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From the Editor By Bennett Burns

In recent decades we have seen the impact changing climate has had on farmers 

through extreme weather events, drought, shifting temperature patterns, new 

pests, pathogens, and weed problems. We also have learned that agriculture is 

taking a bigger toll on the environment than previously was thought. The UN  

Food and Agriculture Organization estimates that agriculture uses almost half 

of the world’s vegetated land. It accounts for 80% of the consumptive 

water use in the US, and generates 24% of the annual global emissions that are 

causing global warming. So how do we feed the world without destroying the 

planet? And how can nature teach us to do it better?

Fortunately, we are seeing food production practices beginning to shift 

from large agribusiness models to those that emphasize stewardship 

of the land without sacrificing output. Farmers practicing regenerative 

agriculture are revisiting ancient practices to enrich the soils, increase crop 

resiliency, and address climate change by capturing carbon within the soil. Our 

profiles of three inspirational farmers offer examples of how thoughtful farming 

practices can produce healthy crops while also healing the land.

Agriculture is a huge topic to cover and it impacts each of us in the choices we 

make about the food we buy, prepare and consume. Better understanding how 

our food is produced can be an important part of making healthy decisions for 

ourselves and our planet. I hope this issue leaves you hungry to learn more, and 

perhaps, even get to know your local farmer! ■

“The care of the earth is our most ancient and most worthy and, after all, our most 

pleasing responsibility. To cherish what remains of it, and to foster its renewal, is 

our only legitimate hope.”—Wendell Berry

 Bennett Burns, The Portland Garden Club, Zone XII, Editor of ConWatch

Photo: Brian McDonnell

https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/climate-change-and-agriculture
https://ourworldindata.org/global-land-for-agriculture
https://ourworldindata.org/global-land-for-agriculture
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-practices-management/irrigation-water-use/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-practices-management/irrigation-water-use/
https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/global-greenhouse-gas-emissions-data
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News from the Committee By Elizabeth Waddill and Lisa Ott

February 23rd–26th marked the 37th annual Garden Club of America National 

Affairs and Legislation (NAL) Conference in Washington D.C. Over 300 

delegates, representing all twelve zones, used their voices to advocate for the 

environment. They also honored NAL founder Mrs. W. Boulton Kelly (Ellie) of the 

St. George’s Garden Club as part of the 100th anniversary of the passage of the 

19th Amendment guaranteeing women the right to vote.

The conference focused on solutions to climate change, along with the 

need for fast and effective implementation of solutions at all levels of 

society. Indeed, the GCA Position Paper on Climate states: “Because 

individual and collective action can still modify the course of climate change, the 

GCA is committed to educating our communities about the impacts and promoting 

constructive responses to mitigate and adapt to the adverse effects.”

Turning the tables on climate change will not happen with one single action. 

Success will include lifestyle changes and solutions such as protecting public 

lands, wetlands, forests and farms, advancing energy conservation, reducing 

dependence on fossil fuels and supporting clean energy technologies.

We are incredibly grateful to all who contributed to the NAL 

conference. This includes our enthusiastic and committed 

delegates, our Conservation and NAL Committee members and 

our extraordinary speakers, including Gala keynote speaker, Ted Roosevelt V. 

His talk inspired us to imagine the famous campfire his great-great-grandfather 

and John Muir shared in Yosemite, as they envisioned the legacy they wanted to 

leave, not only for their children and grandchildren, but for generations beyond.

What will our legacy be? Are we ready to engage our communities and our 

elected officials to work together to protect our planet? It is clear that the time 

is now. Each of us must do what we can to combat climate change. May this, the 

Agriculture issue of ConWatch, contribute to showing us the way. ■

Elizabeth Waddill, Magnolia Garden Club , Zone IX, Conservation Chairman 

Lisa Ott, North Country Garden Club of Long Island, Zone III, NAL Chairman

“ How wonderful it is that nobody 
needs wait a single moment before 
starting to improve the world.” 
—Anne Frank
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Seeds of Hope: An Overview By Katy Kinsolving 

Conservationists often are called the prophets of doom and gloom, but 

these days, conservationists bring good news and solutions to the 

most pressing issues of our time. This issue of ConWatch examines a 

range of nature-based solutions to the challenges facing our agricultural and 

food systems that can increase yields, increase crop and farm resiliency, reduce 

reliance on chemicals, reduce food waste and help to mitigate greenhouse gas 

emissions.

All living things must consume energy to survive, including  plants that consume 

energy from the sun and carbon dioxide from the atmosphere. Fueled by 12,000 

years of successful plant and animal husbandry, the human species prospered 

and spread across the continents of the world.

Two hundred years ago, we began to industrialize those agricultural 

methods. As the global population trebled in the 20th century, we 

mechanized farming by inventing large gas and diesel-powered 

machines to till the soil, plant the seeds and harvest the crops. We introduced 

synthetic fertilizers to boost plant yields and used airplanes to spray millions 

of acres with chemical pesticides and herbicides in an attempt to eradicate 

plant and insect intruders. We narrowed our crop choices to just a few: soy, 

corn, wheat and cotton. We diverted natural water systems and irrigated the 

land. We built factories to breed and manage livestock. There are 94.8 million 

cows in this country alone. We fed growth hormones and antibiotics to these 

animals, hoping they would grow bigger and healthier. We traded in small 

family farms with diverse, symbiotic crop and livestock holdings for massive 

single-crop corporate farmland, in order to make our food production systems 

Someday we shall look back on this dark era of agriculture and shake our 
heads. How could we have ever believed that it was a good idea to grow our 
food with poisons? —Jane GoodallL, Harvest for Hope: A Guide to Mindful Eating
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more streamlined. We drained half of the world’s wetlands and clear-cut millions 

of acres of ancient old-growth forests in this country and around the world to 

make way for cropland and grazing land. All of these innovations were intended 

to bring efficiency and greater yields to our agricultural systems.

We now know that they also had a devastating impact on the 

underlying natural systems that we depend on to give us food. 

Climate change has been one of the imacts, but there are other 

effects as well: our streams and water systems are overloaded with nitrogen 

washed off from the fields treated with synthetic nitrogen fertilizer. The 

nitrogen in our water ways encourages the growth of algal blooms which lead 

to oxygen-free or dead zones in places like the Gulf of Mexico. Our livestock 

rearing methods emit significant amounts of greenhouse gasses, challenge our 

water supplies and degrade our land. In addition, we throw away 40% of our 

food, while many in our society are food insecure. Most significantly, we are 

losing topsoil at an alarming rate. Worldwide, there are a billion acres of former 

agricultural land that have been over-grazed, over-fertilized and over-irrigated, 

that are now vulnerable to erosion from both floods caused by extreme rain 

events and dust storms brought on by drought. These impacts will profoundly 

hamper our ability to grow food this century, just as global population is 

projected to reach 11 billion by century’s end.

Fortunately, There is Hope. 

There is hope in the growing body of research that modifications to our 

agricultural and land use practices can begin to rebuild biodiversity, sequester 

carbon, reduce erosion and stream run-off and regenerate our soil health. There 

is hope that innovations in the waste-to-energy industry will reduce emissions 

from food waste. There is hope in a new generation of farmers, growing crops in 

new and unlikely places and with new methods, who are changing the way we 

think about farming. There is hope in the development of new, perennial grains 

that can help rebuild our prairies. There is hope in new grazing techniques 

that enrich our soil. There is hope in new capital and technology flowing to 

farmers who are using drones and GPS systems to accurately map moisture and 

nitrogen content in their fields, so that they can target their use of fertilizers and 

irrigation systems. And yes, there is hope in public policy initiatives—mostly 

happening at the state level. These support regenerative practices, innovations 

and small farm businesses as they work toward developing agricultural models 

to feed our growing populations, while also encouraging our natural systems to 

be more resilient. Be hopeful and read on! ■

Katy Kinsolving, Millbrook Garden Club, Zone III,  

Current Vice Chair for Agriculture

" Live in each season as it passes; breathe the air, drink the drink, taste the fruit,  
and resign yourself to the influence of the earth." —Henry David Thoreau

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/can-the-planet-support-11-billion-people/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/can-the-planet-support-11-billion-people/
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Letter From the Country By Mary Berry

I have lived and farmed in Henry County, Kentucky all of my life, first by birth 

and then by choice. This land is populated by people who lived by farming. The 

agriculture in Henry County had diminished a good deal between my father, 

Wendell Berry’s childhood and my own. But the area still was highly diversified, 

supporting community agriculture and the small towns in our county. People’s 

pride was in their homes and it showed. I grew up working on the same farms 

and in the same barns as my father. This is more than nostalgia. There was the 

seamless passing down of the essential knowledge of good work and good land 

use. I speak now of a culture of agriculture that our modern industrial agriculture 

has replaced with the idea that machines can replace people and that particular 

places are the same as all places. The result has been the displacement of millions 

of people from the countryside to the cities, political discord, worsening climate 

change, and the now pervasive idea that technology will get us out of our 

dependence on the natural world and our need for each other.

My children grew up in the culture I speak of. I remember thinking 

just a short time ago that the kind of work my children were doing 

would be recognized by the seven generations of their farming 

family that came before them. My youngest daughter now is in her late twenties 

and that culture is almost completely gone, along with the farming people and 

the farmland that had survived until the late nineties. The farmers who are left 

are dependent on the toxic and erosive grain economy. There isn’t a town in 

Henry County that is not dead or dying.

The Berry Center’s mission is based on my father’s argument that what we 

have on our hands now is a cultural problem, that food is a cultural product. Our 

work at the Center is to strengthen what is left of the old agrarian culture.

We started with an inventory of what we have to work with. We still have good 

land and farmers who have the old cultural ideal of leaving a place better than 

it was found. We have young people who want to farm. We are bringing those 

https://berrycenter.org/about/
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people together. We know something about farm programs that have worked 

for small farmers. And we have our urban neighbors, more and more of who care 

about the health of the land and the people who farm it. We are bringing those 

people together. We have the work of three remarkable agrarians archived at 

the Center for people who want to know how to restore local rural economies. 

We are bringing them together. We believe that this is the way the work needs 

to be done now. We need go to work at home, on a small scale, using the now 

radical idea that we must improve the economy of local farmers and the health 

of the local land. We believe that what works in Henry County, Kentucky will 

work elsewhere.

There has not been a time in our country’s past that people and land 

have not been misused and that has to be kept in mind. A vision of what 

we are after also must be kept in mind based on what we have learned 

from our history. There have been times in that history when there were the 

beginnings of settled agrarian people who knew how to live each year not at 

the cost of the next. We have barely the sad remnants of that culture now. But, 

we still have some good farms, beautiful barns, the books of the long line of 

agrarian writers to which my father belongs, and the art of local cultures. These 

things show us what people firmly placed in a country they know well and not 

in constant economic trouble can accomplish.

My father asked these questions forty years ago in his book The Unsettling of 

America: Culture and Agriculture. In my work at The Berry Center I continue his 

questioning: are we or are we not going to take care of our land, our country? 

His work recounts what the human imagination is capable of when the 

necessary limits of particular loved places are accepted. What if we the people 

imagine what it would be like if our cities were fed, as much as possible, by the 

countryside surrounding them, thereby insuring the health and prosperity of 

both? Then we could get to work on making that happen. It will surely take 

time but improvements will be happening along the way. And the result will be 

beautiful to see. ■

Mary Berry, Executive Director of The Berry Center, Henry County, Kentucky 

Mary is a farmer, writer, speaker and daughter of Wendell Berry.

“ What is important to me about the Berry Center, and 
what I am learning from it, is its willingness to go 
to work at home, on a small scale, to improve the 
economy of local farmers and, therefore, the health 
of the local land. This is radical now, when public 
attention is all on global solutions to global problems. 
But what works here is likely to work elsewhere, 
whereas a global solution that won’t work locally is a 
waste of time.” —Wendell Berry

https://berrycenter.org/about/staff/
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The Peace of Wild Things

When despair for the world grows in me 
and I wake in the night at the least sound 

in fear of what my life and my children’s lives may be, 
I go and lie down where the wood drake 
rests in his beauty on the water, and the great heron 
feeds. 
I come into the peace of wild things 
who do not tax their lives with forethought 
of grief. I come into the presence of still water. 
And I feel above me the day-blind stars 
waiting with their light. For a time 
I rest in the grace of the world, and am free.

—Wendell Berry, The Selected Poems of Wendell Berry

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1562183


9Back to TOC

Regenerative Agriculture • Adaptive Grazing By Peter Byck

When I was a 3-year old boy in the late '60s, I littered—putting my 

sandwich baggie beneath a rock. When my Dad asked me where 

the baggie was, I told him. We were on a trail we called Rocky Run, 

a creek bed with millions of rocks. After I spent a very long, unsuccessful time 

looking under rock after rock, my dad figured I had learned my lesson. I had—

to a point. I don’t toss plastic into the woods anymore, but I have been tossing 

carbon dioxide (CO₂) into the atmosphere my whole life.

I know I am a part of the climate crisis. Every CO2 molecule I’ve caused to be 

emitted—from the bus that took me to second grade in 1972, to the plane rides 

home during college in the mid '80s, to my barbecue last week—still is in the 

atmosphere.

The warming of our planet is extremely worrying—but I am even more worried 

about our soils. The way we’ve been growing our food the last 200 years has 

severely depleted the soils, and we are just now understanding how serious the 

problem is. The clouds of soil from the dust bowl were so giant, soil landed on 

the President’s desk in Washington. I wish I were referring to the 1930s, but we 

had dust bowl-sized clouds last summer, and the summer before. It’s just that 

no one is putting those photos on the front page.

According to the USDA, US soils, due to plowing and overgrazing, have 

lost between 50–90% of their organic matter—their carbon. And once 

that carbon is released, it binds with oxygen in the air, and becomes 

CO2, the main greenhouse gas at the heart of the climate crisis. A research paper 
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just released in the UK says that with business as usual, their soils have only 

60 more years of food production, due to enormous erosion. In Iowa, for every 

pound of corn we harvest, we lose 2 pounds of soil to erosion, so our business-

as-usual is creating a situation equally as dire as the UK’s.

Since 2013, I have had the good fortune of filming, researching and 

learning from some of America’s most forward-looking farmers who are 

restoring our soils so that food can be regeneratively grown for centuries 

to come.

This burgeoning group of farmers are rebuilding their soils at a rate thought 

impossible by conventional science: 4–6 inches in a decade versus the 

conventionally believed 1 inch per 1000 years. I have seen evidence of this 

massive soil regeneration at Gabe Brown’s farm outside of Bismarck, North 

Dakota, and at Neil Dennis’ farm in Saskatchewan, Canada.

Both Gabe and Neil (who passed away in 2017) helped to pioneer a form of 

grazing called Adaptive Multi-paddock (AMP) grazing—also known as mob 

grazing, strip grazing or Bison Biomimicry—where farmers move their herd into 

a small paddock, sometimes for a day, sometimes a few hours, before moving it 

to the next paddock for the same short duration.

These farmers are emulating the way the bison moved across the Great 

Plains. The bison would stay tightly packed in a herd, their hooves 

stimulating seed growth, their manure and urine fertilizing the soil. 

They ate everything down to a certain point (like we eat asparagus to a certain 

point), and they trampled the rest of the plants, leaving cover for the soil and 

food for the microbes. Then, they moved on, either because they were being 

hunted by wolves, or they just knew there was uneaten forage further along. 

Photosynthesis kicked into high gear as all the half-eaten plants drew down 

tons of CO2 to help regrow. This huge amount of CO2 also fed the soil microbial 

In Iowa, for every pound of corn we harvest, we lose 2 pounds of soil to erosion
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community down below, which farmers refer to as their underground 

grazers. This practice allowed a piece of land to rest—sometimes for a year 

or more, until another herd of bison, or elk, grazed again. The grasses and the 

animals co-evolved in this system—heavy hit, rest, repeat—and created the 

world’s richest and deepest soils.

The farmers I met decided to stop fighting nature and started working with 

it, using 3.2 billion years of the earth's own research and development. 

Time after time, these farmers used AMP grazing with great success—in 

areas as diverse as Mississippi (53” annual rain fall) to North Dakota (14” of annual 

rain fall), getting themselves out of debt, producing much more food on the 

same land with the same rain fall, spending much less money on fertilizer and 

medicine, and making their soils more resilient in floods and drought. Healthy, 

carbon-rich soils are like sponges, absorbing water in heavy rain events, and 

holding on to that water in the driest of times.

Ranney Ranch, In New Mexico, adopted AMP grazing 

during a 15-year drought, and witnessed the growth 

of grasses that had not been seen in their region for 

decades. Those surprise grasses saved their herd from the drought—the seeds 

had been lying dormant in the soil until the grazing methods suited their needs, 

revitalizing the latent seed bank. Without adopting AMP grazing, they would 

have lost their entire herd, like their neighbors.

Today, 1–2% of US farmers are using AMP grazing. The rest use conventional 

methods, which allow animals to graze in large paddocks for weeks or even 

months at a time continuously. They overgraze the plants they love, causing 

them to virtually disappear, and they under graze the stuff they don’t want, 

which then grows rampant. This is not how nature intended grasslands to be 

managed.

" The farmer has to be an optimist or 
he wouldn't still be a farmer." 

—Will Rogers
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I am part of a team of scientists, farmers and business leaders who want to 

significantly scale up these nature-based methods. We want 25% of American 

farmers to adopt AMP grazing by 2030. We believe this will draw down 1 

billion tons of CO2 annually, one fifth of the US’ annual emissions.

We also want to inspire American companies to look at their carbon footprint 

from the day they open for business—to help draw down their legacy carbon. 

Which company will be the first to truly be carbon neutral from day one? In 

January 2020, Microsoft announced its intentions to do just that. Regenerative 

agriculture is one fantastic way to reach this goal—and farmers will need all 

the help they can get in order for them to replenish, 

rejuvenate and restore our nation’s soils. When 

I was a boy, I didn’t know any farmers. Now, 

I know—farmers can be our heroes. ■

Peter Byck, Director, Producer, Writer, 

Public Speaker and Professor of Practice 

at Arizona State University at the 

School of Sustainability and at the Walter 

Cronkite School of Journalism. 

He is the director, producer and writer of the 

award-winning film Carbon Nation. Currently he is helping lead a $5.3 

million research project focused on AMP grazing, in collaboration with 20 

scientists and 10 ranchers. Their study examines soil health, carbon storage, 

microbial life, bug/bird diversity and much more. He recently completed 

10 short films on regenerative grazing called Carbon Cowboys and is in 

production for a documentary on the AMP grazing research project. His work 

and words also inspired all who attended the GCA Conservation Study Trip in 

Louisville, Kentucky in the fall of 2019.

Regenerative Agriculture Definition
Regenerative Agriculture is a system of farming and grazing practices 

that increases biodiversity, enriches soils, improves watersheds, and 

enhances ecosystem services. This approach:

 ■ Aims to capture carbon in soil and above ground biomass, reversing 

current global trends of atmospheric CO2 accumulation.

 ■ Leverages the power of photosynthesis in plants to close the 

carbon cycle.

 ■ Offers increased yields, resilience to climate instability, and higher 

health and vitality for farming and ranching communities.

 ■ Draws from decades of scientific and applied research by the 

global communities of organic farming, agroecology, holistic 

management, and agroforestry.

For more reading:

carbon-neutral-beef-grass

The regenerative solution

https://www.carbonnationmovie.com/about
https://carboncowboys.org/films
http://www.regenerativeagriculturedefinition.com/
https://www.popsci.com/carbon-neutral-beef-grass/
https://holisticmanagement.org/the-regenerative-solution/
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Healthy Soil, Healthy Planet  By Nina Prater

We tend to take it for granted, but for thousands of years, humanity 

has misunderstood soil. There have been glimpses of wisdom 

surrounding sustainable soil management in various cultures 

at various points in time, but the overarching trajectory of our relationship to 

soil has been one of mismanagement and degradation. Currently there is a 

growing movement around the globe to reassess our understanding of how 

soil functions. People are learning to view soil as an ecosystem rather than as 

an inert growth medium, and with this new understanding, we are discovering 

new ways to return soils to good health and productivity. It doesn’t matter if 

it’s a garden, a farm field, or a forest. Soils depleted through mismanagement 

can be regenerated. And through this process of soil regeneration, atmospheric 

carbon becomes sequestered.

The National Center for Appropriate Technology (NCAT), a nonprofit 

established in 1976, champions small-scale, local, and sustainable solutions to 

reduce poverty, promote healthy communities, and protect natural resources. 

Since 1987, we’ve been providing sustainable agriculture education to farmers 

across the country. We work with a wide range of farmers in many different 

climates. Each farmer needs a different type of assistance, but one element 

unifies them: they all rely on soil for their livelihood. NCAT is here to help them 

take care of the soil that sustains us all.

Diving below the soil surface for a moment, let’s look more closely at what 

soil is. Most people think of it as a collection of mineral particles, and it does 

include that. But a critical building block of soil is Soil Organic Matter (SOM). 

SOM includes matter that either is alive or was at one point. This includes a vast 

https://www.ncat.org/
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array of soil macro and micro organisms, decaying plant matter, root exudates, 

and humus, the substance that coats the soil’s mineral particles giving healthy 

soil a rich dark color. SOM needs to be plentiful enough in the soil to feed the 

food web, including various organisms that do the job of cycling nutrients 

and building soil structure. SOM is easily lost from soil when it’s mismanaged, 

including through excessive tillage and too much chemical nitrogen fertilization. 

Eventually, this loss leads to degradation. Soils become less fertile, losing 

their ability to infiltrate and hold water. They become prone to crusting and 

erosion. One other important consideration is that SOM is approximately 58% 

carbon. This means that whenever SOM is lost, carbon dioxide is released into 

the atmosphere. Conversely, whenever SOM is increased through sustainable 

management, carbon dioxide is removed from the atmosphere and stored in 

the soil, benefiting both the soil and the atmosphere’s balance of greenhouse 

gases.

Zooming out again to the landscape view, it is each farmer’s task to figure 

out how to create a production system that maintains or increases their 

soil’s organic matter content, while still being able to run a profitable 

business. Agriculture specialists at NCAT provide technical assistance to help 

farmers achieve these goals while building healthy soils. This year, NCAT is 

hosting its inaugural Soil Health Innovations Conference to bring together 

leading farmers, ranchers, researchers, educators, food and fiber companies, and 

policy makers to disseminate the latest information on increasing soil health 

around the country. 

Even if you are not a farmer, soil health affects you. It affects people’s health, 

agricultural systems, and natural ecosystems, and it has the power to impact 

climate change. The soil health movement has the power to change the world 

for the better. Every person who supports improved soil health on their property 

and with their food choices makes a difference.■

Nina Prater, Soil Specialist,  

National Center for Appropriate Technology

WHAT IS HEALTHY SOIL?

According to the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, 

soil health is defined as “the continued capacity of soil to function as a 

vital living ecosystem that sustains plants, animals, and humans. This 

definition speaks to the importance of managing soils, so they are sustainable 

for future generations…Only 'living' things can have health, so viewing soil as a 

living ecosystem reflects a fundamental shift in the way we care for our nation’s 

soils. Soil isn’t an inert growing medium, but rather is teaming with billions of 

bacteria, fungi, and other microbes that are the foundation of an elegant 

symbiotic ecosystem". By managing soil as a healthy ecosystem, many benefits 

can be achieved.

Benefits of Healthy Soil
 ■ Increased carbon sequestration

 ■ Reduced greenhouse gas emissions

 ■ Increased drought resilience

 ■ Enhanced water quality through filtration of pollutants

 ■ Enhanced crop yield

 ■ Increased nutrient availability

 ■ Provision of habitat for soil microbes and pollinators

 ■ Suppression of many plant diseases

https://soilinnovations.ncat.org/
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/soils/health/
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Gasping for Air By Chris Robbins

How Nutrient Pollution Chokes the Gulf of Mexico 

Swaths of ocean too low in oxygen to support most marine life are 

growing in number and size across the planet. The most infamous of 

these hypoxic—or dead—zones forms every summer in the northern 

Gulf of Mexico, growing to upwards of 20,000 km2  in surface area, or roughly 

the size of Massachusetts. To understand what drives the Gulf dead zone, we 

need to look northward—specifically, to the Mississippi River basin.

Precipitation, falling as rain or snow, on 41% of the continental United States 

drains into the Mississippi River via thousands of tributaries from western 

Pennsylvania to central Montana. Runoff from rainwater or snow melt traps and 

transports fertilizers, rich in phosphorous and nitrogen, from farmland across 

the Midwest and Plains to the Gulf as nonpoint source pollution. While these 

two nutrients are essential to agricultural producers, they can be too much of a 

good thing for the ocean.

Aerial shot of the Mississippi Delta 
entering the Gulf of Mexico

Tributaries 
from the Midwest 

pour agricultural runoff into the 
Mississippi River which flows into the 

Gulf of Mexico, contributing to the dead zone, 
shown by the red area. Documented sites of low 

oxygen are marked with •
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Each year, the Mississippi River dumps an estimated 1.7 

million tons of phosphorous and nitrogen into 

the Gulf, fueling large microscopic algae 

blooms. As dead algae fall to the bottom, 

bacteria consume the organic matter, 

using up much of the dissolved oxygen 

in the process. Meanwhile, spring 

snowmelt and discharge from heavy 

rains emptying into the Gulf create a 

freshwater lens over heavier, denser 

saltwater. The resulting stratification 

prevents oxygen in the top layer from 

mixing with the saltwater in the water 

column below. Scientists predict hypoxia 

will worsen as the ocean heats up due to 

climate change: The warmer the seawater, the 

less oxygen it can hold.

The Gulf dead zone wreaks ecological havoc on many 

fronts. Sea turtles, marine mammals and fish flee. Shrimp fail to reach 

a larger, more commercially valuable size. Crabs and other less mobile 

or immobile invertebrates simply perish. As a further consequence, marine life 

is squeezed into smaller, sub-optimal areas of available habitat, akin to wildlife 

seeking refuge in the suburbs from forest fires. As a result of this crowding effect, 

marine animals such as sea turtles and sailfish become more likely to come 

into contact with fishing vessels at the edge of the dead zone or at the surface, 

thereby increasing their vulnerability to accidental or excessive capture.

State and federal officials are working collaboratively to address the problem. 

The Hypoxia Task Force was created in 1997, with the goal to reduce nutrient 

pollution throughout the Mississippi River basin. The Task Force aimed 

to reduce the size of the Gulf dead zone by 75% by 2015 but failed 

to achieve that goal. The current deadline is 2035. Of the 31 

states in the basin, nine (Illinois, Iowa, Indiana, Missouri, 

Arkansas, Kentucky, Tennessee, Ohio and Mississippi), 

comprising merely one-third of the area, contribute 

the majority of the nitrogen and phosphorus 

deposits into the Gulf.

One of the more significant challenges 

to nonpoint source nutrient reduction 

lies ahead in the  difficult adoption of 

enforceable limits on nitrogen and phosphorous. 

Another is insufficient funding to incentivize farmers 

to implement voluntary best management practices. 

The ingenuity of state governments, however, combined 

with creative solutions, both market-based and regulatory, 

as well as dedicated and sustained federal resources, can make a 

big difference. For example, in a demonstration project, Iowa currently 

is discounting crop insurance as an incentive to farmers to plant cover crops, 

which can potentially reduce nitrogen and phosphorus loads by up to 30%.

We can continue to simply beat back the Gulf dead zone. But to truly solve the 

problem, it will take a transformative level of commitment and investment 

from the public and private sectors working together to breathe fresh air into 

effective nutrient reduction efforts. ■

Chris Robbins, Senior Manager, Science Initiatives,  

Ocean Conservancy, Austin, Texas
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Reducing Food Waste By Sophie Glovier

What if I were to tell you that you have the ability today to make a 

meaningful contribution to decreasing greenhouse gas emissions? 

No new technology or investment is needed, and taking action 

would save money and help those in our society who are food insecure.  Ready to 

sign up?  The solution is—reducing food waste in your home, place of business 

and community.

When we waste food we also waste the energy and water it takes to grow, 

harvest, transport, and package it. Food is the largest source of waste in the 

United States. According to the EPA, 20% of what goes into municipal landfills is 

food. When it is left to decompose there it releases methane, which is a potent 

greenhouse gas. If global food waste were a country, it would be the third-

largest emitter in creating greenhouse gas emissions, right behind the United 

States and China. Thirty percent of all food produced globally is wasted; in the 

United States we waste 40 percent. Yet food insecurity is a problem impacting 

millions of Americans. Food loss and waste generate more than four times 

the greenhouse gas emissions of the aviation industry. According to Project 

Drawdown, a global research organization that identifies, reviews and analyzes 

the most viable solutions to climate change, reducing food waste could have 

a significant impact on decreasing greenhouse gas emissions. Food waste has 

economic consequences as well. Some sources estimate that an average family 

of four in the United States can save $1,600 per year by reducing food waste.

https://www.wri.org/blog/2015/12/whats-food-loss-and-waste-got-do-climate-change-lot-actually
https://www.wri.org/blog/2015/12/whats-food-loss-and-waste-got-do-climate-change-lot-actually
https://www.wri.org/blog/2015/12/whats-food-loss-and-waste-got-do-climate-change-lot-actually
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/jul/13/us-food-waste-ugly-fruit-vegetables-perfect
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The United Nations has made reducing food loss (food that spills, 

spoils, is bruised or otherwise “lost” before it gets to the consumer) and 

food waste (at the retail or consumption stage) one of its Sustainable 

Development Goals, targeting a decrease in food waste of 50 percent by 2030. 

The United States Department of Agriculture and the Environmental Protection 

Agency have set the same goal for the United States.

The E.P.A. has developed a food recovery hierarchy (shown on the next page) 

which illustrates that source reduction (or avoiding overproduction) is the best 

place to start to reduce food waste. The next best option is to get excess food to 

people or animals that can use it. Excess food can be used for industrial purposes 

like generating energy or, of course, be composted at facilities or in backyards.

Getting food that could be wasted to people who need it has become easier 

due to current technology and the development of apps like flashfood, where 

shoppers can get big discounts on groceries reaching their expiration dates, and 

Food Cowboy which connects grocery stores and restaurants with nonprofit 

organizations that provide meals or groceries to the food insecure.

New options also are allowing composting to happen at scale. Increasingly, 

towns and cities are learning they can realize financial savings when organic 

waste is diverted from the landfill. Composting can enhance public health 

by returning nutrients to the soil, reducing groundwater contamination and 

keeping pests out of landfills.

Garden clubs can play an important role in educating communities and 

businesses about the issue of food waste. Refed.com is a nonprofit organization 

that uses a data-driven approach to help solve the waste problem. Their analysis 

has found that consumer education campaigns are a highly impactful strategy. 

Tools to shop smarter, tips on making better use of leftovers, decreasing spoilage 

through proper storage, and backyard composting are all things that can be 

taught. Consumer education about food dating is critical. There is no widely 

accepted system for “sell by” dates in the United States, which causes confusion 

and leads consumers to toss food that may be edible.

We can all do our part at home, as well. Research has shown that 

nearly ¾ of people think they throw away less food than the 

average American. In the sidebar we’ve included some resources 

that can help. Eliminating food waste is something that we all can do to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions, save money and address the problem of food 

insecurity in our country. Here’s to a dinner of leftovers! 

Sophie Glovier, Garden Club of Princeton, Zone IV, 

Current Vice Chair for Waste Management

https://news.un.org/en/story/2013/09/448652
http://www.flashfood.com
http://www.foodcowboy.com
http://www.refed.com
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Inspired?  
Try these resources to help reduce food waste:

Savethefood.com has many tools to experiment with, including:

 ■ Guest-imator to find out exactly how much food you will need for 

your next dinner party or,

 ■ Meal Prep Mate to help you plan meals and optimize your 

shopping list as well as cooking tips for items you might toss like 

cilantro stems and squishy avocados.

Food Keeper is an app that developed by the USDA that provides 

guidance on safe handling, preparation and storage of over 650 food 

and beverage items. With the app you can track storage lives for different 

items, learn cooking tips and get safety recall alerts.

To learn more about what towns and cities are doing around the country 

to reduce food waste visit the Food Matters program of NRDC.  Perhaps 

you will find an idea that makes sense where you live.

http://www.savethefood.com/recipes/
https://savethefood.com/guestimator
http://www.savethefood.com/meal-prep-mate
http://www.foodsafety.gov/keep-food-safe/foodkeeper-app
http://www.nrdc.org/food-matters
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Innovative Thinking in Agriculture By Cynthia Scott

We depend on the world’s vast agricultural systems not only for food, 

but also for clothing and building materials.  But can agriculture 

help solve our impending climate and food shortage crises?  

Innovative thinkers in a range of fields are turning conventional wisdom upside 

down, surprising and inspiring us all. By thinking from the soil up, innovators 

are developing agricultural ecosystems that sequester large amounts of carbon 

while at the same time producing crops that effectively feed, clothe and shelter. 

By observing nature, they are learning how to keep food fresh longer and “grow” 

building materials from nature. Further, it is now possible to convert agricultural 

waste into useful energy. Perhaps a new age of earth-friendly innovation is upon 

us. Here are just a few examples to inspire you. 

Kernza: Perennial Grain and Carbon Capturing Crop

In 2003, Wes Jackson and The Land Institute of Salina, KS joined the effort 

begun by the Rodale Institute in the 1980s to develop intermediate wheatgrass 

(Thinopyrum intermedium) into a perennial kernel-producing crop dubbed 

"Kernza". Now, companies are demanding Kernza, not only for its delicious 

sweet and nutty flavor as a food, but also for its value as a carbon-offsetting 

plant.  What sets Kernza apart is its vast root system that extends at least TEN 

feet below the surface of the prairie, much like our native plants which evolved 

to withstand the harsh realities of drought and wind on the interior plains of the 

US.  Deep root systems are the key to soil health—holding underground water 

and nutrients, including CO2, which nourishes other soil microorganisms.
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While scientists and trial farmers say that Kernza it is not quite ready 

for market, corporations and sustainability visionaries such as 

Yvon Chouinard, founder of the clothing maker, Patagonia, are 

pushing to get more of this grain into production. Patagonia Provisions has 

a mandate to use the new grain in its food line and has brewed two Kernza-

based beers, Long Root Pale Ale and Long Root Wit. The beer is available up and 

down the west coast and in Colorado. If you are in the neighborhood, give it a 

try!

The giant food maker, General Mills, is focused on soil health, as well.  Its 

subsidiary, Cascadian Farm, has produced a trial run of Honey Toasted Kernza 

Cereal.  While they had to pull back in 2019 due to uneven crop yields and the 

tendency for Kernza seed heads to prematurely shatter, the chief sustainability 

officer at General Mills still would like to include as much Kernza as possible in 

its product portfolio for the huge carbon offset potential.  He states that, if they 

could incorporate this perennial in just 1% of General Mills’ grain-based foods, the 

demand would translate to millions of acres of cropland that potentially could 

be converted from annual wheat production to perennial Kernza production. 

Apeel: Nature’s Way to Combat Food Waste

The problem is not producing enough food, but rather that we cannot 

distribute it to hungry mouths before it rots away.  Almost half the food 

grown today goes to waste. Apeel Sciences, a Santa Barbara based 

company founded in 2012 with a Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation grant, has 

developed an ingeniously simple solution. Using the actual components of a 

fruit’s own peel, the company is able to double to triple the shelf life of many 

types of fresh produce. According to their website, “Apeel forms a thin ’peel’ of 

edible plant material on the surface of the fruit that slows down water loss and 

oxidation—the factors that cause spoilage.” Apeel recently announced a nation-

wide rollout with Kroger and is expanding globally this year starting in the EU. The 

founders envision a greatly reduced need for water, refrigeration and polluting 

transport systems, which translates to less pressure on our environment.

Apeel has won many awards, including the World Economic Forum’s 

Technology Pioneers Award and Time Magazine’s 50 Genius Companies 

in 2018. Apeel is also included as one of 2019 CNBC’s Disruptor 50 list of 

companies whose innovations are revolutionizing their industry. 

https://www.patagonia.com/company-info.html
https://www.patagoniaprovisions.com/pages/why-beer
https://www.eenews.net/special_reports/recipe_for_change/stories/1060290955
https://vimeo.com/287710266
https://apeelsciences.com/science/
https://www.weforum.org/press/2018/06/meet-the-2018-world-economic-forum-technology-pioneers/
https://www.weforum.org/press/2018/06/meet-the-2018-world-economic-forum-technology-pioneers/
https://time.com/collection/genius-companies-2018/
https://www.cnbc.com/2019/05/14/apeel-sciences-2019-disruptor-50.html
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Hempcrete: Grow Your Next House 

Another crop, hemp, has great potential for sequestering carbon in the 

soil, while also providing fire-resistant insulation in dwellings. Left 

Hand Hemp, a Colorado based company built the first hempcrete 

building in Denver, Colorado. The system uses the “hurd” or stem of the hemp 

plant mixed with lime and water to create a material which can be poured into 

forms, much like concrete. While not structural, the substance is a great insulator 

and can eliminate the need for fiberglass, drywall and latex paint. The best 

interior finish is earthen plaster. Hemcrete is extremely 

fire-resistant, antimicrobial (no more mold), it 

“breathes” for healthy air inside homes, and is an 

easily grown crop with no need for pesticides or 

fertilizers.  Hemp's long roots are exceptionally 

good at cleansing the soil of toxins such as 

heavy metals and chemicals.

Turning Waste into Power: Vermont Dairy Farm

Goodrich Farm in Salisbury, Vermont has come across a clever use 

for their cows’ waste. Partnering with Vermont Gas, Vanguard 

Renewables and Middlebury College, they have a plan to convert 

cow manure into power for the college. Using an anaerobic digester constructed 

on the Goodrich’s family farm, Vanguard will process waste from 100 milk cows 

along with food waste into enough renewable natural gas to power the central 

campus of Middlebury. In return, the farm benefits from the liquid fertilizer 

byproduct, reduced greenhouse gas emissions and will receive a leasing fee 

from the energy company. The whole system should be up and running in 2020. 

All four parties and, most importantly, our planet benefit. It’s a win-win system 

all around! 

Cynthia Scott, Garden Club of Denver, Zone XII, 

Vice Chair Conservation Study Conference

https://learnhempcrete.com/
https://learnhempcrete.com/
https://vanguardrenewables.com/
https://vanguardrenewables.com/
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Urban Farming: Can it Combat Food Insecurity? By Lindsay Leisenring

Spreading across the United States is a new type of subdivision offering 

increased connection to nature, food, and community. These agricultural-

based neighborhoods, or agrihoods, locate housing around a central farm 

and offer residents access to fresh, healthy food. Most agrihoods are located in 

rural and suburban areas on pre-existing farm land, or in areas where land is 

plentiful. Amenities offered by these developments vary. Some include retailers, 

restaurants, community-based activities and opportunities to volunteer on 

the farm. One of the largest agrihoods currently is under construction near 

Orlando, Florida, and will contain almost 3,000 homes, a 9-acre farm, 20 acres of 

community gardens, and a farm-to-table restaurant. The much smaller Michigan 

Urban Farming Initiative (MUFI) in Detroit’s blighted North End, pictured above, 

includes a two-acre farm, orchard and children’s garden.

MUFI’s location in Detroit is not a surprise. Due to declining population and 

a large amount of vacant land, Detroit is home to over 1,600 urban farms 

and community gardens. What makes MUFI different is that it is the first viable 

agrihood located within the urban fabric of a city. Founded by Tyson Gersh in 

2012 to address food insecurity, MUFI has morphed beyond the idea of simply 

growing and selling food. Gersh’s master plan includes creating a LEED certified 

Community Resource Center with educational programs and meeting space, a 

café, and two commercial kitchens. They also have converted the foundation of 

http://detroitagriculture.net/about/
https://www.miufi.org/
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a derelict home into a 16,000-gallon cistern to irrigate their farm. Gersh hopes 

to go beyond providing fresh healthy food to creating a community around the 

farm that will raise real estate values in the area without displacing long-term 

residents.

Many for-profit urban farms sell their goods at a premium to high-end 

food stores and restaurants which helps support the cost of running 

their business and allows them to be self-sustaining. Some critics 

say this practice prevents the low-income urban populations from receiving the 

benefit of locally sourced food at an affordable price. MUFI’s website states that 

since 2011, they have grown and distributed 50,000 pounds of produce to local 

businesses, markets and over 2,000 households within 2 square miles of the 

farm. While they sell some of their produce to local businesses and markets, 

MUFI’s pay-what-you-can model for the remainder of their produce offers a 

service to the community—but does not generate sufficient income to sustain 

the farm. Instead, MUFI is reliant on support from corporations like Target, BASF 

and General Motors to remain viable.

It is unlikely that urban farms like MUFI will solve the difficult problem of food 

insecurity that affects millions of people in America. One study looked at 

the lengths to which a city like New York would have to go in order to produce 

enough food to meet the needs of its 8.4 million residents and found that, if all 

suitable vacant land in New York City, estimated at 4984 acres, were dedicated 

entirely to food production, the produce needs of between 103,000 and 160,000 

people could be met. This potential could be significantly increased by including 

rooftop and greenhouse farming. But procuring the vacant land and a limited 

growing season are challenges to outdoor farming, while growing food indoors 

can require cost prohibitive electricity and water supply.

The secret to urban farms may lie not in their ability to eliminate food 

insecurity or urban blight but in other less tangible benefits for the 

community. The Johns Hopkins Center for a Livable Future studied 

the benefits of urban farming and found that “the preponderance of evidence 

suggests that urban agriculture’s most significant benefits center around its ability 

to increase social capital, community well-being, and civic engagement with the 

food system.” As many of America’s aging industrial cities struggle with urban 

decay, this could be the ultimate gift. ■

Lindsay Leisenring, Garden Club of Philadelphia, Zone V, 

Current Vice Chair of Land Use, Infrastructure and Sustainable Development

https://www.miufi.org/projects
https://www.feedingamerica.org/hunger-in-america
http://urbandesignlab.columbia.edu/files/2015/04/4_urban_agriculture_nyc.pdf
https://clf.jhsph.edu/publications/vacant-lots-vibrant-plots-review-benefits-and-limitations-urban-agriculture
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Everyday Things: Burgers By Katy Kinsolving

Are Plant-Based Burgers All They Are Cooked Up To Be?

Cattle rearing has been identified as a significant contributor to climate 

change. With Americans loath to give up their meat-eating habits, 

entrepreneurs have turned to the idea of creating a beef-like burger 

from plants. Plant-based food, particularly beef alternatives such as the 

Impossible™ Burger and Beyond™ Beef have begun to appear in restaurants and 

on supermarket shelves across the country. Theoretically, these products offer 

Americans beef-like taste made from vegetal ingredients.

We wanted to know how they measured up, so we asked members of the 

Conservation and NAL Committees to try these new foods and send us their 

impressions. They were asked to rate the burgers on a scale of 1-10, with 10 

being the best. Some committee members were able to source only one of the 

two brands. Here are some of the taste test comments, which have been edited 

for brevity.

 ■ I won’t be part of the sample group. The list of additives is 
shocking.  Interesting trade-off between reduced meat production and 
increased chemical consumption. Complicated times!

 ■ The Impossible Burger was very good with just a slice of melted cheddar 
cheese, but I wouldn’t confuse it with a regular beef burger or any type of 
ground meat burger. I would try the Impossible Burger again. Rating: 7.

 ■ Animal-based burgers are better. I only have them occasionally and would 
therefore use up my burger “quota” on the real thing. Impossible was similar 
in texture and taste to a well-done burger you would find at a fast food 
restaurant. I would not eat it again. Rating: 3.

 ■ Everyone (and there were 7 of us) said Beyond tasted better than they 
thought it would be, but not as juicy as a real meat burger. We ate them plain. 
Rating: 6. 
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 ■ My husband really liked how the Beyond Beef burger looked more like a 
regular burger — brown and full. The Impossible patty was flat and thin. But 
both of us really liked the Impossible Burger. I found the Beyond Beef had an 
acrid smell and taste that was very off putting. So much so that I would never 
buy it again. Something about the flavor was very unappealing. My husband 
did not have any problem with the taste or smell and found it good and ate 
the other patty that I had a hard time even smelling. So go figure!  
Rating: Impossible- 8, Beyond-3.

 ■ We each ate half of each burger. The meat had been frozen to transport for 
the family gathering and then grilled, because that is how we would prepare 
a meat burger. Everyone said that the taste exceeded expectations.

 ■ The adults preferred the Impossible Burger and said that they would probably 
eat it again. Ratings ranged from 5 to 10. Some of the children only ate the 
Beyond Burger and they liked it. Two adults complained that the Beyond 
Burger had an after taste. For me they were both a reasonable replacement 
for a meat burger. There was some discussion as to whether this should be 
compared to a gourmet burger or to a fast food burger. It beat out fast food 
burgers.

The Garden Club of Nashville took on the challenge as a club activity. They 

sampled Beyond™ Burger, Impossible™, and a real beef burger, all plain and all 

prepared the same way—on a grill. Here is their report:

Would you eat it again?

Impossible™ Burger: 5 out of 5 said yes. Beyond™ Burger: 2 out of 5 said yes.

Overall Rating

Scale of 1–10, 10 being  best. Impossible™: 8, 8, 8, 7. Beyond™ Burger: 4, 4, 5, 6, 6

Which substitute did you prefer?

5 out of 5 preferred Impossible™ over Beyond™.

Comments:

 ■ We liked the flavor of the Impossible Burger... it had a little spice and even a 
smoky flavor.

 ■ The Beyond Burger tasted the most like a beef burger, but we didn’t like the 
texture as well, some finding it maybe a little chewy.

 ■ We had some good conversation about why the “market” felt it needed 
to create a product that imitates beef... just let it be what it is—a veggie 
burger. We also had some concerns about how processed the products are. In 
general, our group would rather eat “real food”.

 ■ There was a group of college guys eating next to us, so we asked one of 
them to take the taste test too! He took the test “blind” and selected the 
real beef burger as his favorite, but he did say that he liked all of them and 
would happily eat any of them. Our group enjoyed the experience and the 
conversation it prompted.
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It is worth noting that the ingredients in these two plant-based burgers are not 

the same. According to the Impossible Foods™ website, their burgers include 

protein from soy and potato along with other ingredients. The Impossible™ 

Burger, which many of our tasters preferred, contains a GMO ingredient called 

heme, which mimics the meaty or ‘bloody’ taste of beef. The Impossible™  Burger 

also contains genetically engineered soy protein.

The Beyond™ Beef website says that its burgers are non-GMO, using mung bean, 

fava bean and brown rice for protein, along with other ingredients. Their 

product also includes beet juice to mimic the color of rare meat.

Compared to a beef patty, the Impossible™ and Beyond™ Burgers have 

similar amounts of protein and calories, with less saturated fat and 

no cholesterol. They also contain fiber, while real meat does not. But 

compared to real beef, the two plant-based burgers are considerably higher 

in sodium, containing about 16 percent of the recommended daily value. 

A four-ounce beef patty has about 75 milligrams of sodium, compared to 

370 milligrams of sodium in the Impossible™ Burger and 390 milligrams in the 

Beyond™ Burger. 

Other companies, such as the New England-based Grateful Burger, are 

experimenting with meat and vegetables to create a hybrid burger. We have yet 

to try these burgers, but would love to hear a review, if you have. Plants, they're 

what’s for dinner. ■

Katy Kinsolving, Millbrook Garden Club, Zone III,  

Current Vice Chair for Agriculture

Additional Resources:

The Game Changers: documentary video about plant-based food

Business Insider comparison

N.Y. Times Fake Meat vs. Real Meat

N.Y.Times article on Plant-based Meat

https://faq.impossiblefoods.com/hc/en-us/articles/360018937494-What-are-the-ingredients-
https://impossiblefoods.com/heme/
https://www.beyondmeat.com/about/our-ingredients/
https://faq.impossiblefoods.com/hc/en-us/articles/360018939274-What-are-the-nutrition-facts-
https://www.beyondmeat.com/products/the-beyond-burger/
https://gamechangersmovie.com/
https://www.businessinsider.com/impossible-burger-beyond-burger-nutrition-compared-beef-2019-6
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/12/03/well/eat/fake-meat-vs-real-meat.html?smid=nytcore-ios-sha
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/21/climate/plant-based-meat.html?action=click&module=RelatedLinks&pgtype=Articl
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Who Is Funding Regenerative Agriculture?  By Laura Nash

You cannot produce food without economics. Even a personal Victory 

Garden requires the acquisition of land, a supply of seed, tools and 

materials for soil preparation, crop maintenance, and the means to 

harvest. To make a profit, additional economic investment is often needed for 

supply chain activities—from delivery systems to purchasers. As conventional 

agriculture practices shift to restorative methods, we began to wonder, “Who is 

investing in regenerative agriculture and how?”

This question is not easy to answer. There are no “RegenAg” investment indexes, 

ETFs, or clearly distinctive thematic investment categories. It is no wonder that 

regenerative agriculture businesses and farmlands are seen as underdeveloped 

investment opportunities. However, a new report by the Croatan Institute 

estimates there will be over $700 billion in regenerative agriculture investment 

over the next 30 years, with a possible return of $10 trillion and 170 Gigatons of 

CO2 emissions mitigated. The report identifies many opportunities for nonprofit, 

government and private investors to support the mobilization of private capital 

for regenerative agriculture.

Ethan Soloviev has been a top source of information on regenerative agriculture 

since 2009. In December, he and green investment reviewer Koen van Seijen 

produced an excellent podcast on “Investing in Regenerative Agriculture.” 

Tracking who is using the term “Regenerative Agriculture,” they conclude that 

business buy-in is growing exponentially. Companies and nonprofit entities 

representing upwards of $80 billion in total revenues explicitly claim to 

promote regenerative agriculture. Nearly half of these investments are funding 

farmland and other farm asset holdings, 17% provide loans to farms and 

businesses through fixed income and other forms of public and private debt, 

and about 25% are public equities instruments and private venture capital. 

Examples are listed below.

Fixed Income

Private and public debt instruments, including credit unions, are among 

the fastest growing areas of investment in regenerative agriculture. Farms 

are notoriously closed to outside investors and most are privately owned. 

http://www.croataninstitute.org/images/publications/soil-wealth-2019.pdf
http://www.ethansoloviev.com/category/regenerative-agriculture/
https://soundcloud.com/investinginregenerativeagriculture/regenerative-agriculture-industry-map-ft-ethan-soloviev/s-AyS5W
http://www.croataninstitute.org/total-portfolio/publication/soil-wealth
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While banks still lead in farm financing of crops and land, there is plenty of 

new investment in other parts of the agriculture value chain. Credit unions 

throughout the country are creating specific savings plans and CDs to support 

financing of sustainable agriculture. Many of these lenders work alongside 

federal assistance programs from the USDA or other farm service agencies. Just 

last month, Indigo Agriculture, a private firm started in 2016, raised $200m 

in convertible debt to complete $860 million in funding, partly from FedEx and 

Pacific Western Bank. This funding will help seed a variety of new businesses, 

including a carbon exchange platform to connect purchasers of carbon credits 

with farmers capturing and storing carbon within their soils.

Public Equity: Stocks, ESG, and Sustainability Funds 

Theoretically, any investor can purchase shares in regenerative agriculture, but 

the trick is finding such stocks amongst the broad category of ETFs (exchange 

traded funds), sustainability stocks and mutual funds. Regenerative Agriculture is 

a system, not a standalone public offering. Currently ESG (Environmental, Social, 

and Governance) public equity markets list only two funds explicitly pursuing 

regenerative agriculture in some way: Calvert Investment and Trillium Asset 

Management. A review of the most active investments seems to show a strong 

investment interest in high margin crops like chestnuts, almonds, cannabis and 

seaweed (a naturally regenerative food plant).

Private Equity/Venture Capital

About $47.5 billion of investment is being targeted for regenerative 

agriculture, much of it in soil management, operations, branded products 

and biodiversity efforts. Some of these investors are a collaboration of private 

investors and non-profits; others are legal partnerships between charitable 

organizations, private investors and investment management firms.

Some large conservation non-profits are aiming for impact by directly 

funding or partnering on innovative agricultural and timber harvesting 

enterprises. In 2018, The Grantham Environmental Trust put $3.5 million 

into a Dutch startup with patents in a planting technology for reforestation 

projects. The Nature Conservancy and the Conservation Fund have joined forces 

with funders for impact investment in a startup freshwater regenerative salmon 

farm in West Virginia. Donations to such entities frequently can be channeled 

into specific projects, listed on their websites. With big-name trusted investors 

backing regenerative farm and tech ventures, the space is a hopeful one for 

sustainable farming and food production, but as with any private capital, 

investments are restricted and can begin at $50,000. 

https://agfundernews.com/indigo-ag-closes-200m-convertible-debt-round.html
https://greenmoney.com/soil-wealth-investing-in-regenerative-agriculture/
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Crowd Funding 

Impatient with the inaccessibility of big capital players, a number of smaller 

agricultural businesses have turned directly to the small investor via 

crowdfunding. Some investments focus on farmland acquisition, while others 

seek funding for new technologies and soil improvement. Sometimes a 

middleman helps screen target projects, collects “donations”, and/or offers low-

priced limited partnership investment for as low as $10 per share. Sponsors then 

distribute the funds to specific projects and farms. The Steward Farm Trust, 

for example, claims to be the first crowdfunding platform to invite farmers 

to apply for funds. Its website features the sponsored farms and investment 

opportunities.

The Benefits

Why are investors seeking regenerative farm and timber assets? To save the 

planet, yes, but as legendary investor Jeremy Grantham points out, also 

to enhance portfolios with future profits and as a diversity play to protect 

other investments from the unpredictable, potentially disastrous risks that 

conventional companies face from climate and environmental disruption.

The regenerative Ag investment space is a relatively untapped, but 

important sector. Still needed:  better access and financial risk control for 

the average investor and transparent terminology. In January, the move 

toward adaptation of a common set of criteria for evaluating environmental, 

social and governance issues (ESG) got a big boost. BlackRock’s CEO, Larry Fink, 

announced that it would be using sustainable funds in its model portfolio, and 

that it would incorporate ESG standards into its entire $7 trillion in assets. 

Within days, State Street Global Advisers committed to systematically screening 

and ranking all its investment against criteria developed by the Sustainability 

Accounting Standards Board. ■

Caution: This article is an overview of regenerative agriculture investing. It should not be construed 

as investment advice to buy or sell any holding. Be watchful and get professional advice on evaluating 

any offerings.

Laura Nash, Cambridge Plant and Garden Club, Zone I,  

Current Vice Chair for Water and Wetlands

https://gosteward.com/steward-farm-trust
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/e/environmental-social-and-governance-esg-criteria.asp
https://www.sasb.org/
https://www.sasb.org/
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Regenerative Agriculture's Impact By Laura Nash & Harriette Brainard

What Will it Mean to Consumers?

“Regenerative agriculture” is a bit of a mouthful compared to “organic,” but 

there’s a good reason why consumers should familiarize themselves with the 

term. It will start appearing on food labels as a way for brands to demonstrate 

they work with farmers dedicated to healthy soil.

Annie’s Homegrown, Inc. recently has partnered with Montana farmers 

who use regenerative agricultural practices. The farmers grow crops,  

including wheat, peas and oats, that later are developed into limited-

edition noodles and graham cracker snacks for Annie’s. The farmers’ names and 

crops will appear on each limited-edition Annie’s box.

Annie’s is one of several brands focusing on soil health. Recently, DanoneWave, 

a multinational food company that includes brands like Oikos and Dannon, 

also announced its commitment  to exploring regenerative agriculture 

and soil  health within the next year and a half. Dannon, Annie’s and Ben 

and Jerry’s are working  together to create a verification system for food 

grown using regenerative agriculture, Farm Forum reported recently. If 

they succeed, products likely would display a seal like the “USDA Organic” one. 

Other mainstream companies like Nestle and Pepsi are pursuing sustainability 

innovations on the supplier side, including regenerative agriculture and bio-

friendly packaging.

Whole Foods also will be featuring a new food label—

Regenerative Organic (ROC)—on a number of products in 2020.  

They feel the label will take regenerative agriculture  mainstream 

and incentivize more farmers and investment. The ROC label will be applied to 

foods made of organic ingredients, sourced from farms that embrace pasture-

based animal welfare,  provide fair labor and economic stability for farmers and 

communities, and prioritize soil health, biodiversity, land management and carbon 

sequestration. Oversight will come from the Regenerative Organic Alliance, 

a coalition led by the Rodale Institute, Dr. Bronner’s and Patagonia. 

However, some critics argue that certifications usually are too costly for farmers 

and that food companies are not the key influencers of farm practices and 

financing. ■

Laura Nash, Cambridge Plant and Garden Club, Zone I, Current Vice Chair for 

Water and Wetlands 

Harriette Brainard, Stony Brook Garden Club, Zone IV,  

Current Assistant Editor, ConWatch

http://www.sustainablebrands.com/news_and_views/supply_chain/sustainable_brands/danonewave_gives_regenerative_ag_boost_new_soil_healt
https://www.farmforum.net/2018/03/06/food-companies-join-to-create-regenerative-ag-standard/
https://regenorganic.org/
https://rodaleinstitute.org/
https://www.drbronner.com/
https://www.patagoniaprovisions.com/
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Farmer Profile: Brenda Smola-Foti  By Bennett Burns

Brenda Smola-Foti owns and manages Tabula Rasa Farms—130 acres 

in the wine country near Carlton, Oregon. But instead of growing grapes, 

she raises American guinea hogs, Dexter Cows and pasture-fed laying 

hens naturally and respectfully, while restoring the land back to its “original 

pristine state”.  I sat down with her to learn more.

Making the Leap from Artist to Farmer

After college, Brenda left her Oklahoma roots and began a career in advertising, 

transitioning into fashion design and later, becoming a painter—living in Los 

Angeles, New York and Oregon along the way.

As the daughter of an Oklahoma cattleman, she grew up in a rural setting where 

cows far outnumbered people. “I learned much from this upbringing, watching 

how the encroaching agribusiness model of feedlots and fast fattening to deliver 

low-cost beef at large scale impacted the farmland and farmers in our community. 

While industrial agriculture has introduced successful farming technologies, I’ve 

come to believe it has also caused great harm to our land, the animals and our 

very health.”

As a result, she become obsessed with knowing where her food comes from.      

“I love finding local farmers that go that extra mile in growing or raising 

healthier food. I think how we treat our earth and our animals has a big impact 

on our health.” Inspired by these farmers who worked with nature to create 

their product, she decided to return to her agrarian roots, but with a new 

understanding of how to care for her land and animals. Thus began Tabula Rasa 

Farms. "Tabula rasa" means "clean slate" and this certainly was a new beginning 

for her and a new way to live her values while also making a difference.  

Photo: Brian McDonnell

https://www.tabularasafarms.com/


33Back to TOC

“My commitment is to respect this land and the animals I raise, in order to provide 

healthy, all-natural foods”.

According to Brenda, "Tabula rasa" has another meaning that applies to the farm 

itself: something existing in its original pristine state. “My goal for this farm is for 

it to thrive on its own devices, with natural water resources hydrating nutrient-

rich soils and plant life that are devoid of synthetic pesticides and chemicals. And 

that animals will flourish here in a humane setting, eating and living healthily 

and ultimately providing all-natural, hormone and chemical-free food that, in 

turn, helps my family and my customers live our healthiest lives.”

Restoring the Land

Before Brenda could bring animals onto her property, she spent several 

years restoring the site’s hydrology. Historically, the land had suffered 

from years of soil erosion, and rainwater was not being adequately 

captured. Wanting to work with the natural systems on site, she brought in 

experts in the field of permaculture. The team at Elemental Ecosystems helped 

her devise a sustainable water supply system, using the natural slope of the land 

to sculpt a series of terraces and swales that capture water and distribute it 

throughout the farm. As it rains, the water gently sinks into the ground and 

collects in holding ponds and other water features, providing balanced moisture 

on site. Animals and plant life benefit, and the soil and valuable nutrients are no 

longer lost to runoff.

Regenerative farming goes by many names, but in Brenda’s case, she uses the 

term “pasture farming” which allows the animals to graze and forage naturally 

across different areas that are rotated throughout the growing season. Once 

the cows finish eating in one area, they are moved to the next area, and so on. 

Rotational pasturing allows the land to regenerate naturally, keeps the cattle 

in knee-high, fresh grass and allows other farm animals to contribute to the 

pasture’s productivity in their individual ways. This holistic farming method 

means the animals do their part in keeping the farm healthy. “As a farmer, I 

get the opportunity to work with nature in all its forms. I really see myself as a 

steward of many diverse ecosystems that include water, land, plants, animals, 

and humans. It’s incredible to be able to participate in that creative energy and to 

know it makes a difference—one that I can literally see, feel and taste.”

Bennett Burns, The Portland Garden Club, Zone XII,  

Current Editor, ConWatch

Brenda has been a dear friend for over the past 10 years. It has been an inspiration 

to watch her develop Tabula Rasa from a seed of an idea into a full working 

farm, with research, commitment and dedication. She has led farm tours for The 

Portland Garden Club showing us first-hand how the principles of permaculture 

are implemented. I have watched as she agonized over mama hogs giving birth. 

And we have enjoyed the fruits of her labor, purchasing a quarter hog from her 

first harvest, knowing it was raised naturally and with lots of love.■

Photo: Brian McDonnell

http://www.elementalecosystems.com/
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Farmer Profile: Trent Hendricks   By Harriette Brainard

Trent Hendricks, owner of Cabriejo Ranch in Missouri, provides 

restoration and regenerative grazing services in many midwestern 

and southern states, focusing on solar farms, wildlife habitat areas, and 

cover crop harvesting. Through planned grazing of cattle and sheep, his services 

help heal and improve the ecological health of the soils. Cabriejo Ranch also 

produces its own certified lamb and beef from holistically managed pastures. 

Excerpts from our phone interview are included here.

Recently Trent Hendricks partnered with Nashville based Silicon Ranch, a 

solar energy provider, as part of their Regenerative Energy™ program. Taking 

land out of agricultural use to build large scale solar farms can be a concern 

in rural communities. That’s why Silicon Ranch introduced its Regenerative 

Energy™ platform—which partners with renowned regenerative ranchers to 

incorporate grazing on their solar projects. According to their website, “Under 

these practices, adaptively-managed grazing animals, diverse native plants, 

pollinator habitat, and wildlife work together to revitalize degraded soils, enhance 

biodiversity and make ecosystems more resilient, improve watersheds, sequester 

carbon in the soil and above-ground biomass, and strengthen rural economies.”

Trent Hendricks grew up on what he calls a gentleman’s farm in 

southeastern Pennsylvania. Although they had gardens and many 

animals, his parents had other professions. Always interested in learning 

and entrepreneurial by nature, as a young man he started his own trucking 

company, mostly hauling livestock.

Hendricks and his wife developed  an early understanding of  the importance 

of good food to their health. This knowledge expanded while raising their own 

“ Everything is connected and doing things in alignment with natural systems advances the health of the 
whole and every part and helps ensure the healthiest planet for future generations.”—Trent Hendricks

https://cabriejoranch.com/
https://www.siliconranch.com/
https://www.siliconranch.com/regenerativeenergy/
https://www.siliconranch.com/regenerativeenergy/
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six children, leading them to grow their 

own food, incorporate dairy cows 

and develop a closer relationship 

with the land. An early interest in 

the teachings of Allan Savory 

eventually led to deeper 

knowledge of holistic farming. 

His continued involvement 

with the practices of Allan 

Savory led Hendricks to become 

a resource, as both a consultant and 

a leader for organizations such as The 

National Grasslands Association, Holistic 

Management International, The Quivira Coalition and the Savory 

Institute.

Trent is passionate about the life he has built, and this comes across in 

every conversation one may have with him. “You have to plant that seed, 

and then build demand and awareness." This, coupled with his faith and 

focus on hope, generates an excitement for the future of regenerative agriculture 

that is hard to ignore. There seems to be no end to his energy and willingness to 

work hard to help others understand the importance of the path he has taken.

An avid reader, Hendricks abides by the rule that, unless you study history, you 

are bound to repeat it. For Trent, regenerative agriculture is not just how he farms, 

and his farm is not just where he and his wife raise their six children. Rather, his 

farm, his family and the greater community all are a part of his passion for living 

a life that is regenerative, “a life that gives energy and hope to others. We should 

always be aspiring to get more out of life than we put in”, says Hendricks.

Regeneration is also about stewardship of the earth. “The land is our 

responsibility,” says Hendricks. “I steer clear of the fear that can be 

associated with climate change, since adaptation is a daily part of life 

on the farm.” Hendricks is adamant about not letting fear get in the way of his 

responsibility to improve his methods every day.

Hendricks admits that he has made mistakes over the years and consistently 

has worked to not repeat them. He has learned to set a goal and make all of his 

decisions around achieving that goal. “These goals are also built around nature,” 

he says, applying the wisdom he has learned over 20 years of holistic principles, 

“anything prior to that was just dumb luck.”

His regenerative approach has guided how he and his wife raised their children. 

He made sure they had the “regenerative and holistic training whether or not 

they go into farming, because it will be important no matter what they do. I want 

them to understand the methodology of responsibility, included in the principles 

of regeneration.” ■

Harriette Brainard, Stony Brook Garden Club, Zone IV, 

Current Assistant Editor, ConWatch

https://www.savory.global/our-team/
https://holisticmanagement.org/
https://holisticmanagement.org/
https://quiviracoalition.org/
https://www.savory.global/
https://www.savory.global/
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Farmer Profile: Bob Quinn  By Harriette Brainard

For over thirty years, Bob Quinn has been a steward of his family farm 

in northern Montana, a 2400-acre wheat and cattle farm that his father 

bought in 1920, and one that practiced chemical farming.  “Along with 

other farmers, we were finding that we were having to use more and more 

chemicals on our land to get the results we needed. I looked towards organic out 

of necessity.” Excerpts of our interview follow.

One of the first questions I asked Quinn was about the challenges of transitioning 

from conventional to organic farming. He immediately corrected me: “Well, that 

is a real pet peeve of mine, chemical farmers have adopted the term 'traditional', 

however they are not traditional, they have been a part of a chemical experiment 

over the last 70 years, when we adopted chemicals to take the place of what healthy 

soil could do on its own. Traditional farming has been practiced for thousands of 

years.”

Quinn earned his degree in plant pathology at Montana State University 

and his Ph.D in biochemistry at University of California, Davis. After his 

studies, he returned to Montana to join his dad in running the farm. 

He became intrigued by some new neighbors who were growing crops without 

fertilizers or chemicals, and with great success. His family was getting further 

and further behind as they struggled to cover the cost of chemicals, the low 

return on the crops, and the need for their farm to support two families.

The economics of organic farming intrigued him as well. His neighbors were 

getting a premium price for their crop. “I experimented for the next two years 

with organics, and it was highly successful, so in 1988, 30 years ago, I used the last 

chemical on the farm.” All of this predated GMO seeds.

Quinn went on to explain how his organic wheat has become so dense and strong 

that they have no weeds, or if they do, they use land management techniques 

“ I started on organic 30 years ago not out of necessity, or changing the world, but of a real interest in the science, and 
because of economics, we were falling further and further behind.”—Bob Quinn

http://bobquinnorganicfarmer.com/
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to deal with them. For Quinn, he feels that “farming in the US has become more 

and more like serfdom, due to the use of costly GMO seeds and chemicals, the 

only difference is that we now own our land and the castle is gone, seeds and 

chemicals are the rulers.” He explained that farmers are living under the control 

of chemical companies who are prescribing almost their every move. “This is a 

very dangerous situation that we are all in”, says Quinn.

Quinn recognizes how difficult it is for those farmers who are stuck in the 

chemical treadmill. But he also talked of the growing organic community, and 

the ability of farmers to help each other. “There is a larger community now, so a 

greater capacity for farmers to be a resource for each other. I have received more 

calls from farmers on how to convert to organic in the last three years, than I had 

in the last 30 years. The interest is growing more quickly now. What is coming more 

slowly is the transition. Farmers do not know where to start, or how to transition 

from chemicals, and so many of them are up against a wall financially that they 

are afraid to take a big risk.”

As for the climate, Quinn says, “farmers do not have the luxury to debate climate 

change. We just see the changes every day, certainly over the last thirty years, and 

we have to adjust to them.” Quinn focuses on adaptive solutions, as do other 

farmers he knows. “Spring rains are ending earlier and summer heat is arriving 

sooner, our zone has changed. I am experimenting with growing more crops in 

the fall that I originally only planted in the spring.” Quinn is also looking for more 

varieties that can handle the winter weather, which is changing as well. Most of 

his neighbors, he explains “think that climate change is a political football, they 

don’t like the language around this, but all farmers are adjusting their practices 

due to this changing climate.”

Quinn has grown what is now Kamut International from 2400 to 4,000 

acres. “I am lucky, for so many (farmers) access to farmland is a huge 

stumbling block.” Quinn has trained others to follow in his footsteps 

and they now run the farm, which supports four families. Despite the fact that 

his own five children have decided to follow other paths, he is committed to 

stewarding future generations and educating others. He has just authored a 

book called, Grain by Grain: A Quest to Revive Ancient Wheat, Rural Jobs, and 

Healthy Food. Bob Quinn and his extended family will be celebrating 100 years 

on their farm this year, a true testament of their way of life. ■

Harriette Brainard, Stony Brook Garden Club, Zone IV,  

Current Assistant Editor, ConWatch

https://www.kamut.com/
http://bobquinnorganicfarmer.com/grain-by-grain/
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NAL Issues to Watch:  By Carol Hunter

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 

Since 1970, with bi-partisan support, our country has benefited from 

the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), requiring government 

agencies to engage in a review and decision-making process to identify, 

and publicly disclose, any significant environmental, social, economic, or public 

health impacts a federal project may have. This now could be in jeopardy.

In January 2020, the White House Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) 

announced a proposal to modify the regulations implementing NEPA. The 

proposed rule revisions would:

 ■ snstruction),

 ■ speed up the review process for all projects, including large and complex 

ones.

 ■ limit the public's ability to suggest alternatives or have input into 

protecting public lands, neighborhoods, and their health.

 ■ limit scientific evaluation, including removing the cumulative effects of 

climate change from the assessment of proposed projects.

While the stated intention of the rule revisions is to increase the efficiency and 

speed with which projects can be reviewed and implemented, there are risks 

involved in empowering agencies to decide which projects will be reviewed, 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/01/10/2019-28106/update-to-the-regulations-implementing-the-procedural-provisions-of-the-national-environmental
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who reviews them, and to shorten the 

periods of review. NEPA arose out of concern 

for the industrial abuse of America’s environment. It empowered citizens to take 

action to protect their homes, health, neighborhoods and the land they love 

and more often than not resulted in improved solutions.

On February 11, 2020, Michigan Representative Debbie Dingell and four 

Democratic cosponsors introduced House Concurrent Resolution 89 

encouraging the Trump administration to maintain protections under 

NEPA and reverse ongoing administrative actions to weaken this landmark law 

and its protections for American communities. The resolution has been referred 

to the House Committee on Natural Resources. 

The importance of NEPA to the GCA dates back to the 1970's. Our History of 

Conservation booklet states that "NEPA introduced environmental review as a 

matter of law whereas previously, in many cases, no environmental review existed. 

Now all federal agencies were required to provide environmental statements as 

to the impact on the environment of proposed changes.” NEPA was, and still is, 

crucial to the GCA and its members as they raise their collective voice in defense 

of our environment.

The GCA NAL and Conservation Committees submitted a letter to the 

Federal Register urging the White House CEQ to maintain the integrity 

of NEPA, which protects the public’s right to participate in decisions 

affecting their environment and takes the cumulative effects of climate change 

into account when measuring the impact of major infrastructure projects. Public 

hearings were held in February in Denver and Washington, D.C.

The Legislative Update on Environmental Policy, found on the GCA website 

on the NAL or Conservation Committee pages includes information on this and 

other environmental regulatory rollbacks.■

Carol Hunter, Albemarle Garden Club, Zone VII, Assistant Vice Chairman of 

Legislation and Policy, NAL Committee

NAL reports serve in an advisory capacity, based on committee research. Individual clubs and 

members may act on any issue as they choose. 

https://www.gcamerica.org/index.cfm/members:main.getprotectedfile?common/file/NAL/Letter_To_Policy_Makers/Final%20Proposed%20GCA%20message%20(letter)%20on%20NEPA%20revisions%20-%203_5_20.pdf
https://www.gcamerica.org/
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Accelerating Climate-Smart Agriculture Through Legislation By Peter Lehner

Nearly every decision on a farm or ranch affects climate, water, and soil 

health. Clearing and tilling of lands release carbon stored in the soil; 

excessive applications of fertilizer drive emissions of nitrous oxide; 

conventional cattle management releases methane. Now is the time to shift 

federal and state laws to support decisions that are good for our climate, soils, 

food security, and rural communities across the country—including farmers 

and ranchers themselves.

Fortunately, there are a number of climate-friendly practices that significantly 

reduce greenhouse gas emissions and increase soil carbon. These agroecological 

practices, such as planting cover crops, rotating crops over several years, reducing 

tillage, actively managing grazing, and incorporating trees, are well-known and 

have been proven to succeed. They also benefit producers by increasing profits, 

reducing the need for synthetic fertilizers and pesticides and building resiliency 

to extreme weather. When combined, these agroecological pactices can get 

US agriculture to net-zero (carbon neutral). Unfortunately, farmers and ranchers 

have been slow to adopt these practices. 

Federal and state laws and policies can encourage—or discourage—the 

adoption of agroecological practices. A well-funded and better-directed Natural 

Resource Conservation Service can help farmers and ranchers learn how to 

implement new techniques, while targeted federal support can augment 

farmers’ ability to invest in them. And decisions to remove existing barriers, such 

as crop insurance policies that discourage crop rotations and outdated rules 

about grazing on public lands, can make way for change.

For years, lawmakers gave little thought to slowing climate change or enhancing 

soil health. That is changing. Although the 2018 Farm Bill—the omnibus bill 

enacted every five years that sets most federal farm policy—did not mention 

climate change, it did establish a soil health demonstration project for the 

first time ever. Last spring, the Senate Agriculture Committee held its first ever 

hearing on Climate Change and Agriculture. The House Select Committee on 

the Climate Crisis held a hearing on agriculture’s contribution to climate change 

and will include agriculture among its recommendations. And in February 2020, 

Representative Chellie Pingree released the “Agriculture Resilience Act,” 

which sets the ambitious, but achievable, goal of carbon-neutral (“net zero”) 

agriculture by 2040; increases federal investment in research, development 

and outreach to promote sustainable agriculture; integrates soil health goals 

into existing conservation programs; and encourages other agroecological 

practices. Other legislators have introduced bills with additional policies to 

support climate-friendly and climate-resilient agriculture. There also are existing 

or proposed “healthy soils” laws in over a dozen states.

It is important to continue this momentum by 

ensuring these proposals become law. Our food 

systems are responsible for more than a quarter of 

total greenhouse gas emissions and are particularly 

vulnerable to climate change. There is no time to waste. ■

Peter Lehner is the Managing Attorney for the Sustainable Food 

& Farming Program at Earthjustice. 

Disclosure:  GCA Conservation and NAL committee member Diane Lewis  
and past NAL Chairman Winsome McIntosh serve on the board of Earthjustice.

https://earthjustice.org/sites/default/files/files/waterfall-figure.pdf
https://pingree.house.gov/netzeroagriculture/
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National Affairs and Legislation (NAL) Conference  By Elizabeth Lamar

A Legacy of Women Leaders

One hundred years ago, the women of Tennessee used their charm and 

wit to convince a divided State House to ratify the 19th Amendment 

to the Constitution of the United States. With that vote in Nashville, 

the pro-ratification count reached the critical number of 36 states in favor of 

granting women the right to vote. Celebration ensued around the country as 

women won a long battle to share in this essential underpinning of our system 

of government.

As a Tennessee woman, I was honored and humbled to be present to celebrate 

the hard-won accomplishment of our forebears when we came together 

February 23-26 at the 37th annual Garden Club of America NAL Conference in 

Washington, DC. 312 smart and engaged GCA women gathered to study and 

advocate for environmental stewardship in accordance with the mission of the 

GCA.

" Every great dream begins with a 
dreamer. Always remember, you 
have within you the strength, the 
patience, and the passion to reach 
for the stars to change the world." 

—Harriet Tubman
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Our dynamic leaders, Lisa Ott (NAL Committee Chairman) and 

Elizabeth Waddill (Conservation Committee Chairman), outfitted 

committee members with rosettes and sashes reminiscent of those 

worn by suffragettes a century ago. With pride, these chairs and their energetic 

committee orchestrated three days of high-level education and advocacy.

Every detail of the conference bore the fingerprint of Lynne Nelson of  The Trowel 

Club in Washington, DC. Her organization and good humor made the time there 

a delight. And although she and the committee chairs made the event seem 

effortless, it was clear that countless hours had been dedicated to making this a 

first-class event.

Delegates were warmly welcomed to Washington with a presentation by Sophie 

Glovier on C-Change Conversations, a Climate Change Primer. Karen Gilhuly, Vice 

Chairman of Legislation and Policy, presented a legislative update, explaining 

some of the bills that the GCA is watching. Carol Hunter, Assistant Vice Chairman 

of Legislation and Policy, presented a helpful reminder of how a bill becomes a 

law. These dedicated members of the Conservation and NAL Committees set 

the perfect tone for kicking off the meeting.

The meeting began with an overview of the history of conservation 

and advocacy in the GCA. Lisa and Elizabeth reminded us that we are 

a bipartisan group, advocating for universal issues that matter to the 

members of our organization. We were charged with taking what we learned 

to our Congressional representatives and telling them clearly and politely 

about the issues that are important to us, as members of the GCA. Ellie Kelly 

and Winsome McIntosh, early chairs of the NAL conference, were honored and 

delivered moving remarks about the importance of our endeavor.
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Attendees enjoyed inspirational speakers, including experts from a range 

of non-profit organizations in the field of conservation. Elected officials 

spoke about the unique climate on Capitol Hill and the difficulties 

and triumphs involved in passing legislation on climate and the environment. 

The speakers painted a clear picture of the pressing need for immediate and 

meaningful action and left us with glimpses of hope for increased bipartisan 

cooperation.

Lest you think it was all work and no play, rest assured that our leaders know 

GCA members and the joys of association. They arranged fantastic opportunities 

for catching up with old friends and getting to know new ones. A Sunday 

evening tour of national monuments, resplendent in their evening light, wowed 

even veteran DC visitors. Members gathered with others from their zones for 

dinner on Monday night, and on Tuesday evening, our full group gathered at 

the historic Mayflower Hotel for an elegant dinner and a talk by the charming 

Theodore Roosevelt V, great-great-grandson of President Theodore Roosevelt. 

His remarks reminded us that the conservation ethic of President Roosevelt, 

who was so instrumental in preserving our National Parks, is alive and well. His 

energy, combined with our new knowledge, stoked a fire within that helped us 

bring that passion to Capitol Hill the following day.

The conference culminated with visits to our representatives in Congress, 

where the GCA certainly made an impression with our cohesive 

messaging. Like the suffragettes lobbying at their State Houses a 

century ago, many NAL delegates took white tulips with them to their senators 

and representatives to underline the ties between gardening and conservation. 

With durable insight from our days in Washington, we dispersed to our 

communities around the country, charged with generously casting our seeds of 

inspiration in our clubs and hometowns. ■

Elizabeth Lamar, Garden Club of Nashville,  

Zone IX, Coordinator of Conservation Projects

For more information on the 2020 NAL Conference, 

including speaker bios and photos, go to the GCA 

website and follow links to the  NAL committe page.

https://www.gcamerica.org/
https://www.gcamerica.org/
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A Few of the 2020 NAL Speakers

Aruni Bhatnagar, Ph.D.

Christy Brown

Mary B. Neumayr

Lesley Kane Szynal

Representative Earl Blumenauer, D-OR

Representative Will Hurd, R-TX

Karen Gilhuly

Sam Sankar

Gina Beinecke

Ellie Kelly

Senator Sheldon Whitehouse, D-RI

Senator Kirsten Gillibrand, D-NY

Rich Innes

Winsome McIntosh

Lynn Scarlett
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