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In Short _ by Will Erwin 

Changing Times 
A Farmer's Perspective 

As biotechnology pushes out the fron
tiers of science and the information ex
plosion proliferates, how are farmers im
pacted? This article reflects the thoughts 
of a Midwest commercial family farmer 
who has had a number of responsibili
ties in state and federal government. 

What are farmers really like? 
Farmers are well-educated with slightly 
more years of schooling than non
farmers, many with university degrees. 
As a group, they work for less per hour, 
consume less, and accumulate more 
than nonfarmers. In short, they live 
poorer but die richer, and they do it 
for nonfinancial reasons. 

Those nonfinancial reasons include 
personal independence, love of and at
tachment to the soi l, love of animals 
and nature, and a deep sense of stew
ardship. Most farmers put a high pre
mium on religion. Daily contact with 
the life and death of nature and isola
tion to think without interruption in
creases religious commitment, and the 
community discipline of rural people 
reinforces it. 

Farmers worry about their financial 
well-being, especially the many touched 
by the agricultural depression. They are 
increasingly uncomfortable about seem
ingly endless perceived or real environ
mental hazards. Radon, the ozone layer, 
and the unknowns of pesticides and 
biotech cause concern. Recent news sto
ries of women with breast cancer hav
ing higher levels of DDT in their sys
tems intensify concerns, both in the 
specific, and in what they may indicate 
about all pesticides. 

There is growing fear of unreason
able regulation and even of entrap
ment. They fear that they may follow 
all of the rules and be found negli-

gent, or make the extra effort to be 
environmentally responsible and be 
found liable. 

Farmers tend to trust their neigh
bors, their clergy, their farm organi
zation, their university and extension 
people, as well as the business people 
they deal wi th. However, they feel 
less comfortable with their govern
ment and the extremists who influ
ence government. 

Increasingly, farmers feel uncomfort
able with agricultural leaders who take 
extreme antienvironmental positions, but 
they are also concerned with unrealistic 
positions taken by some animal rights 
activists and environmental spokespeople. 
Farmers hunger for fact and truth, but 
tlley wonder where to find it. 

Farmers' new environment 
The knowledge explosion has left farm
ers awed. They feel a need for more 
knowledge and yearn for sources they 
believe are sound. 

Farmers are becoming more vulner
able. There are so many laws that, tech
nically, almost everyone violates some
thing. Vulnerability is compounded for 
entrepreneurs without professional 
staffs. 

Farmers are misunderstood. My first 
real shock at the Environmental Pro
tection Agency (EPA) was the reality 
that many fine, conscientious govern
ment employees wroee regulations for 
farmers without understanding agricul
ture. For example, early on, I was told 
by such a public servant, who was writ
ing regulations for farmers, that large 
corporations own most farmland. In 
reality, fami lies and individuals own 
over 90 percent of U.S. farmland. 
While it may appear unrealistic to ex
pect 98 percent of the population to 
be preoccupied with understanding the 
roughly 2 percent who farm, the 2 per
cent who farm are the custodians of 
much of the surface of the earth. Un
less reali ty is understood, everyone 
loses. 

New technology, especially biotech
nology, creates new worries about the 
need to vertically integrate or ways to 
make technology operative on small
and medium-sized farms. 

Farmers and 
decision making 
One of our great resources is that 
American farmers can make decisions. 
In the work that I've been doing in 
Bulgaria, I find that one of the major 
impediments to progress comes about 
because people have great difficulty 
making business decisions. These 
people falter because the state made the 
decisions for fifty years. 

Based on almost a half century of 
farming, I know, however, that farmer 
decision making has changed markedly. 
• The process is more complex due to 

more information (some inaccurate), 
increased and sometimes inconsistent 
regulations, and media-hyped anxiety. 

• Farmers depend on others to SOrt out 
the information avalanche-crop 
consulran ts, marketing consul tants, 
management consultants, environ
mental consultants, feed consultants, 
accountants, lawyers, etc. 

• Farmers are less confident in deci
sions they make. Increased insur
ance-liability, pollution, health, and 
workmen's compensation-reflects 
their insecurity. 

How farmers look at change 
and assess new products 
Historically, change excited farmers. 
Risk takers settled the frontier to change 
their lives for the better. 

Change still excites farmers. Farm 
shows, demonstrations, field days and 
farm tours cap,ture farmers' imagina
tion. But change is viewed with in
creased anxiety, feelings of vulnerabil
ity, and sometimes even futility. Per
haps farmers feel that rural discipline is 
shifting from individual and commu
nity conscience to a discipline of gov
ernment enforcement. 

Take farmers' views on biotechnol
ogy for example. The initial response 
is a combination of excitement and 
fear-excitement about the production 
potential and the hope for genetic im
munity to diseases and pests, and fear 
that undesirable or even dangerous di
mensions may be introduced. Farmers 
remember the horror stories of newly 
introduced rabbits in Australia and the 
multiflora rose in the Midwest-sto-



ries of potential benefits which resulted 
in considerable harm. But biotech car
ries a much higher level of fear. Terms 
like "insecticidal protein" in corn cre
ate anxiety as we are just now hearing 
more about the dangers of the pesti
cides used many years ago. 

Farmers fear that genetic alterations 
may introduce risk to those with rare 
but intense allergies. Someone with the 
peanut allergy might now react to corn 
flakes. In addition, they fear that some
thing created by biotech might not be 
contained once released. DDT, EDB, 
and Alar could be removed from the 
system, but a science-fIction-type bio
logical plague could escape and be un
controllable. This doomsday fear isn ' t 
vety strong with farmers, but the 100 
percent safe Delany Amendment-type 
thinking has some appeal to everyone, 
and some feel that science should ren
der obsolete the traditional "nothing 
risked, nothing gained" philosophy. 

Following their initial response, 
farmers think of economic opportunity, 
but this is greatly tempered by uncer
tainty. Will biotech create huge sur
pluses and break markets? If the U.S. 
regulates biotech, will the rest of the 
world run with it and take our foreign 
and even domestic markets? Will the 
big corporations monopolize the new 
products? Will it force farms to verti
cally integrate? Will it frighten consum
ers and destroy demand? 

Leadership, reliable risk 
assessment, useful training 
and information from our 
public institutions-big 
concerns for the future 
What big issues do farmers face as they 
look to the future? Three of the most 
far reaching, in my view, follow. 
• How will we get leaders to take the 

risk of leading? While at EPA, I had 
a call from the president of a state 
farm group who said he was in 
trouble because he had urged his 
farmers to be environmentally respon
sible and turn in their used oil for 
recycling rather than use it on the 
farm in a way that might damage the 
environment. He said that about half 
followed his lead and they were now 

being held liable because the recy
cling plant folded and was now a su
per fund site. The other half who had 
ignored him were home free . Policy 
officials at EPA were sympathetic, but 
the enforcement people were ada
mant, taking the attitude that "the 
law is the law." What gives particular 
concern is the number of knowledge
able people who, upon hearing of this 
problem, indicated that they were not 
surprised, and that it never pays to 
take the lead. 

• How do we develop a realistic attitude 
toward risk? Risk, risk assessment, risk 
management, and risk versus benefit 
consume our thoughts. But logic does 
not grab human attention so much as 
fear. The body politic wants simple, 
brief explanations. Unfortunately, risk 
assessment at the citizen level too of
ten is typified by the young mother 
who came to my wife during the Alar 
scare smoking a cigarette with her 
child in her arms and said, "Will 
apples hurr my baby?" 

Progress and quality of life will be 
enhanced by our ability to focus on 
reality in relationship to risk and com
municate this to people in simple terms. 
Risk is a price of progress. It must be 
assessed and managed. Unperceived 
risks can do great damage, but nonrisks 
perceived as risks retard progress. 

• Who can we trust? Finally, it is clear 
that farmers feel uncomfortable about 
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how much they need to know that 
they can never know, and they, like 
others, must evaluate who to ttust. 
We have lived through what I hope 
is the extreme of the antihero era, 
but not without damage to our most 
revered institutions. Unfortunately, 
some scar tissue remains, and cred
ibility will recover slowly. 

I am a product of the land grant 
system and have profound and con
tinuing respect for it. There is, how
ever, a real need for our educational 
and research institutions not only to 
continue to look at their daily tacti
cal need to survive during difficuJr 
times, but also to examine in depth 
their strategic positions and set their 
sights on the horizo n. 

In a cultural si tuation where indi
viduals are increasingly overwhelmed 
by information explosion, made anx
ious by fear in a culture that hypes 
fear, their increased anxiety and frus
tration may lead to looking to other 
than hard science sources for guidance. 
Frustrated and insecure people often 
reach out in unexpected ways. r! 

Will Erwin is a life-long farmer. He began farm
ing full time in 1949 with 80 acres, which has 
now expanded to 2,400 acres. He is a graduate 
of the University of Illinois, and received an 
honorary doctorate from Purdue University in 
1992. Erwin is a former Indiana state senator, 
served as assistant U.S. secretary of agricul
ture, and served on committees and task forces 
of five presidential administrations. 
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