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A PROPOSAL FOR A DO-IT-YOURSELF, HANDS-ON, ON-THE-FARM, 
APPLIED RESEARCH NETWORK 

Silas B. Weeks 

In ea rlier times the ag ricultu ra l expe riment stations, tn 

cooperation with county extension staff and loca l farmers, 
conducted substa ntial amounts of applied resea rch using on-the­
farm test plots. 

These investigations included va ri ety tria ls, fertilizer 
applica tio ns, insect co ntro l measures, yield results; also, farm 
records kept in cooperation with Extension a nd DHIA frequently 
were analyzed with the operator to determine feeding ra tes and 
ratios or related milk yields, weight gains, eggs laid per bird, etc. 
Additionally, fa rm manage ment specialists worked on the farm 
doi ng time-motion studies of livestock feeding, machine 
performance and barn layo ut as this related to chore work a nd 
various seasonal jobs. 

In large measure, this type of research is no longer conducted . 
The reaso ns are not clear; in part, however, they seem to lie with the 
matter of professional prestige. This kind of research is no longer 
viewed as sufficiently sophisticated for publication in refereed 
j ournal s. Additionally, much research is now performed primarily 
wi th rega rd to the views of peers rather than directed towards the 
public good. Emphasis is apt to be on the use of complicated 
methodology, measuring devices, statistical manipulation, 
computer tech niques and mathematical modeling. 

As a result, there is a n increasingly large knowledge gap 
concerning a va riety of pragmatic input-output relationships. This 
is especia ll y true conce rning prac tices ca rried out by limited 
resou rce fa rmers, homesteaders, family gardens, and especially as 
their practices may relate to organic or biologica l mod es of 
producti o n a nd labor-intensive systems. 

It seems highly unlikely, despite large amounts of rhetoric to the 
contrary, tha t the land grant unive rsity research reso urces will 
return to such hands-on resea rch or that extension will return to 
on-the-farm demonstration teaching . Thus, hundreds of 
alternative agriculture peo ple a re depend ent on such sources as 
Organic Gardening for production practices, control measures and 
va riety recommendations. This and similar publications contain 
articles by well-intentioned amateurs which essentially end up as 
"recommendations" but are, for the most part, limited to one or 
two personal observations which may or ma y not have any ba sic 
validity for the conclusion drawn. 

PROPOSAL 

Inasmuch as it is unlikely that the official agricultural 
establishment will be conducting carefully monitored research for 
this limited a nd specialized clientele and inasmuch as much of the 
information presently supplied is of quest ionable va lidity, the 
following is proposed: · 
A. That a hands-on or do-it-yourself amateur research network be 

established . 
B. That this be accomplished by seeking out qualified research 

scientists in the experiment stations and related institutions and 
reques ting them to design sim plified resea rch procedures for 
use by amateurs: 
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I. T hat co uld be conducted on their farm, 
2. That wo uld be limited to th ose procedures not requiring 

so phistica ted instrumentat ion, 
3. Or if ins trumenta ti on is needed (leaf analysis), 

arra ngemen ts be made whereby the necessary evaluations 
could be done through ex periment station equipment, 

4. That so me research and / o r extension staff be available for 
direct co nsu ltation in regard to app lying the research 
des igns or viewing results by ei ther on-the-farm vis its, 
ph one, or letter. 

C. That a handbook of procedures a nd research designs for a 
variety of testing be developed (fo r exa mple, how to test insect 
control measures, fe rtili zer appli ca tion , va riety yields, weed 
control, lives tock yie lds, t ree growt h, etc.) . 

D. That each particular set of instructi ons indicate the kind a nd 
size of control necessa ry, the replications needed , measurement 
techniques to be used (how to collect, count, weight, a na lyze, 
etc.), and prese nce of exogenous factors to be taken into 
account (tempera ture , ra infa ll , etc.). 

E. That there be standard forms tn which data be 
recorded / summarized and ana lyzed . 

F. That such mate rial be made availa ble through a limited number 
of sources, perhaps Extension a nd sma ll farmer organizations. 
Some group would have the o bjective of esta blishing a network 
a mong the amateur resea rchers in order that : 
I. They might compare res ult s wi th o ne another carrying out 

simila r resea rch projects, 
2. That a rra ngements might be made fo r farm-garden tours o r 

vis its to demonstra te a nd discuss findings, a nd 
3. Tha t where satisfactory va lidity of findings is esta blished , 

the results be made available for general use. 
G. Esse ntia lly what is being proposed is support of the traditiona l 

Yankee tinkerer or basement inventor, not in terms of mo ney 
but rather procedures that wi ll : 
a. Assist in correct des ign of the experiment, 
b. Res ult in a va lid assess ment o f the res ults. 

A POSSIBLE PROJECT DESIGN 

Under the directio n of a project leader, a small adviso ry 
committee represe nting knowledgeable professionals in such 
disci plines as forestry, horticulture, entomology, agronomy, field 
crops, vegetable crops, da iry, pou ltry, swi ne, sheep and agricu ltura l 
engineering be assembled to delinea te areas that could be subject to 
hands-on research by amateurs and to identify those existing 
resea rchers they beli eve would be sym pathetic to assisting in 
drafting specific research designs and proced ures. 

Following such an identi ficat ion, the var ious Experimen t 
Stations a nd Extension directo rs be advised of the project and 
req uests made to the individual researchers for appointments to 
d iscuss the needs and the problems associa ted with drafting 
procedures. 

This phase would proba bl y require a project director and some 
consultant / assis ta nts to trave l the New England region and 
possi bly make some out-of-region visits to sources such as 
Beltsvi lle, and Geneva. T his wou ld probably require a period of 



88 

two to four months. An es timated add itional three to six months 
probably would be needed to assemble, draft, confirm and publish 
the sets of procedures developed . 

These would be in individual form rather than a single 

SILAS B. WEEKS 

handbook; thus the person interested only in testing onion juice a a 
control for Colorado potato beetles could select the procedure 
necessa ry to eva luate biological insect control measures, without 
being supplied the entire series. 


