culinary mushrooms—including
Trumpets, Pom Poms, Pioppini, Shiitakes,
and Namekos—are unlike those of their
larger predecessors. The company’s rare
mushrooms and odd location set it apart,
and helped Case and Versek educate
Philadelphia chefs about incorporating
mushrooms into their dishes when other
seasonal produce is not available.

Mycopolitan’s reputation for quality mush-
rooms seems to have surpassed its novel-
ty as an urban mushroom farm.
Philadelphia restaurants are responding
enthusiastically, enough that Mycopolitan
just increased its production space by 60%
in late 2016. Unafraid of competition, Case
says he would like to see more urban
mushroom farms. “Considering what foods
a lot of folks are eating, having even one
meal a day be packed with things like phy-
tochemicals, fiber, pro-biotics, pre-biotics,
beta glucans, vitamins, and minerals would
have a noticeable effect,” Case says.
Mycopolitan believes more mushrooms
should be on urban people’s plates, and
more urban mushroom farms is a logical
first step.

Molly Riordan-Bucknum is the Cornell Small
Farms Program associate for urban agricul-
ture development. This article part of a case
study on Mycopolitan Mushroom Company,
part of a forthcoming report on commercial
urban farming. The report, entitled “The
Promise of Urban Agriculture,” is the result
of a cooperative agreement between USDA
AMS Division if Local Food Research and
Development and Cornell Small Farms
Program. To find out more, contact her at
mer279@cornell.edu

10%
Discount
for Web 

Purchases
using the 

code SFQ17

Bags of mycelia-filled substrate are close to fruiting in
Mycopolitan Mushroom Company’s subterranean grow
room: a high tunnel with humidity control.

Trumpet and shiitake mushrooms are two of the more rec-
ognizable varieties grown by Mycopolitan Mushroom
Company. It also grows fluffy white Pom Poms and glossy
amber Namekos.

mailto:mer279@cornell.edu


Page 16 SMALL  FARM  QUARTERLY January 9, 2017

LESSONS FROM THE LAND

Tools (Assets & Liabilities)
By Groundswell Center for Local Food &
Farming

The Groundswell Center for Local Food &
Farming and the Cornell Small Farms
Program are teaming up to create a new col-
umn called “Lessons from the Land”, which
captures and shares the stories of lessons
learned from farmers, homesteaders and
land workers around New York and the
Northeast. We want to hear stories from
growers of all types and sizes, on real top-
ics, that matter!

Each issue has a theme, and upcoming
themes and deadlines can be found at
http://groundswellcenter.org/lessons-from-
the-land/.

Submissions of 400 – 800 words are request-
ed, and can submitted at the website above.

We will publish only nonfiction submissions.
Feel free to submit your name, farm name, city
and state, or submit your piece as “anony-
mous” if it allows you to be more honest.
______
Murphy’s Law of Farm Country: 

You have been either bumping over that
small stubborn stone or hooking your plow
or cultivator on it for years. You finally say to
yourself, “that is enough – I am going to get
rid of that pest once and for all.” So you get
out your shovel and dig around it a bit and
find that it is not as small as you thought. 

Back to the barn you go, and get a pry bar to
get it out of the ground. Soon you realize
there is nothing to pry on so you decide to
dig deeper, deeper and deeper. Now this
stone appears to be a small boulder.
Thinking better of all of this manual work you
return to the barn again and bring out the
tractor with the bucket on it. After consider-
able digging on all sides you finally reach
the bottom. It becomes evident pretty fast if
you try to lift it you will probably will break
something or stand the tractor on its head. 

The only way to get it out is to dig a ramp on
one side, hook a long chain on it, and drag it
up the ramp. Finally the stone is out and you
need to find a close permanent home for it
and you are left with a good sized pit that
cannot be filled with the dirt you dug out. 

The farmer’s version of Murphy’s Law is that
the stone that you try to remove is always
bigger than you think. (Kind of like a iceburg.)

Gary Gates
Mathew 25 Farm, Tully, NY

______

It was a hot September day, and I was on
the top of the hill, a round bale on the back
of my ’58 John Deere 420, with just a base-
ball cap between me and the sun. This was
my first time back on the machine since it
was serviced and a new battery put in two
weeks prior. It was time to move the round
bales from the hay fields to the winter area
of the property. Before I got on the tractor, I
did notice that the battery seemed to be too
big of a model. The previous battery had fit
perfectly into the recessed area, but the new
one was much longer. I fired it up, let out the
clutch, and away we went bouncing through
the fields.

I had been working for about 30 minutes, and

had put a good dent into the hundred bales I
had to get off of the field, when I looked down
at my feet on the pedals. Suddenly, a foun-
tain of flames began streaming down onto
my feet and engulfing the controls. I had
never seen anything like it but my instincts
took over and I went into critical mode. I put
the tractor in neutral, and pulled the break as
I simultaneously swept my legs to the side
and jumped off the tractor. 

By this time the flames were beginning to
creep upwards and lick the battery and sur-
round the fuel tank, but I was more con-
cerned with the flames on my boots. After
putting out my footwear, I grabbed a couple
of important tools out of the utility box and
for some unknown reason the very empty
pail in the bucket and began to run down the
hill towards the barn. I called 911 and
explained the situation and where to meet
me. After the dispatcher and I spoke for
what seemed like an hour, I called two
friends to also come to the farm as this fire,
with the dry conditions and heat, could
quickly spread to the fields, destroying my
hay and possibly my fences. 

I stood at the end of the road watching the
deep black smoke rise as the local fire chief
pulled up. We decided to call additional units
as the engines could not make it out into the
field and we would require the mobile units
they use for extinguishing brush fires. Being
a firefighter, I had already donned my gear
and the chief and I drove into the field to
begin the plan of attack, but before we
arrived at the scene, the sky opened up and
a deluge of rain began pouring down. The
bout of heavy rain had just extinguished the
fire as the emergency personal began to
arrive. I lost the tractor, but I was unharmed
and the fields were spared as well.

I mention this incident as a reminder of how
dry it is outside right now. There is an elevat-
ed risk for brush fires and with so many of us
making hay we need to take precautions
while working. Do you have a fire extinguish-
er on your tractor (I didn’t), have you spoken
with your insurance agent about your cover-
age lately (I wasn’t covered), and have you
ever practiced emergency evacuation
maneuvers on your machinery to find any
snags or issues with your exit (I hadn’t).
Each season delivers new dangers to farm-
ers and we all know it’s not if something will
happen, but when. Please be safe out there. 

For those of you interested, further investi-
gation revealed that the positive battery ter-
minal was contacting the gas tank, which
melted the tank and allowed the fuel to run
over the battery and ignite both me and the
tractor. Although I was not covered by my
insurance plan the gentlemen who had
made the repairs fixed the tractor for free,
although it hasn’t really ever run the same
since.

Jason Detzel, Owner Operator 
Diamond Hills Farm, Hudson, New York

______

I think of my body as my most versatile tool,
or more accurately, a complex set of tools
working together. Consider my hands. They
allow me to grip, grasp, zip, button, hold,
type, open lids, turn screwdrivers, and hold
a steering wheel. With them I can touch,
sense, and connect. Without them I could

not grasp a hammer or a hoe, pick beans, or
give a hug. I could not milk my goats or
scratch them under their ears. As I walk out
to the barn this morning, I am aware of my
feet on the ground, knees bending, hips sup-
porting. Carrying a pail of apples, my hand,
elbow, and shoulder work in synchrony. 

My eyes take in the morning sunrise. I smell
familiar barn smells, I hear the goats call out
to me. How well our bodies work! How much
we take for granted this intricate interplay of
brain, sensory organs, and cellular synaps-
es, muscles, joints, cartilage, and tendons,
breathing and circulation. Sometimes things
go awry. I work with Maine AgrAbility, a pro-
gram dedicated to farmers who are experi-
encing pain, illness, or injury. Our staff goes
on farm to assess farmers’ needs and
observe their working routines. We can sug-
gest small changes that add up to big divi-
dends. We can recommend assistive tech-
nology—tools to assist with their work and
accomplish specific tasks. 

For example, Phil is a veteran who broke his
back while serving in Iraq. On most days he
rates his pain as a 7 or 8 on a scale of one
to 10, with ten being severe pain. Phil loves
his animals. Farming gives him freedom to
be his own boss and set his own schedule.
He sees farming as a way to serve his com-
munity and his country in a new way. He
rejects the medical model, which to his
mind, pushes pills and would have him lying
on a couch all day. AgrAbility suggested
adding rear-view mirrors to Phil’s tractor so
he doesn’t have to twist to turn around and

replace a worn out seat. He has found that
wearing shoes with good support adds to his
daily comfort. 

Taryn farms with her husband. She was
diagnosed with multiple sclerosis 25 years
ago, and has been in a wheelchair since the
early 1990s. That didn’t stop her from raising
three children and keeping the farm records.
Her wheelchair has been an incredible
mobility tool, but over time, she became
housebound when she could no longer
transfer into a car. She and her husband,
Mason, received a loan for a wheelchair
accessible van. Now Taryn can stay con-
nected to her community. She accompanies
Mason when he makes egg deliveries and
plans to sell farm products at the local farm-
ers market.

Soon after I started to milk goats, I devel-
oped arthritis in my hands. My hands are
stiff and painful. I drop things and struggle to
open a doorknob or remove a jar lid. What to
do after making a sizeable investment of
time and energy with my goats? As a small
operator, I couldn’t justify the expense of a
milking machine. I have traded milk for milk-
ing labor, used the WWOOF program, and
now employ a hired hand and she literally
saves my hands. During a lifetime of bumps
and scrapes, everyone experiences ail-
ments of one type or another. No one can
avoid the natural aging process. 

How to keep problems at bay? AgrAbility

It’s great to be part  
of a farm community.
We have the #1 farm insurer* with over 100 years of 
experience in agriculture behind us. They help us offer 
you top of the line protection for your farm or ranch 
operation, with flexible coverages and exceptional 
claims, underwriting and risk management services.

We offer Nationwide farm and ranch insurance and  
would welcome the chance to discuss it with you.

*2015 SNL Financial Report. Based on statutory data. 
Products underwritten by Nationwide Agribusiness Insurance Company, Farmland Mutual Insurance 
Company, Allied Property and Casualty Insurance Company and AMCO Insurance Company. Home Office: 
1100 Locust Street Des Moines, IA 50391. Subject to underwriting guidelines, review and approval. Products 
and discounts not available to all persons in all states. Nationwide and the Nationwide N and Eagle are 
service marks of Nationwide Mutual Insurance Company. © 2016 Nationwide   GPO-0292AO (06/16)

BOB PUTNAM AGENCY INC
Shelley Putnam
Phone: (607)547-5444
putnamm@nationwide.com

See Lessons page 17

http://groundswellcenter.org/lessons-from-the-land/
http://groundswellcenter.org/lessons-from-the-land/
http://groundswellcenter.org/lessons-from-the-land/
mailto:putnamm@nationwide.com


By R.J. Anderson

In an exercise based on fallout from past
weather disturbances, strong and sus-
tained autumn rains cause the Mohawk
River to flood its banks rapidly, compromis-
ing the safety of people, homes and busi-
nesses in at least three New York counties.
Among those in immediate danger is a
Lewis County Amish farmer who became
stranded while trying to save livestock from
rushing floodwater. With no cell phone, he
is unable to call 911. However, word of his
predicament soon reaches one of the
county’s Cornell Cooperative Extension
(CCE) specialists, who immediately
springs into action, tapping into a compre-
hensive disaster response network.

This was one of a number of hypothetical
scenarios injected into a recent statewide
disaster response simulation administered
by New York State’s Office of Emergency
Management, which gathered officials
from New York state agencies including
the State Police, and the Departments of
Transportation, Human Services, and
Agriculture and Markets (NYSDAM).
Monitoring the exercise was the Federal
Emergency Management Agency. Making the disaster sce-
nario even more authentic, updates from the two-hour exer-
cise were sent to Gov. Andrew Cuomo’s office every half
hour.

As part of the simulation, the CCE specialist, who works
closely with Lewis County farmers, immediately logged onto
the Ag Sentinel dashboard, an online disaster response tool
administered by the New York Extension Disaster Education
Network (EDEN), a CCE program partially funded by the
U.S. Department of Agriculture. Manned by New York EDEN
Director Keith Tidball, a CCE assistant director and senior
extension associate in Cornell’s College of Agriculture and
Life Sciences’ (CALS) Department of Natural Resources,
the Ag Sentinel is tied into the statewide emergency
response network, and its dashboard is displayed on a com-
puter screen in the state emergency operations center in
Albany. Based on the CCE specialist’s dispatch, the Ag

Sentinel alerted the state’s Disaster All-Hazards Response
Team and NYSDAM partners who assisted in directing first
responders to the scene.

For Tidball, the exercise illustrated one of the many roles
Cornell and CCE play in disaster response and relief. “As a
state program with satellite offices in every county, CCE has
a vast communication network and is ideally positioned to
provide boots-on-the-ground support and eyes-on-the-
scene intelligence to state- and county-led disaster efforts,”
Tidball says. “And because we are part of Cornell University,
New York’s land-grant university, we are able to provide evi-
dence-based resources that can be valuable components in
the recovery and rebuilding phases.”

In most cases, Tidball says CCE’s role in disaster response
centers on issues affecting natural resources, agriculture
and livestock. And its impact is not only confined to acute sit-
uations like hurricanes and floods. Relying in part on data
reported by Tidball and CCE county associations through
the Ag Sentinel, 25 New York counties were recently desig-
nated by Cuomo as natural disaster areas due to this sum-
mer’s drought, making farmers in those areas eligible for
assistance, including emergency loans, from the USDA
Farm Service Agency.

“When dealing with these types of inci-
dents, we’re acting as a conduit between
our agriculture growers and producers and
the various state agencies addressing the
situation,” Tidball says. “It starts with every
agency putting out information in a broad
format, then we pare that down and deliv-
er essential details to our farmers, and all
the other players in our communities.

“Our people also reach out to farmers and
ag producers and share what they learn
through the Ag Sentinel,” Tidball adds. “I’m
then able to monitor the broadcast net
centrally from campus or from Albany and
work with state agencies and our associa-
tions to determine if an expert needs to be
contacted, and who that should be.”

CALS Associate Dean Chris Watkins, who
is director of CCE, says his organization is
uniquely positioned to play a major role in
disaster management because of its
access to important research-based
resources and in close partnerships with
key New York state agencies.

“Disasters of any type – including the
recent drought gripping much of the state –

can have serious consequences on New Yorkers, their fam-
ilies and the communities in which they live,” says Watkins.
“The impacts can be very personal as well as directly affect-
ing the economic well-being of farms and other businesses.
Not only are we suited to help, we are obligated to do so.”

R.J. Anderson is a writer and communications specialist with
Cornell Cooperative Extension. He can be reached at
rj.anderson@cornell.edu.
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2033 Brothertown Road
Deansboro, NY 13328
Phone: (315) 841-4910

Fax: (314) 841-4649
Winter Hrs: 

Mon-Fri 8am-4pm
Sat. By Appt Only

www.williamsfarmfence.com
williamsfence@gmail.com

~ Available Now ~
reels ~ poliwire ~ step in posts etc. ~ hi tensile ~ wire mesh
gates ~ split rail fencing ~ hay feeders ~ posts of all sizes 
tools ~ cattle handling equipment ~ water tubs & valves

mineral feeders

EXTENSION NEWS

has a few recommendations: Be mindful of what your
body is telling you. Are you thirsty? Drink water. Hot?
Rest in the shade. Feeling rushed and stressed?
Breathe. Avoid doing work in awkward positions. Keep
the height of work between the knees and the shoulders.
For tasks that require several hours, set up a work station
so that you can alternate between sitting and standing. If
an activity has multiple tasks, rotate jobs about every 20-
30 minutes to avoid overstressing any one group of mus-
cles. A body that functions well is a priceless tool. Take
care of it and reap a lifetime of rewards. 

Names have been changed to protect privacy 

The Ellen S. Gibson 
Maine AgrAbility 

Lessons from page 16

Extension Specialists Shine in Disaster Response Role

New York Extension Disaster Education Network (EDEN) Director Keith Tidball, a senior
extension associate in Cornell’s College of Agriculture and Life Science’s Department of
Natural Resources, surveys drought damage to a Finger Lakes cornfield.

mailto:rj.anderson@cornell.edu
http://www.williamsfarmfence.com
mailto:williamsfence@gmail.com
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FARM PLANNING

By John H. Lavelle, CPA, LL.M., Attorney at
Law

One of the defining characteristics of farm-
ing is the presence of significant real proper-
ty. This property is essential to the business,
the family, and a way of life. In many ways,
a farmer is exactly like the small business
owner. His or her major asset is the busi-
ness itself, and everything else is second-
ary. Unlike a small business owner, a
farmer’s major asset always has a split per-
sonality. It may be the key asset of the busi-
ness, but it also may represent something
far more important. The farm can be a lega-
cy that defines a family for generations.

This dual nature of the farm as principal
business asset and treasured legacy is at
the heart of every estate plan for a success-
ful farmer. How the family values the busi-
ness of farming compared to its legacy can
greatly influence how an estate plan is con-
structed. Whether the plan achieves its
goals depends on it matching the family’s
values. This article outlines some strategies
commonly used in land-centered estate
plans, and how each contributes to solving
the four major concerns farmers have in
planning their estates. 

The Four Big Issues Facing Successful

Farmers

While developing a plan for the farm, every
farmer needs to consider the following four
big issues:
1. Estate taxes (federal and state)
2. Income taxes (current and future genera-
tions)
3. Succession plan (in or outside of the family)
4. Retirement income (for the farmer and
spouse)

Certainly more issues will arise when a plan
is fully developed. If the above four are han-
dled wisely, most other issues dissipate. On
the other hand, mishandle any of these four,
and the best plan in the world can easily fail.
Problems can be immediate or felt by the
next generation. The key to success or fail-
ure is often the treatment of the land.

While most farmers do not need to concern
themselves with estate taxes at the federal
level, state estate taxes are still common in
some northeastern states. In addition, north-
east real estate values are on the rise again,
and can easily push successful farmers with
valuable land back into the range of estate
taxes. So one can never safely ignore this
issue.

Income taxes are the new estate taxes for
most successful people. While estate taxes
only apply to a very small percentage of tax-
payers, income taxes apply to nearly every-
one. And as was discussed in “Successful
Farm Succession” in the Summer 2016
issue of Small Farm Quarterly (available
online), income tax rates can now exceed
estate tax rates. Every transfer strategy
must focus on income tax effects to all
involved.

The succession plan can be the most diffi-
cult of all. A big part of that is how to trans-
fer the land in an affordable manner.
“Affordable” means something to both sides.
The next generation must be able to afford

to acquire the land. Plus, the transferring
generation must be able to afford retirement
after the transfer. This one aspect can dic-
tate much of the estate plan.

Finally, the transferring generation must
have dependable retirement income as part
of the overall plan. The land often figured
into these senior farmers’ plans in this
regard. That crucial goal cannot be ignored.
If the farm is to stay in the family, however,
this will require much attention.

The Toolkit for Land-Centered Estate

Planning

A successful estate plan will often include
several of the following strategies. Each
may handle one or more of the above
issues. Some are simple, many are com-
plex. If implemented correctly, they can
solve some intractable problems presented
by the land. Having command of these tech-
niques allows them to be adjusted to work
for many situations. This can include: (i)
farm retention and preservation; (ii) reduc-
tion in the transfer cost of farm property to
younger farmers; and (iii) creation of cash
flow to satisfy income needs.

Here is a quick look at some of the tools:

Reduce estate tax exposure:

Conservation Easements - lifetime income
tax benefits followed by substantial estate
tax reductions make this a top technique.
Land values are also lowered, making fami-
ly transfers more affordable. 

Unbundling Values and Lifetime Gifting - a
well-designed lifetime gift program can tran-
sition farms to family at highly discounted
values. Proper unbundling of land values
from farm business values can facilitate this
and provide equity to non-farming kids.
Warning: new rules are on the horizon to
reduce discounting strategies, possibly as
early as December of this year. If your plan
involves lifetime gifting, time is of the
essence.

Sale of Development Rights - like conserva-
tion easements, this permanently preserves
the land, but unlike a donated easement, it
trades tax benefits for actual cash payments
from one or more government programs. In
the meantime, land prices are lowered,
allowing an easier transfer to family. In many
cases, retained until death, the land has a
lower value for estate tax purposes.

Manage Income Taxes: 

Die Holding Appreciated Farmland - if estate
taxes are not a problem, this strategy
removes income tax gains for the next gen-
eration. In this situation, lifetime gifts of land
can be a disadvantage.

Charitable Remainder Trust - this strategy
allows the disposition of unwanted but
appreciated real estate without paying any
income tax up front. It can create cash flow
for the sellers on favorable tax terms for one
or more lives or up to 20 years. A terrific way
to create retirement income from the sale of
unneeded property. Couple with survivor life
insurance for additional benefits.

Plan Succession of the Business:

Low Interest Rate Purchase by Children -
coupled with other techniques, a sale of the
farm to the next generation is particularly
attractive right now. The tax law requires
transactions with family to have at least min-
imum interest rates. Right now those rates
are the lowest ever. A family sale can lock in
these low rates for 30 years, giving senior
farmers secure cash flow, and affordable
payments for the children.

Deferred Compensation - If there is time
before the senior generation wants to retire,
adopting a deferred compensation plan can
help with retirement income. This can take
the pressure off selling the farm for cash
needs. At retirement, the farm business gets
tax deductions for the payments made while
the retired farmers often have lower tax rates. 

Unbundling - mentioned above, this is the
idea of separating values from risk and

structuring the business to meet the needs
of the next generation of owners. For exam-
ple, a farmland LLC and a farm business
LLC can be created. The farmer kids acquire
the farm business LLC (using any of the
strategies mentioned). Non-farming kids can
receive non-controlling equity in the farm-
land LLC, helping to treat all kids fairly. In
addition, a proper structure can protect valu-
able assets from business claimants and
lawsuits.

Create Retirement Income:

Several of the above strategies can gener-
ate significant new cash flow for retiring
farmers. In addition, consider:

Maximize Social Security - absent special
circumstances, it almost always makes
sense to wait until age 70 to claim social
security. This locks in a 32% increase for the
life of the retired farmer (and spouse). With
most people living longer, the 32% a year
increase makes up for not taking the earlier
payments very quickly, and the retired cou-
ple is quickly ahead. Hedge with term life
insurance if nervous.

Reverse Mortgage - today’s programs from
reputable lenders can be a very valuable
strategy. Benefitting from low interest rates,
this plan can provide tax-free retirement
income with no obligation to repay during
the retired farmers’ lives. This can buy valu-
able time for the next generation to get
established, without forcing a sale of the
farm. Although a mortgage debt is created,
its repayment is potentially deferred many
years. As long as it is planned for, this debt
may not present a significant problem for the
children. Survivor insurance could be used
to repay the debt if desired. 

A farmer’s land is the key to a great estate
plan. Use of some of these strategies can
assure that another generation of farmers
can continue the legacy.

John H. Lavelle, CPA, LL.M., is a founding
partner of Lavelle & Finn, LLP, Attorneys at
Law, in Latham, NY and co-owner of
Windhorse Thoroughbreds and Cotton Hill
Farm in Middleburgh, NY. He can be
reached at (518) 869-6227 or john@lavelle-
andfinn.com.

Memorable Legacy or Major Obstacle in the Farmer’s Estate Plan?
Land offers both challenges and opportunities in transfer to the next generation.

Box 361, 119 Hamilton PI
Penn Yan, NY 14527
315-531-1038

Certified Organic Feed, Seed & Livestock Products
� From Northeast organic farmers �

� for Northeast organic farmers �

www.lakevieworganicgrain.com

Farm legacy is as important as the finan-
cial considerations one must consider
when planning for succession.

Welcome to Cotton Hill Farm, with nos-
talgia and horse manure aplenty.

mailto:john@lavelle-andfinn.com
mailto:john@lavelle-andfinn.com
mailto:john@lavelle-andfinn.com
http://www.lakevieworganicgrain.com
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2017 NOFA-NY WINTER CONFERENCE
Long Live the Farmer: Diversity & Biodiversity

35th Annual Organic Farming and Gardening Conference

Saratoga Hilton and City Center, Saratoga Springs, NY

January 20-22, 2017

Registration is OPEN!
Our 35th Winter Conference includes the first

Northeast Organic Seed Conference: Owning Our Seed

Keynote Speaker: CR Lawn
17 Workshop Tracks & Seed Swap

Don’t wait! Early-bird registration ends December 13
www.nofany.org/conference or (585) 271-1979

HIGH TUNNELS

High Tunnel Tree Fruit and Grape Production for Eastern Growers 
By Guy K. Ames

High Tunnels and Eastern Fruit Production

Almost all of the domestic organic table grapes
and tree fruits sold in the United States come
from the West. In the eastern United States,
organic production of perennial fruits is compli-
cated by myriad insects and diseases. If an
eastern grower could find a technique to grow
good-looking organic fruit that didn’t cost any
more than transporting western fruit to eastern
markets, then eastern organic fruit production
could be competitive. Growing grapes and tree
fruits in high tunnels could be one of these
techniques.

Properly managed, a high tunnel can allow a
grower to get her product to market before her
competition in the spring, and can extend a
crop’s market season into late fall or winter. By
keeping untimely frosts, rain, hail, and excess
wind off crops, the grower can also reduce loss-
es from pests, disease, and environmental
damage.

A high tunnel can take a lot of worry out of pro-
duction, but it is not without its own impera-
tives. First among these is daily maintenance.
Rain does not fall in the high tunnel, so irrigation is up to
you. Unless you utilize temperature-sensitive timers and
mechanical retractors, you’ll be the one raising and lowering
the side coverings. Because the few pests that are common
to high tunnels tend to have a rapid reproduction rate, dur-
ing the growing season you should be doing pest-monitoring
daily. In short, though you’ve taken some of the uncertainty
out of growing, the cost is increased vigilance and labor.

Diseases and Pests in High Tunnels 

For the organic grower, the main benefit high tunnels offer is
the ability to exclude and inhibit disease. Splashing, blowing
rain is the main vehicle for spreading most fruit diseases.
Where rain can be excluded, potentially devastating dis-
eases like brown rot can be almost, though not entirely, elim-
inated. The one notable exception is powdery mildew, which
thrives with high humidity and is the one consistent disease
problem on plants in greenhouses and high tunnels. Luckily,
powdery mildew is not terribly difficult to control organically.

Though high tunnels are often left open at the ends, and
sides are lifted for ventilation, surprisingly few insect pests
move in. The pests that seem to be most problematic in high
tunnels are the same as in greenhouses: white flies, aphids,
and mites. A relatively new pest that has proven trouble-
some is the spotted winged drosophila (SWD). If pests are
getting in, small-mesh screen can be used to block them at
the ends and sides, though this represents another mone-
tary investment.

Because high tunnels are semi-closed systems, naturally
occurring beneficial insects don’t often find their way inside.
Conversely, introduced beneficials cannot easily disperse
into the outside environment, so you might get more biolog-
ical pest control for your money.

What Fruit Crops Look Profitable for High Tunnel

Culture? 

Foremost among the candidates for high tunnel production
are seedless table grapes, sweet cherries, peaches, nec-
tarines, and plums. Research has already indicated that these
can be grown successfully and organically in high tunnels.

Organic sweet cherries are among the high-
est-valued fruit crops. High tunnel produc-
tion can bring the crop in earlier. Also, high
tunnel culture can come close to eliminating
the threat of bacterial canker and brown rot.
Furthermore, being able to control water
during the final ripening period gives grow-
ers with high tunnels a big advantage in
avoiding cracking problems.

The sweet cherry is probably the most stud-
ied tree fruit in university-sponsored high
tunnel research, and the most tried among
early-adopting private growers. However,
profitability of sweet cherry or any other fruit
crop produced in high tunnels is highly
dependent on good management. With
cherries, this means using the latest dwarf-
ing rootstocks and training systems to get
the most out of the small area protected by
the high tunnel.

Seedless table grapes also look like a very
good candidate for high tunnel culture. The
extra expense of trellising grapes is more
than compensated by the earlier bearing of
grapes grown in high tunnels. Also, early
research indicates that grapes experience

huge benefits in quality and yield when grown in tunnels.

Peaches and nectarines are probably right behind sweet
cherries in the value of the harvested crop. They are also
exceedingly difficult to grow organically in the East because
of brown rot, plum curculio, and other threats. For growing in
high tunnels, training systems that have been developed to
keep the trees very small, yet highly productive, are used. 

Plums, apricots, and their crosses are stone fruits for which
frost control is as important as disease control when consid-
ering the value of a high tunnel system. Apricots, especially,
are notorious for blooming too early and losing their crops to
spring frosts. A properly managed high tunnel can help apri-
cots and other stone fruits set a viable crop by protecting
them from frost damage.

Additional Production Considerations

Because honeybees have problems navigating in high

Putting the finishing touches on a high tunnel intended for table grapes at the
University of Arkansas research farm. Note the grape trellis already in place.
Building trellises is best done before the tunnel goes up.

See Tunnels page 20

http://www.nofany.org/conference
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Tunnels from page 19

tunnels, high tunnel growers will have to provide pollination
either by hand, or by purchasing bumblebee colonies. Table
grapes have a “self-contained” pollination system, so noth-
ing needs to be done to insure pollination for grapes.
Without rain or overhead irrigation, some bulky organic fer-
tilizers like compost will not readily break down and move
into the soil. Because these fruit crops are perennials, cover
crops cannot be relied upon for nutrition after the initial
planting, so consider the plants’ nutritional needs before
planting.

Post-planting nutritional needs will be met with fertigation,
precision hand-application of compost or pelletized organic
fertilizers, or hand-application of liquid organic fertilizers. Dry
fertilizer materials will have to be placed where the soil is
wet from irrigation; otherwise, the nutrients from such mate-
rials will not move into the root zone.

It’s advisable to remove the plastic cover every winter to
insure that the trees meet their chill requirement, but also to
allow rain to rinse out excess salts from the fertilizers. This
is a time when manure or compost could be applied.

While under cover, the trees or vines will be dependent on
the grower for water. Even during dormancy, if the soil gets
too dry, trees can die. There are many ways to supply water,
but anything that gets the foliage or fruit wet will be undoing
the big advantage of growing fruit under cover. Most grow-
ers choose standard drip irrigation.

Though a high tunnel can facilitate pest and disease man-
agement on tree fruits and grapes, growing woody perenni-
als is significantly more complicated than growing most
annual crops. In fact, because you’re growing in the tight,
prescribed area of a high tunnel, cropping efficiency
becomes even more important than when these fruiting
plants are grown outdoors. This means that you will almost
certainly need to adopt modern intensive techniques that
rely on dwarfing rootstocks. And you will have to adopt the
right training system for the varieties and the market you

choose. Viticulture (grape growing) is yet another world.
Growing tree fruits and/or grapes are not endeavors that
should be entered into without study and, preferably, experi-
ence.

Economics 

The big question, of course, is whether a grower can make
money growing fruit in a high tunnel. The quick answer is
“yes.” The simple truth of that is in the thousands of acres
dedicated to fruit culture in high tunnels in China. In gener-
al, there are higher marketable yields and earlier harvesting
within high tunnels. Another quick indicator of the potential
profitability of high tunnel fruit production is that in many
years, whole crops of unprotected stone fruits are lost to
untimely frosts that a high tunnel crop could avoid. 

Nevertheless, this is not a low-input system, and returns
have to cover 1) costs of construction of the high tunnel itself

(materials and labor), 2) an irrigation system, 3) mainte-
nance costs, 4) the non-productive time before long-lived
fruit plants start bearing, as well as 5) the risks of damage to
the tunnel itself from extreme weather events.

The initial cost of the tunnel (materials and labor) is gener-
ally going to be the greatest expense. Costs can vary, but a
typical 30-foot wide, 100-foot long high tunnel will likely cost
$3,000 to $10,500. Detailed budgets for constructing high
tunnels are easy to find on the Internet. The Natural
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) of the United
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) may be able to
underwrite the major share of the cost of a high tunnel for
individual growers through the Environmental Quality
Incentives Program (EQIP). Talk with your local Soil & Water
office about this possible avenue of support.

Detailed enterprise budgets for organic tree-fruit and grape
production in high tunnels do not yet exist and perhaps that
is because the very best systems have yet to be determined.
Nevertheless, with 1) an NRCS-underwritten tunnel, 2) mar-
ketable crops possibly two to three times the yield of out-
door-grown crops, 3) consistent frost protection sometimes
saving entire crops, and 4) the possibility of price premiums
for local, organically grown fruit, a good manager could
make substantial profits with high tunnel-grown fruit.

Conclusion 

Profitable high tunnel culture of table grapes and certain tree
fruits holds significant promise for organic growers, espe-
cially in the eastern United States, where organic culture of
these fruits has proven very difficult. The main benefit for
organic growers is disease and insect control, but other ben-
efits, like earliness to market and reducing rain-induced
cracking, are also attainable.  For more information on grow-
ing fruit in high tunnels, consult the ATTRA publication High
Tunnel Tree Fruit and Grape Production for Eastern
Growers, available free online at the ATTRA Sustainable
Agriculture program website, www.attra.ncat.org.

High tunnel-grown grapes in University of Arkansas
research yielded three times the fruit of the same vari-
ety grown outside the tunnel.

Photos by Susan Alman, University of Arkansas 

http://www.attra.ncat.org



