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What is organic agriculture???





Why didn’t     
Dr. Hopkins 

recommend K 
fertilizer?



Franklin Hiram King
(1848-1911) 

“ We desired to learn how it is 
possible, after twenty and 

perhaps thirty or even forty 
centuries, for their soils to be 
made to produce sufficiently 
for the maintenance of such 

dense populations.. “

Farmers of Forty Centuries, 
1911

FH King , Professor of Soil 
Physics at UW was 

dismayed by the rapid 
degradation of Midwest 

soils during the 19th century 
and traveled to Asia looking 

for answers.

Farmers of 40 Centuries:
Permanent Agriculture in 
China, Korea and Japan

was the original title.



First edition
in 1929

JR Smith was a 
pioneer in the field 

of economic 
geography, an 

author of many 
popular elementary 

school – college 
level geography text 

books and a 
dedicated 

conservationist and 
agro-forester.



In An Agricultural 
Testament (1940) Howard 

laid out his vision for 
agriculture based on nature 

as a model with great 
emphasis on a concept that 

is central to organic 
farming--the importance of 

utilizing organic waste 
materials to build soil 

organic matter and 
maintain soil fertility.



An Agricultural Testament
by Sir Albert Howard

Chapter 1

Introduction

THE maintenance of the fertility of the soil is the 
first condition of any permanent system of 

agriculture. In the ordinary processes of crop 
production fertility is steadily lost: its continuous 

restoration by means of manuring and soil 
management is therefore imperative.



In 1940, Northbourne
introduced his concept 
of the ideal farm as an 
ORGANIC whole (i.e. 

having a complex 
interrelationship of 

parts/organs, similar 
to that in living things)

in a book titled,      
Look to the Land. 



JI Rodale’s publications gave voice to the ideas of many other 
advocates for alternative health and farming practices
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Organic certification requirements

Detailed farm plan showing all fields/buffers

Documentation of all inputs

Documentation that equipment not solely 
used for organic has been cleaned properly

On-farm inspection

3 year transition



3rd party inspectors 
are hired by certifiers



Short rotation – imported manure

Long ley rotation –
grazing livestock

Short rotation –
intensive livestock

There is more than 
1 success strategy for 

organic grain production

Well integrated crop-livestock 
systems have clear advantages 
but many organic grain farms 
do not use this approach



Jack Erisman
Pana, IL

Summary of operation
2,500 acres – all organic
Red, white, yellow and blue corn, popcorn, soybeans, small grains & cover crop seed 
250 head of cattle all organic grass and pasture fed.  

Background
Jack grew up on his family operation, taking it over in 1963. Mr. Erisman is all about 
sustainability, ecological issues, and socially acceptable farming techniques. He has 
found a way to achieve all this and be profitable. Growing up, his father built up the 
farm by buying land no one else wanted and restoring its productivity. He eventually 
became one of the largest farmers in the area. The family farm is located in Christian 
County, Illinois, just south of where the glaciers deposited the best soils in Illinois. Jack 
always had dreamed of following in his father’s footsteps. He attended parochial 
school in Springfield, Illinois, then at Jesuit boarding school in Wisconsin for a 
classical education including Latin, Greek, mathematics and science. For a while he 
considered the priesthood but ended up enrolling at St. Louis University to study 
Liberal Arts. He found he did not have any interest in the studies and returned to the 
farm for a short time before joining the Army. In the fall of 1961 he finished his stint in 
the army and enrolled at Colorado State University to study agricultural engineering. 
After college he ended up back home and farming. Jack made the decision to go 
organic on all the ground in 1990. (SNIP)



Soybeans drilled on 6” rows - >>200k with ~ 2 bushel of cereal rye















Organic by 
neglect

or omission

is almost 
guaranteed 

to fail!!

Early research on organic ag 
compared full input systems with 

no input systems



http://www.wiu.edu/cbt/agriculture
/farms/organic/research.php

Reports describing 
some of our research 
projects are available 
on our website:
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4 1 13.7 66.6
1 1 13.4 67.6
2 1 13.5 70.6
3 1 13.6 73.0
5 1 13.8 79.0
5 2 13.8 64.7
3 2 13.6 68.0
2 2 13.5 72.4
4 2 13.6 74.4
1 2 13.4 74.4

2016 NT Soybean variety trial results

Conventional reps
averaged 10 bu/a less

BR
 3

4A
7

BR
 3

9C
4



TRT Yield Bu+ % gain

1 153.9 15.5 11.2%

2 167.9 29.5 21.3%

3 138.4 N/A N/A

Sidedressing corn 
with Nature Safe 

13-0-0 

Trt 1 = 35 lbs N banded pre-plant Trt 2 = Trt 1 + 35 lbs N sidedressed



2016 Pumpkin Seed Treatment Study in Field 4-4 

Treatment ID Rep Yield (tons/ac) Average (tons/ac) Avg. pumpkin weight
1 1 23.53
1 2 20.13
1 3 18.91
1 4 25.06
1 5 24.20 22.4 8.8
2 1 28.58
2 2 26.83
2 3 26.30
2 4 26.96
2 5 30.21 27.8 9.6
3 1 31.34
3 2 32.88
3 3 23.54
3 4 28.98
3 5 28.58 29.1 9.7

Azospirillum product

Humate product

Control



Last week of 
May 2016



Last week of July 2016



October 2016



~ 1 month later



Treasure
yellow peas
in early June



Harvesting swathed peas with a pickup head









Late October 2016

































Preplant weed control for NT beans in 2017



“Too much about the 
roller crimper and not 
enough about no-till 
organic farming. A 

crimper is not the all-to 
answer for organic no-till 

farming...not by any 
means. In the right 

environmental condition, 
it is a useful tool to 

terminate some cover 
crops, but the book 

makes it seem as though 
it solves the termination 
issue mechanically. There 

are many situations in 
which the roller crimper 

would not be adequate. “



> 5000 views of a recent discussion in the Crop Talk forum of Ag Talk



Planting is easy with Autosteer!



In 2012, I witnessed a new level of attention to detail



We learned how to do it!







Looks great but soil 
flow into the row was 

inadequate



1. Poor marketing =  reduced capture of premium prices 

2. Assuming that you will be successful with organic farming, just because 
you are successful with conventional farming* 

3. Assuming that your planter, drill, cultivators…etc…are  adequate =  lack 
of proactive maintenance, adjustment and improvement. 

4. Lack of timeliness in field operations especially weed control 

5. Planting issues such as planting too early or too shallow. Farmers tend 
to plant shallow in certain soils because of crusting, but in organic farming 
a rotary hoe is commonly used for weed control, which also helps 
eliminate crusting. I have seen uneven corn and soybean emergence in 
dry weather, which likely could have been avoided if planted slightly 
deeper. 

6. Not providing crops with enough nutrients, especially N. 

Weak Links in Organic Farming Systems



7. Failure to manage residue effectively resulting in N tie-up, 
disease/pest issues, plugging of equipment etc. 

8. Failure to select well adapted crop genetics with good 
potential for expected yields/quality. 

9. Resistance to using newer technologies such as GPS guidance 
or newer equipment such as a planter that can precisely deliver 
seed at correct depth and spacing. 

10. Improper selection and/or management of cover crops, 
especially during years of extreme weather. 

11. Not having a good support system of other organic farmers 
for encouragement and tips. 



Characteristics 
of success?



It takes a high level of 
skill and will to be a 
successful organic 

farmer!
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