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1. Introduction

Congratulations on taking the first step toward realizing your dream of
becoming an organic farmer! Perhaps you’'ve imagined what it would
be like to abandon your cubicle for a greenhouse, swap your briefcase
for a tractor, and trade your city-dwelling lifestyle for a simpler, more
rural existence. Or maybe your goal is to improve the urban commu-
nity in which you live by supplying healthy, organic products for a
population that has limited access. Whatever your motivation, popular
books such as Michael Pollan’s The Omnivore’s Dilemma and documen-
taries such as “Food, Inc.” have helped to fuel a mainstream movement
toward eating consciously and buying local. This is good news for the
prospective farmer since it has also created an increased demand for
organics. For those with a passion for sustainable living, the constitu-
tion for physically demanding work, and a genuine desire to serve their
local community, organic farming is poised for enormous growth.

One key to a successful transition into organic farming is to arm your-
self with the facts, the skills, and the advice of those who have already
traveled the path you are beginning. The FabJob Guide to Become an Or-
ganic Farmer is designed to be your guide along this path toward start-
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ing your own small farm and to help you avoid the potential pitfalls
along the way.

In this guide, you will learn the requirements for organic certification,
what to look for when purchasing farmland, and how and where or-
ganic farmers market what they produce. You will also gain an under-
standing of how to leverage your existing skills and experience to tap
into a niche market, how to develop new skills to improve your chances
for success, and where to find the resources you need to help you be-
come not only a successful entrepreneur, but also a good steward of the
land with an understanding of the importance of biodiversity. So let’s
get started!

1.1 A Growth Industry

There has never been a better time to become an organic farmer be-
cause, according to the United States Department of Agriculture, or-
ganic farming “has been one of the fastest growing segments of U.S.
agriculture for over a decade” (www.ers.usda.gov/Data/Organic). In
fact, the USDA’s 2008 Organic Survey data on organic farming and U.S.
economic census data show that the number of organic farming opera-
tions nearly quadrupled in the sixteen-year period between 1992 and
2008: from under 4,000 in 1992 to almost 15,000 by 2008.

Today’s organic farms are also doing well financially. More than 4,000
of U.S. organic farms earned $100,000 or more in annual revenues in
2008. Fully one-quarter of those earned $500,000 or more that year.
Globally, the value of organic sales recently surpassed the $50 billion
mark, more than double 2003 worldwide revenues of $25 billion. Total

organic sales revenues in the U.S. alone now equals the worldwide total
for 2003, $25 billion.

In Canada, the development of organic farming has shown a similar
pattern. The number of organic farms grew by nearly 200% from 1992
through 2008, and has stabilized at just under 4,000. According to Agri-
culture and Agri-Food Canada, “organic food consumption [has been]
developing at a faster rate than production” in recent years (http://
www4.agr.gc.ca/AAFC-AAC/display-afficher.do?id=1183748510661&
lang=eng), suggesting lots of opportunity for new organic farmers in
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Canada. Organic food sales in Canada are currently estimated at about
$2 billion.

An article at the Mother Nature Network website says, “Today, 45 per-
cent of U.S. corn and 85 percent of U.S. soybeans are genetically en-
gineered, and it’s estimated that 70 to 75 percent of processed foods
on grocery store shelves contain genetically engineered ingredients.”

(Source: www.mnn.com/green-tech/research-innovations/photos/12-
bizarre-examples-of-genetic-engineering/mad-science?hpt=Sbin)

Regulatory Trends

Regulatory trends in North America indicate ongoing government rec-
ognition and support of this booming industry. In 2008, the U.S. Gov-
ernment introduced a number of new measures into the Food, Conserva-
tion, and Energy Act of 2008 (2008 Farm Act) to encourage organic farm-
ing practices. Among the new legislative additions are the certification
cost-share program, organic conversion assistance and crop insurance
fairness provisions. All of these initiatives are designed to help make
things easier for anyone thinking of starting or transitioning into or-
ganic farming. In Canada, federal and provincial governments offer a
number of similar initiatives for organic farmers, as well as overseeing
organic certification standards.

Consumer Trends

One consumer trend that represents good news for organic farmers is
that organic food sales are the fastest growing sector in U.S. food sales.
According to the Organic Trade Association’s (OTA) 2010 Organic In-
dustry Survey, growth in sales of organic foods actually outpaced sales
of conventionally grown foods in 2009 despite the economic downturn.
Organic food sales grew by more than 5% in 2009 compared to a 1.6%
growth in conventional food sales.

Fruit and vegetable sales represented almost half the total organic food
sales of $25.5 billion, followed by dairy, breads and grains, and pre-
pared foods. Meat, poultry and fish sales represented one of the small-
est segments of organic food revenues. The survey also found increases
in revenues in organic textiles, pet foods, household cleaners and flow-
ers over 2005 revenues.
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Interestingly, though perhaps not surprisingly, the Baby Boomer gen-
eration has been one of the segments of the population most open to
purchasing healthier, organic products. According to an informal, on-
line survey conducted in June 2010 by Whole Foods Market, one of the
largest retailers of organic products in North America, 54% of Boom-
ers buy more organic today than ever before. Most of this population
segment are increasingly concerned about fats and cholesterol in their
diets, as well as growth hormones and antibiotics added to dairy and
meat products. Almost 75% also expressed their preference for organic
produce given prices comparable to more conventionally grown pro-
duce.

Another important trend identified by the OTA survey is that consum-
ers still purchased the bulk of their organic foods and other products
through “mass market channels”, including retailers, club stores and
conventional grocery stores. The market share of these types of out-
lets has increased steadily since 2005. Smaller market channels such as
farmers’ markets, co-ops, community based agriculture, etc., sold about
8% of the total organic foods in 2009.

1.2 Owning an Organic Farm

1.2.1 Products

Organic farms come in many sizes and produce a variety of items,
both plant- and animal-based. In addition to marketing farm-produced
products direct to customers through farmer’s markets, roadside
stands, on-farm stores, farm co-ops, and community supported agricul-
ture programs (CSAs), many organic farmers supply local restaurants
with seasonal produce, meats, or eggs.

The following list represents some of the most typical farm-produced
organic products:

* Vegetables (including heirloom varieties)
¢ Fruits (including popular u-pick items like berries or pumpkins)
» Herbs (dried, fresh, or medicinal)

o Potted or cut flowers
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 Vegetable seeds, seedlings, and plants for home gardeners
 Christmas trees and wreaths

¢ Grains including wheat or corn

» Hay or straw

¢ Dairy products (including cow’s or goat’s milk and farmstead
cheeses)

* Eggs

* Meats, livestock, and poultry (including heritage varieties)
» Honey and beeswax products

» Wool and other fibers

o Compost

* Specialty products made with farm-grown ingredients (including
soaps, jams, syrups, salsas, or baked goods)

1.2.2 Services

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) Programs

In addition to offering farm-grown or made items for sale at traditional
farmer’s markets and roadside stands, there is a growing trend toward
building Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) programs. CSAs
give local residents a stake in the success of your farming operation,
and benefit the farmer as well as the community by providing up-front
working capital.

Running a CSA typically involves an added level of service for your
weekly customers, including dividing and boxing the shares for mem-
bers. Most CSA’s require subscribers to pick up their shares, but others
also offer a delivery service option within their local region. You may
choose to charge extra for delivery, or incorporate it into the standard
share fee. Remember to factor in the cost of fuel for transport to drop-
off points in addition to the value of your time or cost to hire someone
for this task.
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Educational Programs

Educational programs are another value-added service you may choose
to offer to the community. Formal lecture or hands-on experiential pro-
grams on home composting, organic gardening, or cooking with sea-
sonal ingredients, for example, may be offered if your farm is set up for
it. These programs might be provided for free in order to attract cus-
tomers and increase your farm’s brand visibility, or you might choose
to charge a small fee for attendance.

Additional Services or Attractions

One of our experts, Roz Ressner of Earth Friendly Organic Farm, runs a
bed & breakfast on her property, which is complementary to her farm-
ing business. Guests often take advantage of the farm’s u-pick offerings
during their stay as well. Consider seasonal activities for which you
might charge an additional fee, such as a corn maze or hay rides during
the Halloween season.

Some farms provide temporary or permanent refuge for homeless or
abused farm animals. See Lavender Dreams Farm and Donkey Rescue
(www.lavenderdreamsfarm.net), GB & K Farm (http://gbkfarm.com/
products.aspx) and Ash Haven Farm (www.ashhavenfarm.com) for
great examples of how a few families have successfully incorporated
their love of animals and passion for animal rescue into their farming
experience. In addition to doing a great kindness, this can attract visi-
tors with young children, scout troops, or local students interested in
learning about the animals.

There are any number of creative ways you can use add-on services
both to attract customers to your farm, and to make a positive impact
on your community — consider ways you can use the skills, interests,
talents, and contacts you've already developed throughout your non-
farming career.

1.3 Benefits of Being an Organic Farm Owner
There are many reasons why organic farming continues to grow in pop-

ularity as a hobby, as a business enterprise, and as a way of life. Some of
the benefits include:
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Creating a Sustainable Community

Many organic farmers are drawn to the industry because they have a
sincere desire to use their management and people skills to build co-
operative relationships. They seek to contribute to their communities
and make a lasting impact not only on the health of their families and
neighbors, but the health of the land and animals with which they are
entrusted. Organic farming can be extremely satisfying in this regard
since you can see the immediate and measurable results of your work
each growing season. As you build trust within the community, you
have the opportunity not only to create a thriving business, but to edu-
cate the public about how organic principles benefit them personally,
and positively impact the environment by limiting the need to ship
products long distances and cutting down on fuel consumption. It is a
tangible way of making a difference not only in your way of life, but in
the local and global community.

“Organic farmers are the heroes of the 21st Century, leading the next
wave of human innovation that moves us away from 10,000 years of
exploitation toward responsible stewardship of the planet and its in-
habitants.”
—  Derek Denckla,
President, Founder, FarmCity.us
and Chair, SlowMoneyNYC.org

Independence

While farming represents a true interdependence with the natural
world, many farmers are also drawn to the freedom this type of enter-
prise can represent. The freedom to choose the types of crops you grow,
the size of the operation you want to manage, and the people you want
to work with are additional benefits of starting your own organic farm.
In addition, being able to produce most of the foods your own fam-
ily eats not only cuts back on grocery costs, but also allows you more
control over your food — you know exactly what went into producing it
every step of the way and where it came from.

As an organic farmer, you also have the freedom to choose a niche that

you have a particular interest in — for example, you might consider a u-
pick operation or offering educational programs for local school groups
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if you have a desire for regular interaction with the public or like work-
ing with children. The options are unlimited.

Some organic farmers seek an even greater level of independence and
choose to live completely “off the grid”, providing all or some of their
own energy to sustain the farm using eco-friendly options, including
solar.

Challenge and Variety

Because they work with many different types of people, a variety of
crops requiring a diverse knowledge base, deal with unpredictable
weather patterns and pests, seasonal responsibilities, and uncertain
harvests, organic farmers have the unique challenge of keeping up with
a lot of different sources of information — and getting by on very little
sleep! Creating a viable business requires an understanding of market-
ing and emerging trends, a talent for sales, and a tolerance for long
work days and physically demanding challenges.

To run a successful farm, you must be prepared to wear many hats. Ac-
cording to Chris Sawyer, co-partner at Jake’s Farm in North Carolina,
a successful small farmer “must be proficient in carpentry, plumbing,
electricity, insect and disease controls, and above all be a salesman and
enjoy the public.” To some this may seem overwhelming, but it can also
be a rewarding endeavor that constantly presents new learning oppor-
tunities if you have the flexibility and desire to challenge yourself.

1.4 Inside This Guide

The FabJob Guide to Become an Organic Farmer will take you step-by-step
through the process of transitioning from employee to business owner,
from how organic farmers produce and sell their crops, to finding re-
sources to meet your educational and practical needs. The guide is ar-
ranged as follows:

Once you understand the basics of what an organic farmer does, Chap-
ter 2 (“Getting Ready”) will help you discover the many opportunities,
both formal and informal, that exist for learning and practicing the
skills you'll need to be a successful organic farmer. This chapter covers
suggested areas of study for those interested in pursuing an agricul-
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tural degree or certificate program, as well as business courses. You will
also discover how to find valuable internship and volunteer programs
that provide hands-on experiential learning opportunities and an un-
derstanding of organic farming fundamentals, as well as resources for
conducting your own research.

Chapter 3 (“Starting Your Organic Farm”) will walk you step-by-step
through the process of deciding what type of farm is right for you. We’ll
cover urban and traditional farms, various potential niche areas such
as produce, animal products, and alternative crops, as well as the pros
and cons of building your farm from scratch versus taking over an ex-
isting farm. This chapter also details how to write a business plan, and
the essentials of budgeting, financing, and setting up the right business
structure for your individual needs.

Chapter 4 (“Setting Up Your Organic Farm”) offers the practical infor-
mation you need to actually locate and purchase farmland, identify
your equipment needs, and set up a successful on-farm store, CSA, and
farmer’s market stall. You’'ll also learn tips and tricks for setting up a
produce display that attracts customers.

Starting a new farm venture can be exciting, but it can also be over-
whelming if you aren’t informed about the selling end of the process.
Chapter 5 (“Sales Operations and Finances”) takes you into the day-to-day
challenge of running your direct market and wholesale sales operations
once your farm is up and running. It explains how to develop a proce-
dures manual, and covers inventory management, financial manage-
ment and pricing, and working effectively with staff and customers.

You don’t need a degree in marketing or a big publicity budget to attract
business. Chapter 6 (“Getting and Keeping Customers”) offers lots of ideas
on how to reach out to your local customer base. There are many free
and low cost options for designing and hosting your web site, and writ-
ing and distributing press releases — this chapter will show you where
to find them.

Throughout the guide, you will also find relevant practical advice from
organic farming experts with backgrounds in many different areas from
growing to marketing, and with experience in both rural and urban
farming environments. By following the steps in this guide, you will be
well on your way to living your dream — operating your own successful
organic farm.
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