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Organic Farming

AGAINST the GRAINS

Harn Soper of Emmetsburg is in the second vear of a three-year transition to organic farming. Here he is seen in the
poultry processing barn under construction on his farm's livestock site. RODNEY WHITERREGISTER PHOTOS
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WHATY DOES
IT MEAN?

The terms “organic”
and "sustainable” have
come into widespread
and interconnected use
in recent years. While
they are related, they
have different meaning.
COrganic: U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture
certifies organic pro-
ducers only after a
three-year transition
period during which the
vastiges of chemicals or
biotechnology are
cdleansed from land and
operations.

Natural: Not a specifi-
cally regulated term and
is open to varying in-
terpretations. Not nec-
essarily organic.
Sustainable: Practices
that includes goals such
as environmental
health, social equity,
rural development,
natural resource uses
and consumer protec-
tion. Unregulated.

Native Iowan returns
to buck trend in organic
farming by going big

By DAN PILLER

dpiller@dmreg.com

Emmetsburg, Ta, — Harn Soper understands why {

the vast majority of lowa farmers focus on pro-
ducing grain for biofuels and livestock feed.

“It’s hard to walk away from a model that lets
you grow corn and soybeans in the summer, har-
vestin the fall and head for Florida in winter,” Sop-

e . erquipped.
Erametsburg Soper, 63, has returned to his
o, ~ , native Iowa after a three-decade

bEsmoiNes  career in the music business in
7 California. He’s midway through
the three-year process of converting most of his
family’s 100-year-old, 1,000-acre farm to produc-
tion of organic corn and vegetables, grass-fed cat-
tle and chickens raised outside of confinements.
“Iowa has never been a huge vegetable pro-
ducer,” said Neil Hamilton, director of the Agri-
cultural Law Center at Drake University. “He is
changing the scale of sustainable agriculture.”
Weather, labor, higher costs and other barriers
have kept organic farming tiny. About 1,000 of

See ORGANIC, Page 7A
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drganié popirn and spice
is already being produced
and sold by Soper’s "New
Shoots” farm.

Harn Soper “is
changing the
scale of
sustainable

agriculture.”

NEIL HAMILTON
Director, Agricultural Law
Center, Drake University
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Harn Soper says leftover waste from his organic farm’s animals and recycled cooking oil from customers cou‘ld'hé'lp' S

power and heat a building under construction and soil in vegetable greenhouses. RODNEY WHITE/REGISTER PHOTOS

ORGANIC

Continued from Page 1A

Towa’s 92,000 farm opera-
tions are organic.

The search for markets
can be the toughest hurdle.
Soper is rebuilding the for-
mer McNally’s Bakery, in a
107-year-old building in
Emmetsburg’s square, into
a combination restaurant,
bakery and organic foods
store to sell the produce
from his “New Shoots”
farm.

The produce from a 100-
acre vegetable plot can’t all
be sold in Emmetsburg or
at farmers markets. Soper
is knocking on doors at
Towa State University and
office buildings in Des
Moines, looking for buyers
for the potatoes, squash,
garlic and other vegetables
that will be washed and
packaged on his farm.

“In regular agriculture,
all you do is drive the truck
to the elevator and unload,”
Soper said. “With organics,
you have to hit the road. I
understand why every-
body doesn’t want to do it.”

Soper'is‘refurbish‘ing an old bakry in Emmetsburg into what will be a restaurant, bakery
and organic foods store to sell “New Shoots” farm produce.




Soper wants to do it, He
was imbued with the “sus-
tainable ethic” while living
in California. The native
Iowan grew up in Musca-
tine and Sioux City and re-
ceived a master’s degree at
the University of Iowa be-
fore heading west.

His cousins ran the
farm until 2007, when he
was asked to run it.

Funding for his plan
came from a surprising
place. Early in the last dec-
ade, the Soper family sold
about 40 acres, at about
$18,000 per acre, for the
Wild Rose Casino near Em-
metsburg.

“It’s ironic that pro-
ceeds from a sale for a casi-
no now will fund an organic
and sustainable farm ven-
ture,” Soper said.

Organic and sustainable
agriculture isn’t new in
Iowa. But ventures such as
Soper’s, aimed at vegetable
production and with its
own built-in market, are
rare.

Towa’s unforgiving win-
ters and erratic rainfall
patterns have been long
considered antithetical to
vegetable production big-
ger than backyard gar-
dens. Most producers have
sold at the multitude of
farmers markets that have
popped up around the state
in the last decade.

“This will be one of the
larger types of organic op-
erations that I’ve heard of
in Towa, particularly vege-
table production on that
scale,” said Iowa Secretary
of Agriculture Bill North-
ey.

Organics are a small but
growing nichein America’s
food chain. The latest fig-
ure from organic trade as-
sociations show that in
2009, organics made up 3.7
percent of total U.S. food
sales.

Organics are slowly
moving up past the farm-
ers markets. More than
half of organics now are
sold in mainstream super-
markets. Wal-Mart last
year announced a new ini-
tiative to put organics inits
‘retail grocery ouflets.

Corporate agriculture is
coming to terms with
small-scale  agriculture.
Deere & Co. chairman Sam-
uel Allen said in an inter-
view last summer that the

Elements of his plan:
» Devoting roughly one-third
of his land to organic corn,
rotated with alfalfa and oats;
one third to conventional
corn and soybeans; and a
third to livestock grazing and
100 acres of vegetable pro-
duction.

» Raising 100 head of grass-
fed cattle.

» Raising 300 broiler chick-
ens.

» Using cow manure to pow-
er vegetable packaging
building, if details can be
worked out.

» Opening a restaurant,
bakery and organic foods
store in Emmetsburg.

implement giant was eager
to manufacture and market
its midget-sized equipment
to smaller producers.

At the same time, the
“buy fresh, buy local”
movement has gained mo-
mentum, as critics decry
the health and environmen-
tal costs of industrial agri-
culture.

“We pour nitrogen on
fields to grow corn like
pumping steroids into a
prizefighter,” Soper said.

“The concept that Iowa
agriculture feeds the world
is false,” he said. “We pro-
duce grains for livestock
feed for countries that can
afford it. Some of those
countries use our grain to

See this story for more photos
at DesMoinesRegister.com.

feedlivestock to sell for ex-
port to pay off their World
Bank loans, rather than
feed their own people.”

Critics of the organic
and sustainable agricul-
ture movement have fired
back.

Last summer Republi-
cans attacked the fresh
food movement in the first
round of U.S. Department
of Agriculture appropria-
tions hearings.

Towa farmer Tim Bur-
rack of Arlington took to
the floor at the USDA’s an-
nual review last winter in
Washington to criticize
U.S. Secretary of Agricul-
ture Tom Vilsack’s “know
your farmer, know your
food” grants to small farm-
ers.
“The USDA has shifted
on me,” said Burrack. The
promotion of small-scale
agriculture will drive up
food costs because larger
farms are more efficient,
he said.

Northey, a fourth-gener-
ation farmer, withstood the
attacks on big-scale agri-
culture by Democrat Fran-
cis Thicke, an organic
dairy farmer, to win re-
election by a 2-to-1 margin.

“There’s room for ev-
erybody in agriculture,”
said Northey. “We can have
more vegetable production

in Iowa. But I don’t see mil-
lions of acres converted
from corn and soybeans to
vegetables.”

Costisanissue. Northey
said the recent economic
squeeze has slowed what
had been sharp increases
in sales of organic produce.

“Some folks just aren’t
willing to pay extra for or-
ganic vegetables,” said
Northey.

Another issue for vege-
table production will be la-
bor. The 600-horsepower
tractors, eight-head com- |
bines and 24-row planters
that make massive corn
and soybean production so
efficient are relatively use- -
less in vegetable produc-
tion that still is largely
done by hand. ;

Soper said he will need
up to a dozen seasonal
workers in vegetable pro-
duction. Such workers tend
to be migrants, whose no-
madiclifestyles and cultur- -
al and language differ-
ences can increase pas-
sions over immigration. :

“Labor is a problem,”
said Northey, who notes
that even big production
agriculture suffers from
labor shortages in Iowa.

Soper said heis aware of
programs that offer volun-
tary labor for vegetable
production but is reluctant
to use them.

“A farming model built
on free labor isn’t a good
model,” Soper said.



