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New Case Study Series Targets Beginning Farmers in Sustainable Agriculture
A “one-stop shop” case study format uses text, photos, videos, and extensive resource links to provide both a motivating story and the contextual understanding needed for integrating the nuts and bolts of sustainable farming into a real-life enterprise.
(St. Paul, MN) The Minnesota Institute for Sustainable Agriculture (MISA) recently launched an online series of case studies that provide beginning and transitioning farmers with a unique virtual resource.  The “Profiles in Sustainable Agriculture” project combines personal narratives of profiled farmers and detailed information on their practices with embedded technical assistance via links to finance, production, and marketing resources. 

The first case study features Laura Frerichs and Adam Cullip of Loon Organics, based in Hutchinson, Minnesota.  They have been producing organic vegetables since 2005 and marketing through farmers markets, Community Supported Agriculture, and wholesale clients.  Their case study illustrates how the keys to beginner success include not only hands-on production experience but also measured growth, careful planning, asset management, financial analysis, and strategic marketing.
A second case study is underway, featuring Cindy Hale and Jeff Hall of Clover Valley Farms in Duluth, Minnesota.  They raise pastured poultry and hogs, produce herbs in a passive greenhouse, and use integrated pest management to grow apples in new and restored heritage orchards. As with Loon Organics, their story shows how goal setting, record keeping, financial management, and gradual expansion have set them on the path to success.
An online survey of Loon Organics case study users has received over 60 responses, with virtually unanimous agreement that it addresses questions of beginning farmers, has value to that audience, and that it “both inspires and informs.”  Key comments have included: 

· I will save this, share it and refer to it often.  It's everything I ever wanted to know!

· Makes me want to do it, but also has me thinking more realistically.

· No one can tackle everything at one time, so it’s nice to be able to review and concentrate on different parts when needed.

· The many links and resource tips really help to equip the reader with tools to take the information a step further.  It helps to inspire when you can use the information to help yourself.

· There’s always room to learn from other farmers as we all do things in a unique way to address our unique farm environment.  And it seems that I’m always looking for new answers to new questions as things evolve on my farm.
“Recent trends related to local food and the changing demographics of American farms are creating a whole new enthusiastic generation of aspiring farmers,” says Sarah Stai of EcoSmith Consulting.  “I approached MISA with this project idea because I am a beginning farmer myself.  I found lots of inspiring stories and technical bulletins on the Internet for the types of farming I want to do, but I craved examples that combined these two types of resources so that I didn’t feel like I was reinventing the wheel.”  

Stai manages the project in collaboration with MISA and with support of advisors from University of Minnesota Extension, Renewing the Countryside, the Land Stewardship Project, and the Sustainable Farming Association of Minnesota.  “Experienced educators consistently tell me that while the enthusiasm of new farmers is admirable, a healthy dose of realism is essential to long-term success.  The case studies are designed to address the ‘three-legged stool’ of farming – production, marketing, and financial management – so that farming dreams can be realized.”
The “Profiles in Sustainable Agriculture” project is located at http://sustagprofiles.info.  Grant writing is underway for additional case studies that will address more farmers and topics including livestock production, urban farming, value-added enterprises, and agritourism.  Site visitors are encouraged to provide feedback on the project by taking a 5-minute survey that provides data for fundraising efforts and gives case study users a say in what topics get covered next.
