PROFILES IN SUSTAINABLE
AGRICULTURE

Loon Organics

Minnesota Institute of Sustainable Agriculture

SOUASH /PURPLE §

BASH .'1'4' L= a4




ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Author
Sarah Stai, EcoSmith Consulting

Profiled Farmers
Laura Frerichs and Adam Cullip, Loon Organics

Project Team Members

Beth Nelson, Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture

Jan Joannides, Renewing the Countryside

Tim Arlt, University of Minnesota Extension Small Farm Team
Betsy Wieland, University of Minnesota Extension Small Farm Team
Wayne Martin, University of Minnesota Extension Small Farm Team
Nick Olson, Land Stewardship Project

Reviewers

Jody Lenz, Threshing Table Farm
Heather Smith, Smith Gardens
Greg Reynolds, Riverbend Farm

Photo and Video Credits

Megan Hines and Meredith Hart, Renewing the Countryside
Sarah Stai, EcoSmith Consulting

Laura Frerichs and Adam Cullip, Loon Organics

Web Design
Jane Grimsbo Jewett, Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture
Brett Olson, Renewing the Countryside

Funding
Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture

ra L
(M SA‘ S n— ' EcoSmith
e Consulting

Copyright 2010, Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture.

Additional copies of this item may be ordered from the Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture,
411 Borlaug Hall, 1991 Upper Buford Circle, St. Paul, MN 55108, email: misamail@umn.edu; phone:
612-625-8235 or 800-909-6472. Also available in full text online at: www.misa.umn.edu

The information given is for educational purposes only. Reference to commercial products or trade
names is made with the understanding that no discrimination is intended and no endorsement by the
Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture is implied.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

o =] - T =N 1
Y ] 1 o 3
Qo o 1¥ T o e o N 4
ASSESSING AN PIANNING ...cceeeeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiitieeeessesssssiseeesssesssssssssssssssssssssssteeeesssnsnnssssssssssssssssssessssssnnnnnsssssssssss 5
L= A 0T 5T = o PP 5
[ TaTe KT oY o 1T =] o ol PRSP 5
LYo = U ¢ T o T SRR 7

[T Yo [ Yol o [V 1111 o o [P PPPPURN

Farm Description.....cccccciiiieenniiiiinnniniienniniiieeenn
Business Plan/Whole Farm Planning ....
INfrastructure......cccceeeeeereeeeneeeneeenneenens

EQUIPIMENT ..iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiniininneeistiessesssiiesssssssieesssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssseesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssansssssssanns
o T Lot o T PPN 22
Production Models and Methods ........ccciiiiiiiiiiiiieeeiiniiiiiiiiiiieieeeeeeeessssessititeeeeessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnnnnnsss 22
Field Production .........cccceeueeee.
Hoop House Production
Harvest, Handling, and PACKiNG .........cuuiiiiiiiiie ettt et e e st e st e e st e e s enaa e e e snaaeesnnaeeeennseeeeennees 31
SUSEAINADIE PracCtiCes cuuuuuurriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiitieiisseeiesstttteeeeessesnnsssssssssssssssseeseeesssnnssssssssssssssssssssssssssnnnnnnssssssssss 33
LY 1SR 33
(6003V7=T gl O o] o ST T PP TP PP PP PPPPPP 35
o= o A1 2T Y-SR 36
2001 =1 4 0] |- T O PO S O PP PPPPPPPPPPPPRPPRE 37
[ F=1= 1 A [0 o T T O PP PPPPPPPPPPPPRS 37
2 TTo Yo LAV Z=T Y1 A PP PPPPRN 38
CrOP YIEIAS ..uiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeiiiieiesiiiitseeeeeeeennssassssssssesserseesessssssnsssssssssssssssssseeesssnnnnnssssssssssssssssssssssssnnnnnssssssssnnss 39
Management and MaArketing .......ccceveeeeeeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiireeeissssssssteeesssnnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnnnnssssssssssssssssnnnns 41
Farm Management/OPeratioNs........ccccccceeeererrcnneeeeeeeeeeeteeteeeeeessssssssssnsseessseseessssssssssssssssssssnsssssssssssssessssssssssnns 41
MaArketing IMOAEIS.....ccciiiiiiieeeeiiiiiiiiiieiiiieeeeeereneeeessssssesesssasesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssesssnnssssssssssssssssssssssssssnnnnnnnsss 44
S A ettt ettt ettt et e e et t—e e e e ——eeea———eeitteeeaa—teteaa——eeeaanttteeanteteeaan—tteeinteeeeannteteeaateeeeanteeeeaatreeeaaareeeanrreaaan 45
[ 1 00 T AV = 1 = SRS OUPR 46
ThE Farm BUSINESS ...cccieiieieeenneniiiiiiiiiiiiinteeeenmsssssssssssssssssssessssssnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssnssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnnsssssssssssss 47
HUM@N RESOUICES ..cuuuiiieiiiieiiiiniiiiiiirieiiieiiiaeiinseiirmessimssiisssisssssrsssstsssssssssssrsssssssssssssssssssssrssssssnsssssnssssnsssrnnss 47
T = T PN 49
) =L et U =Y oY1 =1 IF: T Lo 1 oY= 1 TSP 49
Farm INCOME OVOIVIEW ... iiieieieieie ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e et e e s e e e e e e e eaeaeaeeeeeeeeteratetaeeeeeaeerererererereeeeneerereraeanees
(0 8 =T o T T olo 3 TSP
(o 1< £ F T T O S P PP PPPPPPPPPPPPRS
Business Structure .........cceeveeeierinnnnnscsniennnns
Risk Management .......cccceeeeeeeeeiiiiiciinnnnns

Professional Development

(o0 1 ol [V ] 1 JA P PTRPPIN 58
A= Y =Y o 3 58
[T T o] 3PP 58



PREFACE

Today’s aspiring farmer is confronted with many sustainable agriculture resources, which
generally fall into two categories: inspiring narratives and technical bulletins. This case study
seeks to integrate these two types of resources into a technical case study format. It combines a
detailed narrative with embedded technical assistance via links to finance, production, and
marketing resources. This “one-stop shop” case study format provides beginning and
transitioning farmers with both a motivating story and the contextual understanding needed for
integrating the nuts and bolts of sustainable farming into a real-life enterprise. This prototype
case study is intended for eventual inclusion in a database of case studies that is in development.

Recent trends related to local food and the changing demographics of American farms are
creating a whole new enthusiastic generation of aspiring farmers. While this enthusiasm can
carry beginning farmers through many an exhausting day in the field, a healthy dose of realism is
essential to long-term success. According to Nick Olson, Farm Beginnings Organizer for the
Land Stewardship Project, "Beginning vegetable farmers tend to fail for one of two reasons:
weed pressure or financial pressure." Although it may seem logical to focus on learning how to
grow crops and worry about the rest later, there is a “three-legged stool” of farming: production,
marketing, and financial management. As the story of Loon Organics shows, when all three
components are addressed from the outset, farming dreams can be realized.

You may have already discovered that “cookie cutter” approaches don’t work well in farming;
what works on one farm or for one farmer may not work for another. There is no formula or tool
for getting you from A to Z, but the case study does step you through what beginning farmers
need to think about before starting their own enterprise.

It is recommended you read " . .
through the case study once Beg'nn'ng Vegetable farmers
from beginning to end, then
use it as a reference document
and revisit appropriate
sections as needed. Although tend to fa il fo r one Of two
a PDF version is provided,
reading the case study online
is optimal due to the number
of external resources to which .
it is linked. The case study reasons. Weed pressure or
has also been laid out with as
many internal links as
ossible to help you navigate o ] "
the information and find financial pressure.
resources that are relevant in
multiple locations.



Resources are provided as links within the text and in various sidebars called “Educator’s
Perspective: Resource Tips” or “Farmer’s Perspective: On the Bookshelf.” Other sidebars called
“At A Glance” and “Farmer’s Perspective: Lessons Learned” provide supplemental details and
insight.

Farmer’s Perspective: Lessons Learned

Adam and Laura’s Top Ten Pieces of Advice for Start-up Vegetable Growers

1. Work on vegetable farms of different scales, crops, soil types, and marketing outlets.

2. Seek and cultivate relationships with mentors.

3. Start small and increase business gradually. Learning how to have continuous product
throughout the season is a genuine challenge.

4. Rentland and borrow equipment until you are confident of your long-term commitment to
farming.

5. Support yourself off-farm for the first 4-5 years in order to reinvest all farming profits back
into the business, save for future capital purchases, and avoid all debt other than a farm
mortgage.

6. Join farmer-based agricultural organizations and engage in farmer-to-farmer learning
opportunities such as tours, field days, conferences, and workshops.

7. Enrollin a farm financial planning and analysis course and get a great accountant.

8. Explore and take advantage of traditional farm programs, loans, and small business
resources through the USDA, FSA, state agricultural departments, university extension
services, and community colleges.

9. No matter what, take at least one day or half a day off each week.

10. Have fun and don’t forget your sense of humor!




ABSTRACT

Loon Organics was established in Minnesota in 2005. It is a certified organic vegetable farm
that provides product to consumers through Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
subscriptions, a farmers market, and wholesale outlets. This case study describes how the
husband-and-wife team became interested in farming, how they got their training, and how they
transitioned from farming on land rented from mentors to buying their own 40-acre farm.
Diverse aspects of their operation are described, including business and production planning,
infrastructure and equipment, horticultural practices, and marketing models. The finances
section is particularly detailed and valuable due to the financial data made available by Loon
Organics. The unique challenges of managing an organic CSA operation are highlighted
throughout the case study.




INTRODUCTION

Laura Frerichs and Adam Cullip sit side by side in front of their colorful flower garden, swatting
away mosquitoes on a warm fall day (Figure 1). Laura calls out a greeting to a customer who
has stopped by Loon Organics to pick up her weekly share of vegetables. It is clear that these
young entrepreneurs have gotten comfortable in their role as market gardeners over the past five
years and that they are already part of the community around their newly purchased land. Laura
and Adam’s story shows that combining hard work and dedication with excellent recordkeeping,
planning, and marketing skills can put beginning farmers on the road to success.

Figure 1: Laura Frerichs and Adam Cullip in front of the flower garden on their recently
purchased farm in Hutchinson, Minnesota.



