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Pennsylvania Sustainable Agriculture Conference:
Diverse gathering discusses the legacy and future of farming

The annual conference sponsored by the Pennsylvania Association for Sustainable Agriculture

(PASA) brought a diverse group of farmers together February 5 - 8 in Lancaster. Whether young or
older, white or people of color, men or women, Amish or English, the common ground that unites
them is their concern for the health of our soil, the future of farming as a profession, and where
we’ll be if we continue to lose farmland at the rate we are now. See page 3 to view the numbers.
In addition to farmers of rural properties, we heard from individuals who are farming suburban
and urban spaces—“literally changing the landscape of their cities.” We heard from those who are
just beginning to farm, as well as long established farmers; entrepreneurs who are growing specialty
crops such as hemp and marketing value-added products; black farmers who are carrying on their
parents and grandparents’ legacy; students who are Future Farmers of America; people who are
looking for farmland to rent or buy, and agricultural researchers who are developing tools to help
farmers select cover crops.
Story continues on page 2
Photos: The PASA Sustainable Agriculture Conference was at the Lancaster Marriott
in Penn Square, a short walk from local farmers’ booths at the historic Lancaster Central Market,
established in 1730. The conference meals featured PAPreferred® regionally sourced foods.

Story continued from page 1
We learned how Pennsylvania is investing in farmers through the PA Farm Bill, with programs
to encourage new and beginning farmers, while helping established farmers transition to the new
owners and operators who will succeed them.
We ate PAPreferred® meals made with regionally sourced ingredients from food providers
throughout the PASA community.
The speeches and discussions reflected a global view of the issues facing agriculture—not only
the economic and environmental challenges to farming the land, but the need to include and
encourage all who want to farm. We were reminded to acknowledge our ancestors who farmed
before us—including the native Americans and others of color whose ground was taken from them.
And we were encouraged to be aware of and promote our authentic agricultural history.
While we couldn’t attend every PASA workshop, we took thorough notes on what farmers wanted
to learn from the conference. It was bonding time for people who make farming their way of life.
Women at a session called “Engaging Women in Agriculture” shared their favorite life experience
with soil, such as harvesting potatoes for the first time, or eating strawberries and peas as they
picked. Their memories were simple and family centered—strongly influenced by parents and
grandparents who passed along what they knew about the land.

“What’s your soil story?” was a question that Josh Tickell, author of the book, Kiss the Ground,
was asking his audience. “It’s time for a new story. A lot of that new story starts with you.”
“Soil is the center of wealth in our society,” he added, yet we’ve lost two-thirds of our planet’s soils.
Tickell, one of the conference’s two keynote speakers, is convinced we can restore healthy soils.
Conservation plans like our preserved farm landowners are following are a good place to start,
including cover crops and no-till farming, as well as composting. These help soil to regenerate
instead of becoming just dirt without any microorganisms to keep them healthy. “Regenerative
agriculture is a system of farming principles and practices that increases biodiversity, enriches soils,
improves watersheds, and enhances ecosystem services,” according to Tickell’s website.
The second keynote speaker, culinary historian Michael Twitty, says eating fresh foods in season
and buying from local farms also promotes sustainable agriculture, as does stewardship of our land.
“Your ancestors were farmers and growers, too,” he said. “When we steward our land, we’re
honoring their legacy.”
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Can an online tool help you select cover crops?
Most farmers are trying to decide on cover crops at your busiest time of year. Agricultural
researchers are designing a tool to help farmers manage these complex dynamic systems all
in one place—enabling you to select species, create mixes, calculate seeding rates, and decide
when to plant.
The program will help farmers select a cover crop based on your location, cash crop, field
attributes, and planting and harvest dates, as well as enter your USDA hardiness zone, web soil
summary, heat and drought tolerance, among other data. You may overwrite the default data
where applicable. For example, you can add frost dates that apply to your geographic area.
The researchers describe the program as a “matchmaking” tool that can match farmers with your
goals, whether you’re aiming to enhance environmental benefits, increase profits by growing cover
crops, or just need to “gut check” your practices. The tool is being created to provide support as
well advise how to fit cover crops into overall farm management best practices.
The tool will be available for you to test at this site this spring. http://northeastcovercrops.com/

This Centre County preserved farm’s winter cover crop in a cornfield is a best practice for soil management.

What are the growing challenges for established and beginning farmers?
Farm owners are transitioning. Pennsylvania has twice as many farmers over age 65 than under 35,
according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s latest census. Two-thirds of all farmland (573
million acres or 63 percent) will need a new farmer over the next two and a half decades as older
farmers retire.
People who want to farm can’t find or afford to buy land. We’re losing farmland to developers, not
only where urban and suburban areas are expanding, but in rural communities. According to an
American Farmland Trust report called Farms Under Threat, between 1992 and 2012 the nation
lost 31 million acres of farmland to development. For those who are struggling financially because
their agricultural profits are not enough, it can seem easier to give in to development pressure.
Renting farmland may be the best option for those who can’t afford to buy land, provided the
farmer’s and landowner’s values and expectations are a good match. The National Young Farmers
Coalition offers multiple resources for beginning farmers, including a “Finding Farmland” calculator:
https://www.youngfarmers.org/about/
Learn more:
10 Numbers that Show How Much Farmland We’re Losing to Development

https://modernfarmer.com/2018/05/10-numbers-that-show-how-much-farmland-were-losing-to-development/

What Does the Future of Farming in Pennsylvania Look Like?

https://www.alleghenyfront.org/what-does-the-future-of-farming-in-pennsylvania-look-like/

page 3

Opportunities and resources for farmers
Learn all you can about PA Farm Bill programs and other resources
that can help you grow and sustain your farming operation.
PA Farm Bill Grant Programs
Application deadlines for all but one of the PA Farm Bill programs have passed, but the deadline to apply
for the Farm Vitality Planning Grant is 4:59 pm on April 3, 2020. This grant reimburses farmers who may
be transitioning to the next generation, or a new farm operator, for succession planning services by
a professional consultant. Link to https://www.agriculture.pa.gov/Pages/PA-Farm-Bill.aspx to learn
when the next application window is open for the following grant programs:
Urban Agriculture n Very Small Meat Processing n Dairy Investment Grants Program n REAP n
Specialty Crop Block Grant Program n Agriculture and Youth Grant Program n Farm to School Grant
Program n Farm Vitality Grant Program

Restore Pennsylvania: https://www.governor.pa.gov/restore-pennsylvania/
Governor Wolf’s plan to address critical infrastructure needs across Pennsylvania, such as mitigating
flooding and expanding broadband. His vision includes opportunities in rural and disadvantaged areas.
FieldWatch.com
This free, voluntary program encourages farmers to register your land to protect it from chemical drift,
which can affect organic production, herbicide-sensitive crops, and pollinator protection efforts.
Single Application for Assistance: https://www.esa.dced.state.pa.us/login.aspx?var=5
Apply for program funding online using the Department of Community & Economic Development’s
Electronic Single Application (ESA). Human assistance with the application process is available.
2020 Decennial Census Day is April 1: https://2020census.gov/en/community-impact.html
Rural Pennsylvanians are encouraged to participate in the 2020 census, keeping in mind that USDA
grants are based on reported census data. Census results help determine how federal dollars are allocated
and howlegislative districts are drawn for programs that support rural areas and agriculture.
USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service Information (NASS) in December began conducting data
collection for the 2019 Organic Survey, a follow-up special study to the 2017 Census of Agriculture.
This is a complete inventory of all known organic producers who are certified, exempt from certification
in the United States (those grossing less than $5,000 annually from organic sales), and producers transitioning
to certified organic production. The study serves as a census of all certified organic operations, as directed
under the FY2018 Farm Appropriations Bill. Results will be available in Fall 2020.

The latest Centre County farmland preservation news

As of January 7, 2020, Fairbrook Farms in Ferguson Township became our newest preserved farm. The
Pennsylvania Agricultural Land Preservation Board this month voted to approve two additional Ferguson
Township farms for agricultural easements this year. They are owned by J. Roy Campbell and Galen and
Katherine McWilliams.

Keep informed: We’ve updated our Agriculture pages on the Centre County website and added a page

where you can link to our publications, news releases, and updates. View our visual tour of preserved farms
that we inspected in 2019: http://centrecountypa.gov/2152/Farmland-Preservation-News

For assistance with your preserved farm or agricultural land preservation in general,
please contact Diana Griffith, Centre County Ag Land Preservation Coordinator,
at (814) 355-6791 or dlgriffith@centrecountypa.gov
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