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I had my teenage kids parked front and center to hear Mark Ritchie at the Practical Farmers of Iowa annual meeting in Ames this past January. The PFI conference, where we get to hear about sustainable agriculture that promotes environmentally sound farming practices, is an annual hit with these kids. 

One traveled three hours from college and the two high schoolers had their agendas mapped out days in advance. Raising food that promotes health and is sold locally is the type of agriculture they want to be involved in. As members of the PFI Grower Group, Jason and Nick sold their free-range chickens to the Ames Gateway Hotel this year for the PFI lunch banquet. So they were primed. 

Mark Ritchie is the president of the Minneapolis-based Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy, and was the keynote giving us a Global Perspective on Sustainable Farming. Iowans, especially parents, are very aware that our young people are leaving the state in an exodus. His was a story that "my little farm products" needed to hear.

Not unlike many Iowa teens, Ritchie graduated from Nevada High School and attended Iowa State University. He noted that growing up in Iowa teaches us that the world is a very big place, a perspective not necessarily shared by kids growing up in huge cities on either coast. But small town Iowa also teaches us that one person can make a difference in the lives of many. 

Need to keep young people interested in farming

However, the message Mark got from higher education at ISU was that if you wanted to be a success, you had to distance yourself from farming. You had to leave. 

Well, leave he did. He first traveled to the inner city of Des Moines to work on social justice issues. Then the farming bug bit and he found himself near San Francisco raising a laying flock for the organic egg market. He wanted to farm the right way. But within two years the bottom went out of his market because of competition from increased commercial egg sales. 

Policies were in place that made it impossible to make money farming. He also believed that morally, he could never raise chickens or produce eggs in a manner in which he knew they shouldn’t be raised. The economic reality was "It wasn’t enough to farm the right way and work 20 hours a day doing it". So he quit farming. His goal was to educate himself to influence government policies that were pushing people out of farming. 

He learned that federal policies had been put in place to push people from agriculture. During the 1930s, 40s and 50s this trend freed people up for industrial jobs. Soon this conscious reduction strategy became focused on an industrial, mono-cropping system of farming. 

Understanding global markets, trade policy

While Ritchie had a good understanding of the U.S. political arena he didn’t understand the global market and politics that was exerting increasing influence on America’s farms. 

At the height of the 1980s farm crisis, an Iowa full of courthouse lawns littered with white crosses and farm foreclosures received a 1985 farm bill that was an eye opener to many. International policies that our government had helped make were undermining our own national ag policy and our farmers. U.S. ag policy was overpowered by GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade). 

Ritchie determined that the international policies were developed for large companies. While international policies govern the public, they continue to be created in very private meetings. Private meetings help avoid public debate. Fast track trade negotiating authority prevents debate and filibuster.

Commitment to righting the injustice meant educating himself on the global perspective. Ritchie picked up and moved his family to Europe to study international trade policies and their effect on family farms. The 1980s had ushered in a blanket of extreme proposals designed to undermine and get rid of environmental regulations such as the Clean Water and Clean Air Acts.

Farmers need to ask the tough questions

Ritchie credits the farm community as the first to ask tough questions about international trade policies and what our government was proposing for new trade rules for agriculture. Ritchie stated, "Luckily, the proposals were so extreme that Congress defeated them."

Learning where these international policies originated was part of Ritchie’s learning curve. He claims the original founders of what was to become the World Trade Organization (WTO) had the best of intentions. Coming out of World War II they decided that there must never be another world war. They saw conflict and poverty coming from unregulated competition. They saw a need for a global system to try and find a way for social, economic and political justice to avoid another world war. 

But somewhere over time these well intentioned plans ran amuck. Ritchie sees international laws that make it impossible to determine if a product is produced with child labor in a Third World country or if it is produced locally. 

He sees policies that are ignored such as the trade rule stating you can’t sell goods for less than the cost of production; or the one that states it doesn’t allow dumping of products that are sold below the cost of production; or the one that won’t allow products to be labeled. Ritchie claimed, "The injustices are many. Criticizing these forces and global institutions is God’s work on Earth."

There is hope for family farming

Ritchie is hopeful, however. He sees the WTO protest in Seattle as a springboard. "Seattle opened up a new conversation about a global civil society." He sees PFI and similar groups growing. People are looking at personal values and trying to find a balance. 

Ritchie says the best way to hang on while we balance this trade situation is to prove the propaganda a lie. "Industrialized agriculture is not inevitable," he says. Multi-nationals and their promoters will tell you its an inevitable system. They are in the "You can’t fight city hall and win" stage of rhetoric, says Ritchie. "When we are convinced globally that industrial ag is inevitable…we are toast! The globalization of practical, sustainable farming is what will save this planet."

I believe that Mark Ritchie is a fine example to all Iowans, not just my kids. Instead of compromising his principles, he changed his job to work for a better world for everyone. We need to determine what the big picture is and then adjust our personal decisions and actions to reflect a solution. As this mom has been heard to say, "If you aren’t part of the solution, then you must be part of the problem."

Editor's note: LaVon Griffieon of Ankeny, Iowa, and her husband Craig own and operate a 1,120 acre, fifth generation beef and grain farm. She is president of 1,000 Friends of Iowa. LaVon is also a Food and Society Policy Fellow, a national program designed to educate consumers, opinion leaders and policymakers on the challenges ahead with sustaining family farms and food systems that are environmentally sound, healthy and locally owned and controlled. The Thomas Jefferson Institute of Columbia, Mo., administers this program in partnership with the Institute for Ag and Trade Policy in Minneapolis, Minn., with funding from the W.K. Kellogg Foundation.

