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ADDITIONAL PRAISE FOR 
The Organic Farmer’s Business Handbook 



“Generous, unique, and comprehensive—this book will help every farmer to better set goals, reach those goals, and improve their bottom line!”

—ELA CHAPIN, Program Director, 
Vermont Farm Viability Enhancement Program 



“How could anyone hope to produce a business guidebook useful to one of the most diverse, independent, even contrary groups of people on earth? This essential book is overdue! While the principles have been around for some time, this is the first they have been assimilated and tested so successfully.”

—ED MARTSOLF, Petit Jean Farm, 
Morrilton, Arkansas 



“Many people become organic farmers because they love growing crops and working the land, but truth be told that’s often the easy part. Richard Wiswall’s book provides practical, real-world guidance for dealing with the hard part: the business of farming.”

—VERN GRUBINGER, Vegetable and Berry Specialist, 
University of Vermont Extension 
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ABOUT THE COMPANION CD 

To receive a copy of the companion CD that is included with the print edition of The Organic Farmer's Business Handbook, please contact Jeffrey Slayton at Chelsea Green Publishing at jslayton@chelseagreen.com. There is no additional charge for the CD for those who have purchased the ebook edition.



The files on the companion CD are tools designed for use on your computer to save you time and money. The Farm Crew Job Description template is a Microsoft Word document and the Timesheet is a Microsoft Excel worksheet; both can be printed out to help with employee management on your farm. The other three files are Microsoft Excel workbooks, which contain self-calculating worksheets. You will probably want to copy the files from the CD onto your computer’s hard drive and utilize them from there, retaining the CD as a backup. You cannot save changes to the copies of the files that are on the CD, but you will be able to save changes to copies that are saved to your hard drive.

The Vegetable Farm Crop Enterprise Budgets contain all the worksheets listed in the Appendix in the back of this book, plus two templates (one is partially filled in, one is not). Worksheets can be tailored to any farm’s needs. Expense and sales names may be modified, along with their numbers, for different scenarios. The templates are easily duplicated. All the budgets are self-calculating. Budgets can also be used as projections for possible future changes or new crop trials. Use the budgets as a guide for your farm. Every farm has different systems, various costs associated with every component of the farm, and a unique blend of sales revenue. The best numbers are your own.

The Payroll Calculator simplifies payroll processing. It calculates employee gross wages, subtracts out Social Security, Medicare, federal and state withholding taxes to yield net pay, and tabulates employer tax liabilities by the month. The Payroll Calculator is designed for semimonthly paychecks for up to eight employees. All you need is a withholding tax table from your home-state tax department (available from their website or local office) and Publication 51 (Circular A) Agricultural Employer’s Tax Guide from the IRS (available at your local IRS office or by mail).

Last, the Vermont Farm Viability Enhancement Program Farm Financials Workbook is a comprehensive financial-analysis tool used to create important financial documents such as Balance Sheets, Income Statements, and Cash Flow Projections. Additionally, a scorecard evaluates key financial indicators of your farm business.

The Farm Crew Job Description template and Timesheet are ready to print out for use on your farm, with only minor changes to reflect your farm. The other three files are for making your own calculations (and printing out as well). If you are new to Excel workbooks, begin by clicking on the tabs along the bottom of the screen to view the different worksheets.

Enter your numbers into the relevant cells; the worksheet is set to calculate useful results based on the numbers you provide. The cells that contain formulas (subtotals, for example) are protected from accidental erasing. You can unprotect the formula cells if you wish. When in doubt, try the HELP button at the top of the screen. Numerous books, workshops, and online resources are available to learn more about working with Excel workbooks.

All of these files were created using Microsoft Office programs (Word and Excel). If you do not have Microsoft Office, you should still be able to use most or all of the files through compatible software packages, such as Apple iWork (for Apple computers only), Microsoft Works (for computers running Microsoft Windows only), or OpenOffice. OpenOffice is free to download at www.openoffice.org and is available for a variety of operating systems, including Microsoft Windows, Apple OS, and Linux. Neither I nor my publisher has thoroughly tested the Excel files in these alternative programs, so we can’t guarantee that they will retain their full functionality, or function entirely properly, when opened in something other than Microsoft Office. In our limited testing, it appears that OpenOffice offers the closest approximation to using the files in their native Microsoft Office habitat. If you are using Microsoft Works, we expect that it should be okay for the Farm Crew Job Description, Timesheet, and Vegetable Farm Crop Enterprise Budgets, but we do not think that it will properly handle the Payroll Calculator or Vermont Farm Viability Enhancement Program Farm Financials Workbook, due to their use of more-complicated formulas in certain calculations.
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— 1 — 
True Sustainability 

A few years ago at a New England Vegetable and Fruit Conference, I presented a talk on farm profitability with a fellow farmer. He opened the talk by saying, “Sometimes I think I should have listened to my parents and become a doctor or a lawyer—but you know, I don’t think I could take the pay cut.” Wow. 

Here was a vegetable grower standing up in front of a room full of farmers and telling them he makes more money than doctors or lawyers. He was serious. Jolted as the audience was by that seismic statement, I knew I had a tough act to follow.

Farming conferences are terrific sources of information—seasoned farmers share their experience and knowledge, and agricultural professionals update attendees with the latest research and news. But the overwhelming majority of information at a conference focuses on aspects of production—how to grow crops, which seed varieties are hot, which tractors and tools increase efficiency, and pests and diseases to watch for. Very few presentations address the business side of farming.

Similarly, farming books almost all focus on production. Yet good production techniques alone will not make an organic farm sustainable. Most people go into organic farming with a love for the land and for growing food, and that love is essential to staying committed through the years of hard work. Too many farmers, however, never consider a farm’s profit potential, or the various costs of production that ensure its financial health and longevity—and all too often they burn out because of it.

Organic farms comprise many different enterprises that get averaged out financially in a year-end profit or loss. A diversified  organic vegetable farm may grow forty or more different crops, such as kale, broccoli, and sweet corn. Even a dairy farm with one product, milk, has different enterprises: milk cows, heifers, calves, silage, hay, and grain. Thank goodness for the IRS. Annual tax filing is often the only reason farmers look at their bottom line; without a Schedule F, the farm’s current checkbook balance would be the only indicator of financial health.

Production techniques rarely limit a farm’s success; rather it is the lack of dependable profitable returns. Farmers enjoy their work for lots of reasons: sowing seeds, working the soil, marveling at the plants that grow. Fundamental satisfaction comes from producing food, working outdoors, being your own boss, and working intimately with nature. No one’s motivation to farm came from the desire to be better versed in IRS employee tax codes and workers’ compensation laws, or to learn about pro forma balance sheets. Yet the farming and business worlds inevitably collide, and farmers are often uninformed about the business concepts and tools crucial to navigating forward effectively and profitably.

The information that follows draws on decades of personal farming experience and my thirst for smart and appropriate business tactics. I know firsthand the joys, frustrations, stresses, and challenges of starting and operating an organic farm. Contrary to what most people believe, a good living can be made on an organic farm, and what’s required is farming smarter, not harder.

My goal is to highlight the necessary tools for successful and profitable farming for new and seasoned farmers alike. This first chapter starts with some “soft” business concepts, to lay the foundation for the practical step-by-step road to profitability.

The Mile-High Fence 

Imagine a mile-high fence surrounding your farm or property. The fence is continuous along the outside perimeter of your land; it is open at the top so that sun and rain may enter, and it is porous for wind, birds, and insects to pass through. The air is naturally full of nitrogen, oxygen, and carbon dioxide, and the land is a living soil full of minerals, microbes, and organic matter. There are no breaks in the fence, except for one small gate. Your job as farmer is to monitor what goes in and out of that gate.

Most farms bring in lots of material like fuel, fertilizer, seed, and packaging; mix them up and change them a bit; then send them back out the gate. When you think about it, this business model isn’t much different from that of a plastics factory. And yet our farms should not be places where petroleum-based inputs are turned into food. Our ultimate job as organic farmers is to use what is freely available to us in nature to generate true wealth. In this light, I see farming as one of the noblest endeavors: a real generator of healthy products using natural cycles. 

The Mile-High Fence analogy is a novel way of looking at farming, placing the responsibility for monitoring farm inputs and outputs on the farmer. As an organic farmer, what are some things that come in and go out of your farm gate?
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Cows grazing. Credit: Vern Grubinger

To answer that question, I’ll start with a simple and idealistic model of a dairy farm: Sun, rain, and atmospheric nitrogen, oxygen, and carbon dioxide photosynthesize in grass that is growing in the living soil. Cows feed on the grass, drink water (from the rain), and mature and rear their young. Cows are milked, the milk is exported through the farm gate, and money from the sale of this milk is brought back to  the farm. Nutrients in the manure from the animals recycle within the farm system. Milk leaving through the farm gate is mostly water, and it is produced from grass grown with free sunshine, readily available elements in the environment, and soil nutrients, most of which are replenished with applications of manure.  Given enough land, young stock are raised, and the process sustains itself indefinitely.

True sustainability is thus made possible by recycling what nutrients are readily available, and using rain and the energy from the sun.

So if we have all this free rain, solar energy,  nitrogen, carbon dioxide, oxygen, and microbially rich soil, shouldn’t it be easy to make money farming? Sure, there are some obstacles, but a truly sustainable farm is based on these fundamental principles.

A number of years ago, the farm gate flow of my farm looked like this. Coming in the gate  were:

• Borrowed money

• Seed

• Organic fertilizers

• Compost

• Fuel oil

• Laborers

• Organic pesticides

• Packaging—labels, bags, and boxes

• Greenhouse frames

• Greenhouse plastic

• Potting soil

• Plastic pots

• Electricity

• Telephone service

• Tractors, trucks, and other equipment

• Tools

• Parts for repairs

• Money from sales of farm products 



Meanwhile, exiting the farm gate were:



• Produce raised on the farm

• Laborers returning home

• Trash, and payment for the landfill 

• Loan payments

• Payments for seed, fertilizer, compost, fuel oil, laborers, and all the other purchased items listed above

• Payments for taxes, insurance, memberships, and trucking

• Payments for living expenses 



This is a little more complicated than the simple example of sustainability in the dairy farm portrayed above, and a little more realistic for an organic vegetable farmer living in today’s world. The job of the farmer standing by the one gate in the mile-high fence is to monitor what goes in and out. However, this is not to say that as many items as possible should be eliminated. Different farms have different inputs and outputs, and some farms have more than others. Importance needs to be placed on the relevance of each input and output to how it utilizes natural cycles.

Solar Dollars 

Money is a medium of exchange. I use money to buy a chair, and I receive money when I sell a bag of carrots. I don’t need to trade my carrots directly for the chair. Money is very handy, and it comes in various forms: coins, cash, checks, and credit cards, for example. But let’s talk about the origin of money—what generated those dollars in the first place? I’m not talking about the printing press at the US Mint or the  fractional reserve banking system, but rather a novel way of money classification.

A mentor of mine, Ed Martsolf of A Whole New Approach in Morrilton, Arkansas, taught concepts of Holistic Management,* which include some interesting ideas on money and on goal setting. Martsolf described money falling into three nontraditional but distinct types: mineral dollars, paper dollars, and solar dollars.

Mineral dollars are generated when products of value are mined or extracted and then sold. Gold, oil, coal, granite, and rock phosphate are some substances that generate mineral dollars. If I owned a quarry of granite, my sales would be in mineral dollars. The upside to mineral dollars is that the money from the granite is real and can provide a sizable income stream until the resource is used up. The downside is that its source is finite, and that eventual depletion of the resource will terminate the flow of mineral dollars. Mineral dollars are a one-way street.

Paper dollars are the most common of these three types of money. If I buy a tractor for $5,000 and immediately resell it for $5,500, I’ve made $500 in paper dollars. Paper dollars come from transactions. No real product is involved, just my time, and knowledge that an opportunity exists. With paper dollars, there is always a winner and a loser. One person profits at someone else’s expense. Our financial institutions all deal in paper dollars: The stock market, banks, and businesses are all involved  in buying and selling. There is no overall net gain in paper dollars unless the government or banks create more money.

Solar dollars are unlike mineral and paper dollars. Solar dollars generate true wealth.  They are forever sustainable and transcend the winner–loser scenario. In the Mile-High Fence example, natural cycles use freely available components and the sun’s energy to create a product of value—a product of solar dollars.  The growing of plants and animals following basic natural cycles generates solar dollars. And while paper and mineral dollars may be used in conjunction with solar dollars, the focus on solar dollars is vital to any organic farm.

Paradigms 

Learning about solar dollars caused a paradigm shift in my thinking. Paradigms are the set of rules and filters through which we view the world. Imagine a paradigm being the lens of a camera through which you see. Something within the camera’s view is easily discernible, but anything outside it is not seen, even though it is really there.

If I show you a photograph of someone levitating, your immediate reaction will likely be that the picture has been touched up—that I’ve used some trick of photography. Why?  Because the image doesn’t reflect the commonly accepted paradigm of gravity.

The Swiss watch industry portrays a real-life paradigm shift to which we all can relate.  Futurist Joel Barker points out that in 1968, the Swiss were the experts in making watches, with 65 percent of the market share and 80 percent of the profits. Today the Swiss have less than 10 percent of the market share and less than 20 percent of the profits. Why such a steep decline?

In 1967, an innovative watchmaker in Switzerland realized that the qualities of quartz crystals could be utilized to keep precise time, and that this could be done very simply. The innovator proudly presented the new findings to the management teams of the established watch industry, expecting praise for the discovery. Instead, he was rebuffed. They looked at the simple quartz movement watch and dismissed it. It wasn’t a watch: It lacked the conventional gears and springs.

Shortly thereafter, the quartz movement innovator attended the World Watch Conference to display his new idea. Representatives from Seiko and Texas Instruments took one look and snapped up the quartz movement idea. The rest is history. Quartz movement watches are now the industry standard.

Back to farming. If, after attending an organic farming conference, you notice that a lot of the participants drive away in luxury Jaguars, Ferraris, and Rolls-Royces, you instantly assume that the drivers are not real farmers making their living from the land. How could a farmer afford an expensive car with income derived solely from farming? These drivers must have family money in the bank, or they must pursue a different, more lucrative  profession full-time. The operating paradigm is that farmers don’t make much money and thus can’t afford expensive cars.

What are some adjectives used to describe farmers? Hardworking? Honest? I grew up with two: poor and dumb. The 2000 American Heritage Dictionary includes one outrageous definition of farmer: “A simple, unsophisticated person; a bumpkin.” (I tried looking up the definition of a dictionary definition writer, but it was strangely absent.) The paradigm of the poor dumb farmer, unfortunately, is the dominant one in our culture. This very paradigm often becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy.  If I’m not expected to make money at farming, I probably won’t.

In 1993, I attended a class on Holistic Management, and the presenter leading the course in the front of the room said, “The biggest fallacy in farming is that there is no money in it.” 

Let me repeat that: “The biggest fallacy in farming is that there is no money in it.”

I had to think about it for a second, and then I realized that what he had said made me angry. What does he know about farming anyway? If he were a real farmer, he wouldn’t be up there teaching.

Picture in your mind a black-and-white photograph of a normal class, except for one guy whose face is beet red
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