(Why Farmers Are Losing the PR War – NEA Business Today – 8/16/05)

There was a time when an agrarian society was a cultural view held by many to be the saving grace of our country.  Thomas Jefferson and more than a handful of his contemporaries believed agricultural endeavor was a calling of the highest order and essential to the continued growth of what would become a truly great nation.  

There was a time when American farmers and their way of life were held in high esteem as they fed and clothed not only themselves, but their neighbors, their nation, and indeed, their world.

How times have changed.

So whatever happened to the "American Gothic" view of agricultural society?  It seems as though it was painted over by a largely urban and sub-urban society who simply forgot where their food comes from.  In the process, the farmer has been colored as nothing more than a subsidy recipient feeding at the public trough.  This didn't happen over night.  It took years, in fact, generations.  

While the agriculture industry is comprised of some of the hardest working people you could ever hope to meet, as a whole the industry has been remiss in their collective dealings with the public.  

Over the years, American farmers have quickly adapted to changing technologies, and applied those new technologies to their production efforts.  As a result, Americans enjoy the cheapest, safest, most abundant food supply in the world today.  Everyone knows that, right?  And of course, farmers are excellent stewards of the land as well, employing conservation practices whenever and wherever possible.  That, too, is common knowledge isn't it?  The answer is a resounding NO on both counts.  In fact, outside of the agriculture industry, public perception of farming is at an all time low.

You can point to a number of reasons.  In the last five years, a few PR disasters have dealt agriculture a black eye or two.  Remember the StarLink corn debacle?  That's blown over though, hasn't it?  Try selling Bt corn outside of the United States and see if the EU and others have forgotten about StarLink.  Then there's the Environmental Working Group.  They emerged in 2001 as the self-appointed watchdogs of agriculture serving the public interest.  I can't recall any effort put forth by the industry to counter their efforts, and so the public continues to be misinformed while we continue to ask why.  

Of course we can't ignore politicians and the media, as much as we may want to.  As the saying goes, "a little knowledge is a dangerous thing."  If that is remotely true, then the mainstream media are a huge disaster looking for a place to happen.  As politicians try to hammer out the next Farm Bill, their rhetoric is fodder for those pundits and columnists who thrive on controversy at the expense, in this case, of farmers.  

Most reporters would gladly spew forth hackneyed platitudes like "more than half the Farm Bill budget is earmarked for crop subsidies."  The fact that this tripe is woefully inaccurate doesn't seem to enter in to the equation.  Perhaps we should consider the semantics of ag policy.  Rather than calling the Farm Bill the "Farm Bill," maybe we should call it the "Consumer Stabilization Act."  Sure, some of the budget would go to farmers, but the end result would be the same - American consumers would enjoy the cheapest, safest, most abundant food supply in the world today.  Doesn't that sound much nicer.  That would definitely make Joe Urbanite feel a little better as he sips his double-latte mocha whatever, munches on a rice cake and walks down the street in his cotton jeans and leather Birkenstocks.

While many specific agricultural interest groups do a wonderful job representing their respective commodities and lobbying on their behalf, the focus seems to be primarily on policy issues as they apply to federal government and world trade.  They all want their piece of the pie, and rightfully so.  But how about considering the greater good and the long term sustainability of a vital industry?  It's time for agriculture to stand together as an industry and get in the PR game.  While many ag interest groups have won a battle or two, it's time to focus on the much bigger problem - why farmers are losing the PR war.
