(Business Acumen, Technology and Economies of Scale Will Save U.S. Agriculture – NEA Business Today – 10/12/05)

About six years ago, I was a news anchor and farm reporter on our local TV station. I remember doing a two-part news story on a Northeast Arkansas ag producer who was engaged in the production of two commodities that were possibly the least profitable commodities in production at that time - cotton and hogs.  It wasn't the first time American farmers had faced economic hardships, and most would rather forget that period from about 1998 to 2002 - possibly the bleakest in recent ag history.

I don't remember every question I asked that producer, and I certainly don't remember every answer he gave.  But one sticks out in my mind and probably always will.  I asked him if he thought his kids would be able to farm.  His answer was quite simple: "...if they are, they'll sure enough have to be businessmen."

That short statement should resonate with farmers now more than ever.  Business acumen will determine who are still farming next year, and the year after that, and the year after that.  Understanding the inherent risks of farming, on a global scale, and managing those risks with a global strategy, will separate the wheat from the chaff in a manner of speaking.  Those forward-thinking producers who respond to changes in the international marketplace rather than waiting on policy dictates from the government will continue to thrive and prosper while others fall by the wayside.  

The same is true with technology.  Operators who voluntarily invest in and employ efficient, labor and cost saving technologies, will generate substantially increased rates of return on their investments.  Technology today is developed at an exponentially faster rate than back when Mr. Deere first hung out his shingle, and that should be viewed as a good thing for American farmers.

New technologies allow for the easier implementation of economies of scale.  Anyone who has sat through an "econ" class will no doubt be familiar with that term - a fundamental principle that has as much application in production agriculture as it has in the industrial sector.

The current Congressional wrangling on the next farm bill and the ongoing battles in the World Trade Organization (and how the two will seemingly always be intertwined), gave me pause to reflect back on that interview of six years ago.  Somewhere between the bygone era of the family farm and today's global agricultural economy, many have lost sight of the fact that farming is still a business.  Will your kids be able to farm?  I don't know, but like the man said, "…if they are, they'll sure enough have to be businessmen."
