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INTRODUCTION 

The following study considers the reality and implications of choosing to work on a 

small farm1 in the United States in the present day.  Anyone who has made this choice within 

the past ten years merits a great deal of attention.  Small-scale farming is hard physical work, 

and not particularly profitable.  When an American has the opportunity to do something 

else, their reasons for instead deciding to farm inevitably challenge the social priorities of 

wealth and stability, and indicate a purposeful dedication to alternative values.  The following 

pages will offer a brief overview of the agricultural situation in the United States today, 

followed by an account of the reality faced by five individuals who have made the choice to 

farm.  Their stories alone betray the strength of their principles, and the breadth of their 

knowledge.  The political change they unanimously desire inevitably raises the question of 

their part in a growing social movement, and of the potential for this movement to create 

and implement the policies they envision.  This study will conclude with a brief analysis of 

new farmers as part of a national community working towards agricultural and food policy 

change, and will evaluate the force of this community’s momentum as a social movement.   

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

This work is the result of a series of emails, conversations, and interviews.  The 

author initially announced her work to a national network of farmers, gardeners, planners, 

and organizers, urban and rural, young and old, who are all involved to some degree in the 

development of a sustainable food system. 2  She chose to interview farmers whom she 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 The term small farm is used here to refer to a non-commercial, owner-operated farm, generally ranging from one to one hundred 

acres. (More poetically, it means a farm that is big enough to fulfill its purpose, whether to generate income or support a desirable 

quality of life, but to do so without destroying the health or vitality of the farmer or the land). 
2 A food system comprises the interdependent and linked activities that result in the production and exchange of food.  These include 

farming, processing, storage, distribution, and transportation, as well as food access, cooking, food preservation, and food recycling 

(World Hunger Year). To be sustainable, this system must meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs. 
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identified as college graduates with former non-agricultural careers or ambitions.  Through 

personal contacts and relationships, she proceeded to connect with many farmers across the 

country.  This snowball style of research allows for significant bias in the conclusions drawn 

regarding the population considered.  In addition to fitting the author’s basic criteria, the 

farmers consulted are perhaps those who most diligently check their email or respond to 

their voicemail, and who had the time to respond to a student’s queries.  The farmers whose 

stories are included are those whose experiences are at the very least common among those 

who were interviewed.  This study does not claim to address all of the joy found nor all of 

the issues faced by new or aspiring farmers, and the author apologizes for any 

misrepresentation of that diverse set of individuals.  

 

GENERAL OVERVIEW 

 Over the past seventy-five years, agricultural production in the United States has 

undergone the process of industrialization.  This process has included widespread farm 

consolidation and mechanization,i expanded commodity productionii, the increased use of 

chemical fertilizers and pesticidesiii, the genetic modification of seeds, and a considerable 

drop in the percentage of Americans’ disposable income spent on food.iv  Government 

agricultural policy, from the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933 through the Food, 

Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008,3 whether encouraging crop destruction or 

commodity overproduction, has decisively disregarded the implications of the means used to 

achieve a rise in the average farmer income, an increase in the average acre’s yield, or the 

development of a homegrown source of energy. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 The legislation of 1933 and that of 2008 are the first and latest versions of what is commonly known as the U.S. Farm Bill.  This 

comprehensive, omnibus bill is the primary agricultural and food policy tool of the federal government, and is passed every five years 

by the United States Congress. 
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A long-standing resistance to the practice of industrial agriculture has recently gained 

momentum through an increasing popular awareness of climate change and the limits of 

natural resources, and has developed into a full-fledged movement for the agro-ecological 

cultivation of food.  The movement charges industrial agriculture with being 

environmentally and socially unsustainable, citing the fact that industrial machinery 

contributes immensely to greenhouse gas emissions; commodity production destroys 

irreplaceable biodiversity and soil fertility;v toxic chemical products poison farmworkers and 

contaminate food and water supply;vi cheap, processed foods contribute to the declining 

health of the population;vii and the lack of land stewardship and farmer ownership in the 

industrial model steals away any traditional sense of rural lifestyle and community.  A 

sustainable food system would instead support diversified, organic, small farms; enable 

efficient, local distribution of fresh produce and other farm products to all communities, no 

matter their race nor income; ensure minimum wage and humane working conditions for 

farm employees; incorporate funding for fresh, whole foods into health care plans; and 

facilitate a relationship of understood dependency and trust between farmers, purveyors, and 

consumers.  Public actions contributing to the development of this future food system have 

included proposing alternative agricultural policies, cultivating community gardens and urban 

demonstration farms, initiating farm education programs, creating entrepreneurial farm 

operations, and developing direct distribution models like farmers markets, CSAs4, and farm-

to-restaurant deliveries.  Perhaps the most basic and yet riskiest action has been: to start 

farming.   

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Community Supported Agriculture, or CSA, is a relationship of mutual support and commitment between local farmers and 

community members who pay the farmer an annual membership fee to cover the production costs of the farm.  In turn, members 

receive a weekly share of the harvest during the local growing season.  (Robyn Van En Center). 
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THE ROLE OF NEW FARMERS 

The decision to start farming, particularly by a person under fifty years old, 

fundamentally contributes to the social movement gathering around sustainable agriculture.  

The declining number of farmers, the ongoing loss of farmland, and the increasing average 

age of farmers in the United States all constitute an urgent need for a new generation of 

farmers to emerge.  In 1920, the United States supported 6.4 million farms, averaging 149 

acres and operated by nearly 32 million farmers, including 925,000 African Americans.viii  At 

the turn of the century, the now two million farms in the United States average 434 acres, 

and are operated by only 4.4 million farmers, of whom 97 percent are white.ix  These 

numbers indicate not only widespread farm consolidation, but the desertion of farming by 

African American farmers, as well as the loss of nearly ninety million acres of farmland to 

urban and suburban development.  Farm operators are also older than individuals in most 

other occupations (See Appendix).  In 2002, the average age of a principal farm operator was 

55.3 years old.  The average age of farmers is only expected to increase over the next few 

decades, because of the difficulties facing young people who enter into farming.x  Yet the 

development of a food system based upon diversified, small farms critically depends upon a 

significant percentage of the new generation making the decision to farm. 

 

FIVE STORIES 

The following pages will highlight the lives of five individuals who have chosen to 

farm within the past ten years.  Each brief story focuses on the individual’s path from college 

graduation to life on the farm, and on the successes and hardships of the career they have 

chosen to pursue. 
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JUDITH MCGEARY 
Raises livestock on a forty-acre farm in Austin, Texas. 

 

Born in Dallas, Texas, Judith McGeary grew up in the city, with two professors for 

parents.  “I started off as a self-proclaimed environmentalist,” she says of her younger years, 

“focused on the classics: endangered species and wilderness issues.”  She earned her 

undergraduate degree in biology from Stanford, and then attended UT Austin for a JD in 

Environmental Law.  Her subsequent law practice was focused on agency work.  

The Switch 

“I didn’t enjoy my work,” Judith remembers, though she kept practicing for six 

years.  “I missed the challenge of the science side.”  She started searching for a masters 

program in wetlands or endangered species, and considered going into consulting.  “I spoke 

to a professor,” she remembers, “who shared my interest in addressing environmental issues 

by developing a practical solution for land use.”  Until then, Judith explains, she had 

maintained a “typical environmentalist” view of agriculture as inherently bad, and organic 

agriculture as the lesser of evils.  “But I realized that when you get beyond the issue of 

organic,” she says, crediting her professor’s explanation of sustainable agriculture, “you can 

use agriculture to actually improve the environment.”  Around the same time, Judith became 

interested in non-traditional medicine, and began to recognize the interplay between 

sustainable agriculture and human health.  Five years ago, she and her husband started their 

own farm. 

The Reality 

“There is no question that our paths were made easier by the fact that I’d had a well-

paying law job before hand,” Judith acknowledges.  She kept her job part-time as she and 

her husband started the farm, which enabled them to buy the land.  “That was huge,” Judith 
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explains.  “Traditionally, farmers spend much of their lives working off the cost of the farm.  

Having had a professional job not only meant we could buy the land, but we could afford to 

stock good animals.”  Judith and her husband now own forty acres outside of Austin, Texas.  

They make the most profit from their laying hens, and from lamb.  Judith is able to sell all 

her products at a friends’ on-farm market, where customers regularly come to buy raw milk.  

She and her husband mostly live off the farm now, though she occasionally does some 

consulting work, and he receives a retired military pension.  Judith’s goals have broadened 

since the early days.  “Now we really think not only about how we might manage our farm 

to improve the environment, but how we might produce food that’s really healthy for 

people,” she says.  “Plus there’s the community element, particularly the community that has 

formed between us and our customers, which is incredible, and means a lot to us.”  Judith 

seems accustomed to having to explain her decision to farm, and does so with audible 

strength and good humor.  “One of the things that has kept me in it, is that farming is 

incredibly intellectually challenging.  This sustainable agriculture is not grandpa’s farm – this 

is cutting edge science.  It’s challenging and it’s fascinating, and I have more intellectual 

debates with consultants in sustainable ag conferences than I ever had with fellow lawyers.” 

Judith completely left her legal practice three years ago, when she learned about a 

proposed policy concerning the National Animal Identification System (NAIS).  She 

founded the Farm and Ranch Freedom Alliance, a non-profit organization dedicated to 

representing non-corporate agriculture and animal owners primarily through lobbying in DC.  

“The animal ID policy would create a system in which most livestock farmers could not 

function,” Judith explains.  Her struggle against this policy continues, and the government 

plans have in fact shifted.  “I will stay active in this,” she says, “because I think 

environmental and health issues need to be protected by policy.  I try to focus upon 
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strengthening community among farmers, and on building support for sustainable 

agriculture on a policy level.”   

The Future 

Judith feels there are a significant number of people in her community struggling 

with the transition from having a day job to having a farm.  “Farming,” she explains, 

“especially organic farming, is labor intensive.  It really takes intense management, and that 

creates a struggle for a lot of the farmers we see.  Of course, there’s also the struggle we all 

deal with, of infrastructure issues.  For livestock farmers, the huge issue is the availability of 

processing plants.  Produce farmers who want to do value-added products usually run into 

commercial kitchen problems.” 

Judith feels that her reality depends in many ways upon the future actions of the 

Secretary of Agriculture and Under Secretaries.  “We really have two agricultural systems 

right now,” she says  “The industrial system we’ve had since WWII is based on all products 

being interchangeable commodities.  It doesn’t matter who does what where: the goal is lots 

and cheap, and agricultural production methods have nothing to do with the health of 

humans, animals, or their environment.  The other paradigm is that how you raise an animal 

makes enormous health differences, and that there are community ties.  It matters where, 

who, what, and when.”  Judith feels that national public support for sustainable agriculture is 

rapidly growing, but is still very small in terms of total numbers.  “If we had a truly 

functioning free market, with free flow of information, and active competition, I think that 

we’d see sustainable agriculture come to dominate in the next decade.  But instead, 

everything fits into the oligarchical model of agriculture, dominated by huge agribusiness.5  

‘Big ag’ can look to the government to squash their competition, however much they may 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 Agribusiness (or “Big Ag”) is a general term that refers to the various businesses involved in food production, but is often used 

negatively to refer to corporate farming. 
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talk about loving free markets.”  Using the example of her familiar concern, Judith explains, 

“NAIS was developed by big agribusiness.  The issue now is, what will Washington do with 

policies like it?  Until now, the government has only perpetuated the big agribusiness 

model.”xi 

 

JAIME DE ZEBULDIA 
Grows vegetables intensively on a ten-acre property in Marana, Arizona.  

 

  When they moved to Arizona in the late 1980s, Jaime De Zebuldia’s parents tended 

a small garden plot, though their background was not in farming.  Jaime entered the 

University of Arizona interested in Mollecular and Cellular biology, switched to Fine Arts 

after a year, “sensing [he] needed to get over the conflicting aspects of the two career paths,” 

decided to take some time off, and returned three years later, in 1998, to graduate in Civil 

Engineering.  Along the way, he had purchased a piece of property near where his parents 

lived in Marana, Arizona, as an investment for the future.  The property was vacant, without 

utilities, and previously agricultural, but relatively unaffected by the light and noise pollution 

of the city twenty miles away.  “Occasionally I’d wonder about growing things on it,” he 

recalls, “but I generally planned on rezoning, subdividing it, and turning it into a standard 

rural-suburban subdivision.”  He considered the property an investment, he says, “but one 

of dollars, not soil.” 

The Switch 

  When he left college, Jaime’s goal was to become a developer and make money in 

real estate ventures.  He has a strikingly intricate memory of his initial, mental steps towards 

farming.  “College allowed me to sharpen my capacity to think about problems from the 

outside inward,” he remembers.  “Once I began work, designing and managing the plan 
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approvals of residential subdivisions, and contributing to feasibility studies for various other 

residential and commercial developments, I began to understand how our cities are put 

together and the energy requirements and quantities of resources involved in building them.  

I applied that information to scales of magnitude, and began to rationalize that society 

realistically could not maintain it’s levels of growth unimpeded.”  This led him to think of 

everything in terms of net energy, and of how efficiently energy is used.  “Once you think 

that way,” Jaime explains, “the common denominator in all scenarios is farming, or more 

accurately, restoring community and soil health using the least energy intensive strategies 

possible.” 

The Reality 

  Jaime’s goal when he first started farming on his property was to do it full-time 

without having to augment his income with other forms of employment.  He sought to 

create an intensive, family-scale farm, with the minimal need for mechanized and liquid fuel 

dependent tools.  “Intensive farms are characterized by focusing many potential crops into 

as little space as possible,” he explains, “essentially maximizing the potential of every square 

foot of space.”  Of the ten acres he cultivates, Jaime owns five and his parents “almost” own 

the rest.  Together, they work the land using the permaculture concept of “zonation,” 

designed to concentrate the amount of energy expended and produced in those areas closest 

to the center of activity.  While constantly striving towards energy efficiency through 

intensive cultivation, Jaime has to acknowledge the increased constraints of the current 

financial and environmental situations.  “The bank will not accept squash in lieu of the 

mortgage payment,” he jokes dryly, “and property taxes never let up.  In order to maximize 

energy efficiency, and the amount of time spent close to the farm where energy inputs are 

necessary, I’ve found additional work that allows me to stay at home.” 



! 10!

The Future 

 Since he began his “experiment in small-scale regenerative agriculture systems,” Jaime 

feels that the opportunities for aspiring farmers have diminished.  “All of the current 

opportunities [for new farmers] have been created by local activists or non-profits that have 

scratched and clawed their way into existence.  In governments’ current form there is no up-

side to the idea of allowing multitudes to become economically independent of a system that 

depends on their income and real estate property taxes.  The profit motives and interests of 

corporations are protected through the use of the legal system and lobbyists.  Not to 

mention, some of these corporations are working towards owning the rights to produce 

food and seed, further controlling the general population.”  Jaime considers himself to be an 

optimist, yet one who’s realistic about the challenges we face.  His principles have never 

faltered.  “If I had the breadth of knowledge that I have now going into my last year of 

school, I wouldn’t view a career in business as having more of a future than farming.” he 

says, “I would do the same thing I’ve done, with a great feeling of urgency.”xii 

 

VERENA WIELOCH  
Runs a five-acre non-profit vegetable farm in Concord, Massachusetts. 

 

Verena Wieloch’s grandfather was a Massachusetts dairy farmer whose dairy closed 

in the 1950s.  Her father was an intensive gardener, and grew most of the vegetables for her 

childhood meals, though she admits to hating the veggies as a kid.  After graduating from the 

University of Pittsburgh with a degree in Philosophy, Political Science and Economics, she 

moved to Boston and worked in high tech as a Unix and database administrator.  She wasn’t 

happy in her career, left the job, sold her condo, and wasn’t sure what to do next.   
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The Switch 

“I took a year off,” she says, “and to save some money, took a six-hour a week job at 

a CSA in exchange for free vegetables.”  She had always cooked a lot, and she loved the 

work.  At the end of the season, she told the farmer that she was interested in helping him 

again the next year, but wasn't yet sure where she’d be working.  He mentioned he was 

looking for full time crew, and just like that, she decided to commit.  “I went from an 

$80,000 a year job to making $8 an hour seasonal,” she says.  “And I consider it basically 

dumb luck that put me there!”   

The Reality 

Verena now leases five acres from the City of Concord, Massachusetts, where she 

grows produce for hunger relief – pantries and meal programs – within twenty miles of the 

farm.  Most of the farm work is done by volunteers, whether kids, adults with disabilities, 

boy scouts, juvenile offenders, or elderly community members.  “I have a small crew to 

manage all the work, and we do lots of hand work.  We have very little machinery,” she says.  

“And with that we produce 22,000 pounds of produce every year."  Verena is confident of 

the enormous impact the farm has on her community.  “There are thirty active farms in 

Concord, and my tiny farm gets a visit from every third grader in town,” she says.  “We get a 

significant number of high school students volunteering every spring and summer.  And the 

local meal program saves $12,000 every year because of the fresh produce that we donate.  

We get fresh produce into the hands of those who never see it otherwise, and give people 

the rare opportunity to do tangible, creative, and productive work, in an ad-free non-

consumerist place.  I believe we open up people's minds to the importance of the ground 

beneath their feet and the food they put in their mouths.  We hope to teach people the value 

of labor, rather than adhering to the history of disregard we have for those who work with 
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their hands.”   

Verena’s original ambitions on her farm were to “Learn, learn, learn, and learn.  And 

not starve, and not lose my housing!”  She says that keeping herself out of debt was a huge 

challenge, because the starting wage was so low.  Now that her farm has developed, Verena 

says she is “very driven by building community and drawing more people into farming - 

either as a career or a citizen/consumer.”  She’s become interested in local politics and 

policy building, and in getting involved in the town agricultural commission.  She plans to 

take on speaking opportunities about the role of educational farms.  “I see myself as a public 

representative of who farmers are and can be,” Verena says, “and I’m working to change 

that image of a farmer as an old guy, with the overalls, pitchfork, straw hat, plaid shirt.  I see 

my role, other than as a community builder, as someone who can help drive policy change 

from the ground up, educating otherwise uninterested people through hands-on work about 

why food policy and agricultural policy is important and should be changed.” 

The Future 

Verena describes Eastern Massachusetts as having a very well established community 

of new, young farmers.  “At our local CRAFT6 meetings, we regularly get ten to twenty 

farms, or about fifty people, in attendance,” she explains.  “There's a wide variety of farms, 

from educational to charitable to market farms to restaurant growers.  It's a great place to 

learn and incubate new farmers.”  When it comes to starting one’s own farm, however, 

Verena returns to finances.  “Wage is a huge issue where I am,” she says.  “I have had so 

many talented, smart young people come through, crew for one year, and then tell me that 

they can't make it on $8 an hour.  I think lots of people are interested in and willing to farm, 

but the pay is just an embarrassment.  I would like to see a government program to reduce 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 The Collaborative Regional Alliance for Farming Training, or CRAFT, is a cooperative effort of local organic and biodynamic farms 

in the Hudson Valley, Pioneer Valley, and Berkshires, organized to enhance educational opportunities for farm interns. 
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student loans or help with housing if young graduates agree to crew for a couple of years.”  

Still, Verena believes there's much more opportunity and public support for young farmers 

now than there was twenty years ago.  “There's land to be had for the asking,” she says, “and 

since organic is so popular now there's an endless market of customers.  The climate and 

existing network of support really favors success.  There are networks of places, established 

just in the last fifteen to twenty years, like NESFP7 and CRAFT and NOFA8, where you can 

learn anything you need to learn.”xiii  

 

ADAM MONTRI 
Farms with his wife (and daughter) on two acres in Bath, Michigan. 

 

Like many parents of people his age, in their late 20s and early 30s, Adam’s parents 

both grew up on farms.  His Mom remembers picking strawberries with her mother and 

sisters in the summer, and his Dad grew up on a 300-acre potato farm in Southeastern 

Michigan, where the potatoes were grown for Detroit-based Frito-Fay and Better-Made.  

“And like many parents of people my age,” Adam acknowledges, “they worked incredibly 

hard to get off the farm so that their children wouldn’t have to grow up working like they 

did.”  Adam studied English at Michigan State University (MSU), and graduated with plans 

to become a high school teacher. Awaiting the fruition of these plans, he initially began 

working at a National Park in Montana.  His path from there to farming led gradually from 

his initial belief that gardening was something you did on the weekends.  “I knew that food 

was grown, and we usually had patio tomatoes and herbs at my parent’s house,” he 

remembers, “but I never thought that it was a career.”  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 The New Entry Sustainable Farming Program, or NESFP, is a training and technical assistance program for immigrants and refugees 

to help build a new generation of farmers in Massachusetts. 
8 The Northeast Organic Farming Association, or NOFA, is a non-profit organization of farmers, gardeners, and consumers working to 

promote healthy food, organic farming practices, and a cleaner environment. 
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The Spark 

When a friend of his from MSU began working at a plant nursery in California, 

Adam realized for the first time that working with plants might be a viable career option.  He 

returned to MSU to study Horticulture, ostensibly to pursue landscape design.  A course in 

Greenhouse Design and Management led him to participate in the construction of three 

hoophouses9 at the MSU Student Organic Farm (SOF).  He continued to volunteer at the 

SOF and eventually completed a paid internship, moved on to work in the hoophouses in 

the Horticulture Farm while doing graduate work at Penn State (PSU).  Following his 

graduation from PSU, he worked on farms with his wife, Dru, through the WWOOF10 

program.  They spent five months farming in Wisconsin, New Mexico, Arizona, and 

California.   

The Reality 

Adam and Dru started their own farm just six months ago, hoping to provide a 

healthy source of food for their community’s and their own consumption.  “We wanted to 

put into use what we had seen and learned in the years leading up to our farm.”  They own 

two acres in Bath, Michigan, where they’re growing vegetables year-round in hoophouses, as 

well as raising chickens.  They sell most of their produce and eggs on farm.  Otherwise, 

Adam’s parents babysit each week for Adam and Dru’s daughter, and then deliver produce 

to a few other areas based on the orders Dru receives and organizes.  Adam also intends to 

donate a portion of his annual harvest to America’s Grow-A-Row11 program.  In addition to 

farming and parenting, Adam works part-time in the Horticulture Department at MSU and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 A hoophouse is an unheated, low-cost structure that works like a greenhouse to keep temperatures higher in cold climates. 
10 World Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms, or WWOOF, is a network that links people who want to volunteer on organic farms 

or smallholdings with farmers who are looking for volunteer help. 
11 America’s Grow-a-Row program organizes the donation of healthy, local produce to those in need. 
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with Michigan Food and Farming Systems, and Dru manages the Michigan Farmers Market 

Association while pursuing a PhD.  “It’s very important to us to be a part of the community 

we live in and to work closely with the farmers in our area,” Adam adds.  “We really hope to 

share what we know from our jobs and farming experiences, and to learn from other farmers 

in our area with much more experience than we have.” 

Adam describes his farm as providing a year-round source of fresh, healthy, locally 

grown food, in an ecologically responsible, socially just, and economically viable way.  

“Growing food that we are proud of is very important to us,” Adam mentions.  “And our 

farm is important.  The southern part of our township is newly constructed subdivisions 

while the mid and northern parts are still rural and agricultural.  I think that our farm helps 

keep rural landscapes viable while providing services (such as healthy, available, fresh food) 

to the entire community.”  Adam and Dru have been encouraged by the growing market 

demand for fresh, healthy food, directly sold from local farmers, and by the continued 

success of food-related non-fiction books and articles in the popular press.  Their local 

farming community is strong and supportive.  “There are a handful of farmers in our area 

that are growing vegetables year-round,” he says, “and there are also beef, goat, and 

agronomic farmers in our immediate township.”  The sizes of the farms nearby range from a 

few acres to multiple hundreds of acres.  “We know some people that have taken our path,” 

Adam says, referring to the recent establishment of small farms in the area, “but most of 

them came from already established careers, where they were able to acquire the capital to 

invest up front.  Both Dru and I are basically in our first ‘career’ positions and are running 

our farm at the same time.”  Rather than dwell on the difficulties, Adam seems to enjoy the 

challenge.  “It's tons of fun and always keeps us on our toes!” he says. 
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The Future 

Adam feels that there are a number of great opportunities for young people to start 

farming.  “It is not easy and we do not have a romanticized vision that farming will serve as 

our sole source of income at the current time.  But there are numerous agricultural training 

facilities that make accessing farming an option.  Apprenticeship programs around the 

country, university student farms, and federal dollars from the 2008 Farm Bill are certainly 

available to help work with and provide opportunities for new and beginning farmers.”xiv
 

 

DEVIN FOOTE 
Will work this year on a 9-acre non-profit farm in Beacon, New York. 

 

  Devin Foote comes from a family of Oldsmobile factory workers in Lansing, 

Michigan.  His cousins were hog and dairy farmers who lived about a mile away from his 

parents’ place, and his neighbors grew wheat, corn, soy, and alfalfa on a 4,000-acre 

commodity farm.    His parents always had a garden, and when he was a teenager they raised 

a few pigs and cows, mainly as an experiment under his brother's direction.  Devin entered 

Hope College, in Hollan, Michigan, on a football scholarship, and went from an interest in 

Earth Sciences to a focus on Environmental Ethics, after reading the work of Wendell Berry 

and Wes Jackson.  He moved back home to attend Michigan State University (MSU) for 

financial reasons, and spent his last two years studying Human Biology.   

The Spark 

  On a trip to Nicaragua during his college years, Devin first witnessed severe 

malnutrition.  “Recalling my time with family farmers in Michigan,” he says, “I began piecing 

together the messy system of food policy.  I realized that the only way I could understand 

the root causes of hunger and poverty in America and the World, was to start where the 
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basic needs begin to be met, in agriculture.  I still firmly believe that in order to understand 

the plight of the majority of the world’s poor, you must first understand their occupations.”  

While a student at Michigan State University (MSU), Devin worked on the MSU Student 

Organic Farm (SOF), participating in the growing food for more than eighty families on a 

year-round basis.  Through his involvement with the SOF, he was able to work with 

agronomists from Africa, Latin America and Europe.  “The training that was provided at 

MSU in Organic Agriculture I don’t believe can be found anywhere else,” he says.  He began 

working at a local CSA farm, and interned at the Michigan Institute for Food and Farming 

Systems, focusing on regional food systems, and lobbying local and state officials on health, 

hunger, and nutrition. He also became a homeless case manger for the American Red Cross, 

working directly with families affected by job loss, eviction and hunger.  After graduating 

from MSU, Devin traveled in Central America, and continued to gain technical experience.  

“I kept building relationships with peasant and U.S. farming families,” he explains, “and 

continued to improve my understanding of the problems facing their communities.”  

The Reality 

  This past year, Devin apprenticed under long-time farmer, writer, and poet Scott 

Chaskey at Quail Hill Farm, an organic 30-acre farm that serves a 250-member CSA, 

farmer's market, school garden, restaurant garden, and food pantry.  Devin plans to spend 

2009 as the farmer on a non-profit farm in Beacon, New York.  He has come to feel that the 

most important aspect of his farm work is in facilitating connections: in connecting elders, 

families, and children to where their food comes from, and seeing them make personal 

connections between food and culture, identity, and place.  His position in Beacon will 

introduce him to the non-profit farm’s 130-share CSA, as well as two farmers markets and a 

food pantry.  Devin is currently interning with the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy 
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in Minneapolis, Minnesota, through the Food and Society Policy Fellowship program.  He is 

learning how effective policy is created, and strategically implemented, at a local, state, 

national, and international level.  He plans to remain engaged in local food security efforts 

while farming in Beacon this coming growing season.  “Policy, I've come to find, is the main 

driver in many global agricultural issues,” he says, “and particularly the US Farm Policy, as it 

has set the precedence for global food policy.”   

The Future 

  Devin feels there is more opportunity now than ever before for young people to gain 

access to the tools to learn how to farm, specifically for those from non-farming 

backgrounds.  “Places like Michigan State and UC Santa Cruz have developed programs for 

educating young farmers,” he mentions.  “Some institutions are working on farmer transition 

programs from old to young.  Particularly with Obama, we're looking for a new Rural 

Initiative in America, to build a strong agricultural and rural community.”  He acknowledges 

that life is difficult for young farmers in America, who embark upon their career knowing 

full well that they'll be subject to commodity markets and long hours of little pay.  “You ask 

an old farmer why he does it and more times than not they'll say: ‘the lifestyle,’” Devin 

explains.  “Their sense of ownership and community with the land and with family is hard to 

relay to a young person who is easily disillusioned by it.  I know a lot of young passionate 

people who like the idea of farming, but in this culture, there is little incentive to gain real 

farming knowledge and experience.”xv  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

While agricultural education programs and farming opportunities may be increasing 

in number and variety, particularly on the East and West Coasts, the concrete incentives for 
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young people to begin farming remain few and far between.  Even those farmers who start 

off with significant capital often struggle to make ends meet.  Aspiring farmers face the 

prospect of several years’ training on $200 to $250 per 50-hour workweek.  Yet farming has 

evolved into a business venture “with the same demands as other branches of 

entrepreneurship.”  To think otherwise is “to undermine the skill levels of its successful 

participants.”xvi  Small-scale farming requires immense economic, scientific, and political 

knowledge, beyond physical strength and experience.  The efficient use of energy in land 

cultivation must balance with economic profitability.  The yields and price of farm products 

must coordinate with local demand, market availability, and relative consumer income.  The 

implementation of ever-developing “sustainable” methods of cultivation requires an 

understanding of one’s local soil and climate, of the plant species native to one’s region, and 

of local, organic means of fertilizer and pest resistance.  Perhaps most importantly, small 

farmers are dependent upon the potential benefits of national and local agricultural policies.  

They must be aware of policy initiatives and proposals, and work to represent their 

undervalued demographic.  Most of the farmers consulted for this study believe that policy 

change is the only way their work will be economically sustainable in the future.  As long as 

federal and state policies primarily support large, industrial commodity production, the 

struggle of the movement for sustainable agriculture - to create small, diversified farms 

across the country, and to develop a strong, localized, sustainable food system - will achieve 

little lasting change. 

The five farmers highlighted earlier refer to their concern for policies related to 

everything from agricultural infrastructure to human health, from student loans to 

farmworker wages.  Their criticisms of the current food system address the oligarchical 

system of agriculture, agribusinesses’ bullying control of government, and large corporations’ 
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potential control of seeds and food production.  Their national priorities range from 

defeating specific proposals to convincing the government to create an entirely alternative 

agricultural system that places value in how vegetables are grown, how animals are raised, 

and how communities are tied together.  On first glance, these views and demands of 

agricultural policy may seem disparate and idealistic.  However determined small farmers 

may be, regardless of the urgency they may feel, it his hard to imagine them organizing 

together across the nation and calling for the change they envision.   

But off course, such farmers are not alone.  They are part of a much larger, very 

active community. 

According to Canadian professor Rima Wilkes, a specialist in collective action, the 

four criteria of a social movement include a purposeful political challenge, multiple instances 

of collective action with non-institutional tactics, the role of social movement organizations 

and networks, and collective identity.xvii  The movement for sustainable agriculture is 

populated not only by small farmers across the country, but by consumers who buy farm 

products from farmers’ markets and CSAs, restaurants who source directly and develop 

seasonal menus, backyard gardeners young and old, urban purveyors of local farm products, 

distributors working specifically with local producers, organizers enforcing food justice, 

planners making space for urban agriculture, journalists spreading new related research and 

statistics, authors publishing books on the joys of gardening and cooking (or the evils of 

industrial agriculture, fast food, and corn-based ethanol), hunger relief organizations that 

receive donations of healthy food, and hospitals that have realized the benefits of providing 

their patients with fresh produce.  The movement has identified it’s (many) concerns in the 

policies of the omnibus legislation known as the Farm Bill.  Its collective actions have 

included protests against Monsanto and other agribusiness corporations,xviii the occupation 
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of vacant urban land for food production, boycotts of fast food corporations,xix and marches 

for fair treatment and compensation for farm workers.xx  In New York City alone, dozens of 

organizations and networks currently connect regional supporters of the movement through 

open meetings, listservs, newsletters, blogs, potluck gatherings, and fundraisers.   

The formation of a collective identity is perhaps the most difficult criteria for this 

movement to achieve.  It must include every race, age, and accent in the United States. It 

must include those who most highly value the freshness of their food or their food source 

vicinity, organic production or fair wages for farm workers, the affordability of healthy food, 

or personal diets that prevent diabetes and heart disease.  It must include people who 

consider the movement for sustainable agriculture to be an environmental movement, a 

movement against corporate control, a movement towards national security, or a struggle for 

a disappearing community and lifestyle.  The collective unity of this movement has emerged 

in the terms of what it is against, but a productive, collective identity will remain illusive until 

there is someone, with power, that it supports.  Until a leader of the movement is elected 

into that power, in Washington, the community around sustainable agriculture will most 

likely continue to passionately and locally organize and act, but without the powerful, 

national cohesion needed to make it’s many voices heard.  Even as the global peasant 

movement12 has gained leaders in Brazil, India, and Italy, the “peasant” movement in the 

United States has yet to rally behind any one able representative. 

 The time is now.  Every farmer consulted for this work considers him or herself 

engaged in a push for change that they feel is sweeping across the country.  The challenges 

of their lives are not to be underestimated, but neither is their astonishing dedication to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 La Via Campesina is an international movement of peasants, small- and medium-sized producers, landless, rural women, indigenous 

people, rural youth and agricultural workers, working to develop solidarity and unity among small farmer organizations in order to 

promote gender parity and social justice in fair economic relations; the preservation of land, water, seeds and other natural resources; 

food sovereignty; and sustainable agricultural production based on small and medium-sized producers. 
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sustainably cultivating the land.  Not a single one of them regrets their decision to start 

farming.  The government may not have valued small farmers for the last seventy-five years, 

but their value to the population is being proclaimed through writing, organizing, buying, 

and eating throughout the nation.  Small farmers, young and old, have taken strength and 

inspiration from the emergence of a supportive, national community.  And as they gain 

ground, so will their supporters.  Together, they need only a political leader, for the 

“success” of this movement to be all but inevitable. . 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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