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Organic practices result in equal net returns on corn, soybeans

Cornand soybeanyieldswereonly minimally reduced when organi c production practiceswere
utilizedinaUniversity of Minnesotaresearch project. Theorganic practiceswerecompared with
conventiona production practices. Andafter factoringin production costs, net returnsbetween
thetwo production strategieswereequival ent, saysPaul Porter,aU of M agronomist.

“Theseresultswon’ t surpriseproducerswho aresuccessfully using organic production
systems,” Porter says. “ But thestudy resultswill probably bemet with skepticismby many inthe
agri-chemical bus nesswhomaketheir livelihoodfromthesa eof syntheticfertilizer and
pesticides.”

Over 80 percent of cornand soybeans produced inthe United Statesisgrowninthe
Midwest—thevast mgjority with conventional production practicesinacorn-soybeanrotation
requiringannual syntheticfertilizer and pesticideapplication. Thiscorn-soybeanrotationis
practiced onover 100 millionacres.

Organic production practices, incompliancewith standardsdefined by theUnited States
Department of Agriculture’ sNational Organic Program (NOP), offer anaternativeproduction
systemto conventional practices. Thestudy of theinfluenceof rotationlengthonyield of cornand
soybeanwhengrown utilizing organicand conventiona production practicesispublishedinthe
March-April, 2003issueof “ Agronomy Journal,” apublication of the A merican Soci ety of
Agronomy. Porter isaco-author of thearticle.

Thestudy wasconducted at two Minnesotal ocationsfrom 1989to 1999. Scientistseval uated
atwo-year corn-soybeanrotation andafour-year corn-soybean-oat/alfalfa-afalfarotation under
conventiona and organic management and productionstrategies.

Theanalysisof yield databeganin 1993, after thefirst completecycleof thefour-year rotation
had occurred. From 1993 through 1999, cornyieldsfromtheconventional two-year rotation
averaged 143 and 139 bushel sper acreat thetwo locations, whilecorngrownintheorganic
four-year rotation averaged ninepercent and seven percent less, respectively.

Duringthesametimeframe, soybeansgrownintheconventional two-year rotation averaged
43.1and 40.7 bushel sper acre, whileorganically produced soybeansaveraged 19 percent and
16 percentless, respectively.

Weed control wasamajor factor for thereducedyiel dsintheorganic productionsystem,
Porter says. Thelarger yield reductionfromorganically produced soybeansrel ativeto cornwas
associated withincreased weed pressurein the soybean crop becauseof itsplacement inthe
rotation sequence.

Whiletherewasareductioninboth cornand soybeanyieldsinthefour-year organic strategy
comparedwiththetwo-year conventional strategy, theorganicstrategy hadlower production
coststhantheconventional strategy. Consequently, netreturnsfor thetwo strategieswere
equivalent, without taking organi c pricepremiumsinto account.

Conventionally produced soybeansweremoreresponsivethan conventionally produced corn
totheexpandedrotationlength, Porter says. Whereasconventionally grown soybeaninthefour-
year rotationyielded fromthreeto six percent morethan soybean growninthetwo-year rotation,
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conventionally grown corninthefour-year rotationyiel ded thesametofour percent lessthancorn
growninthetwo-year rotation.

Theseresultssuggest conventional soybeanyie dswould beincreasedwhengrowninalonger
rotationthanthecommonly practiced corn-soybeanrotation, Porter says. Hemay bereached at
(612) 625-6719 or pporter@umn.edu.

Researchers want to put alfalfa to work in the environment

Canadfdfasavetheworld? Maybenot quite, but it can beused for far morethan livestock
feed. Alfalfaisthemost widely grownlegumeintheU.S, with estimated salesof $6 billionayear,
anditisnow gaining new recognitionfor itsenvironmental qualitiesaswell. “Wewant tofind new
waystousealfalfabecauseit’ ssuchanamazing plant for theecosystemandfor farm systems,”
saysJoAnnLamb, whoisleading ateam of researchersbreeding alfalfafor new uses.

Oneinnovativepossibility being researched by Lamb’ steamisusingalfafafor producing
biofuel. Inabiofue system, alfalfastemswoul d be processedto generatebiofuel, whiletheleaves
would continueto servetheir roleaslivestock feed. “ Thekey to successfor anafalfabiofuel
production systemwoul d beto devel op asystemthat woul d maximizebothleaf and stemyield,”
saysLamb.

By crossbreeding alarge-stemmed Europeanvariety withastandard Midwesternwinter-hardy
variety, shehopesto createanafalfavariety well-suited for theproduction of biofud. Lamb’s
project hasa sobeenusing alfafato eliminatetoxinsfrom contaminated water andland. The
processiscalled phytoremediation (literaly, plant remedy). Lambisworkingondevel opingan
alfalfawithfast-growing, spreading rootsthat will takeuplotsof nitrates.

Inasimilar project, Lamb’ steamislookingatimprovingalfafa sability totakeup meta ssuch
asaluminumfromthesoil. “Wewant the plant to beableto uptakethose metal sand put theminto
theleaveswherewecan harvest themout,” shesays. “ It all dependsongetting theplanttowhere
it’ sadapted tothechemistry of toxic soils.”

Andfinaly, Lambwouldliketoseedfafatol erant tomanureapplicationby farmers. If dfadfa
cropscan bebredto betolerant to theammonium and salt in manure, shethinks, thenthey can
becomean environmental ly safedestinationfor manureinthesummer season.

Thegoasfor afafa susesmay beambitious, but Lambisrealistic about her team’ swork. “It's
goingtobesow, butl think that’ sokay. We' relearningall thetime.”

Shemay bereached at lambx002@umn.edu. See

http:/Amww.misa.umn.edu/Other/dfafahtml for thecompl eteresearchprofile —By Daniel
Ungier, MISA intern

There' s new evidence that organic crops may be healthier

Organically or sustainably grown berriesand corn contain up to 58 percent more polyphenolics,
natural antioxidantsthat areanatural defensefor plantsand may begoodfor our health, saysanew
study by researchersat theUniversity of California, Davis. Thework suggeststhat i nsecticidesand
herbicidesmay actually reducethe production of polyphenolicsby plants.

“Thisreally opensthedoor tomoreresearchinthisarea,” saysAlysonMitchell, assistant
professor of food scienceat UC Davis, wholed theresearch team. For moreinformation, goto
http://mwww.directag.conVdirectag/news/articlejhtml?article_id=1011312.

Consumers want the real organic, poll shows
A majority (61 percent) of consumersdon’ t want milk, eggs, poultry, or meat to belabel ed
“organic” if they werefromanimal sfed antibiotics, hormonesand pesticides, accordingtoa
nationwideconsumer opinion poll conducted by RoperASW onbehalf of theOrganic Trade
Association, thebusinessgroupfor theorganicindustry inNorth America.



Theresultsof theOTA-RoperASW pall fly inthefaceof last minutelegidation hiddeninthe
2003 OmnibusAppropriationsBill. Signedintolaw onFebruary 20, therider (Section771)
enablesthelabel “ organic” to beput on productsthat comefrom animal sraised onfeed containing
antibiotics, hormonesand pesticides. Immediateoutrageover therider hasprompted abipartisan
effortin Congressto recommend thepassageof the® Organic Restoration Act” inthe Senate(S.
457) anditscounterpartintheHouse (HR 955). Both measurescall for repeal of therider.

TheOTA-RoperASW poll alsofoundthat consumersprefer meat productslabel ed organicto
haveahigh organiccontent, including feed. M ost consumers(78 percent) said milk, eggs, poultry,
or meat should be 100 percent organicto belabel ed organic. Thespecia interestsbehindtherider
seek to reducetheorganicfeed content requirements.

TheOTA-RoperASW poll foundthat nearly threequarters(71 percent) of consumersbelieve
Congressshould not beableto changepolicieson organic agricultureregul ationswithout public
discussion. The Section 771 rider wasinserted without public comment.

“Inademocracy likeAmerica s, citizenshavetheright to provideinput on decis onsthat affect
their familiesand communities, and thisincludespolicy concerning organicagriculture,” says
KatherineDiMatteo, OTA executivedirector. “ Congresscan easily correct thismistakeby
repealing Section 771 of the2003 OmnibusAppropriationsBill.”

RoperASW conductedthe OTA poll. RoperA SW compl eted tel ephoneinterviewswith 1,019
peopleselected at random. Theinterviewswere conducted March 14-16. Thesamplehasa
marginof error of plusor minusthreepercent at a95 percent level of confidence.

For moreinformation, visittheOTA websiteat www.ota.comor itsnew consumer websiteat
www.theorganicreport.org.

You can watch ‘Rethinking the American Dream” free on-line

A 20-minutevideoavailablefor freeon-lineviewing hel psviewersthink about their current
lifestyles. It a so presentsindividual choicesthat canimproveour natural environment and persona
quality of life. It stitled Rethinking the American Dream” and wasproduced by the Oregon State
ExtensonService.

Thevideofocusesonwhat Americansreportismostimportantinlife: health, fulfillingwork,
education, connectionwithfamily, friends, community and thenatural world, and spirituality. It
pointsout how merely consuming“ stuff” andincreasing materia wealth cangetintheway of
achievingtheseimportantgoals.

A free20-page compani on guidebook on sustainabl eliving (published October 2001) isalso
availablefor viewingand printing at theweb site. Thevideo and gui debook together makeastrong
teachingtool for individua sand especidly for small groupsand classroom settings.

“Rethinkingthe American Dream” isal soavailableonvideotape (and DV D soon) for $19.95at
thewebsitebelow, or soonfor freerental at the OEA’ sClearinghouseat (651) 215-0232 or
(800) 877-6300.

Click onhttp://eesc.orst.edu/agcomwebfile/EdMat/trailers/american_dream.html toseethe
video.

There is some good news for farmers

Y oucanfind positivenewsinthisdifficult agricultural economy. Farmersandranchersare
turning around problemsand discovering opportunitiesindiversification of farm products, new
market niches, water usereduction, and energy production. Insomecases, thestoriesare
remarkable, accordingto BioCyclemagazineeditor Robert Rynk.

Rynk citesaTexasgrapefruit grower who reduced thenumber of irrigation cyclesby 60
percent, and aCol orado hog producer who eliminated rendering charges. Many of these
significant casestudieswill bepresented at the 33rd Annual BioCycleNational Conference, May



5-7inDenver, Colo. at theDenver RenaissanceHotedl.

The33rd Annua BioCycleConferencefocuseson managing organic materials, suchasmanure
and cropresidues, to createproductslikebiogas, biofuel s, compost, livestock bedding and other
biobased products. For conferenceprogramandregistrationinformation, visit BioCyclemagazine' s
websiteat www.biocycle.net. Or, call (610) 967-4135, ext. 22, or e-mail biocycle@jgpress.com.

Calendar of events, 2003

Theseeventsaresponsored by numerousorgani zations. Moreinformationisavailableon
MISA’ swebsite: www.misa.umn.edu. Also check the Sustainabl e Farming A ssoci ation of
Minnesota swebsiteat www.sfa-mn.org.

July 29-31. Upper Midwest Grazing Confer ence, Midway Best Western, Lacrosse, Wis.,
(563) 583-6496.

Aug. 16-17. Third Annua Windy River RenewableEner gy and SustainableAgriculture
Fair inTodd County, (218) 568-8624, davidb@uslink.net, or
www.sustal nabl efarmingcentralmn.com.

What we're about...
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