
by Joel Salatin

Industrial agriculture’s balance sheet
turns historical assets into liabilities in
a macabre cultural shift. As a full-

time clean-food farmer, I am incensed by
this torrent of evil thinking that holds all
my sacred assets in derision and con-
tempt. It does not dissuade me; rather, it
energizes me to stay the course.

Articulating this topsy-turvy balance
sheet is both hilarious and sobering. As the
old song goes, it would be funny if it
weren’t so serious. A look at this new bal-
ance sheet shows us where we’ve been and
where we’re headed, exposing a new type
of accounting in the food system.

1. Feeding ourselves used to be a
matter of national pride. Historically,
any nation unable to feed itself does not
thrive. It may survive for awhile, but it
will be an anemic culture. When the New
World colonists first sustained themselves
on their own production without being
dependant on the generosity of Native
Americans, it caused great celebration
and prayers of gratitude.

Fleeing European famine and pestilence,
these pioneers developed a unique apprecia-

tion for bountiful tables laden with food
provided by their own hard work. Our
nation’s leaders have historically lauded
food self-sufficiency as a cornerstone of
American independence and success.
Preserving a viable domestic food produc-
tion system has always been an assumed
starting point for national security.

But today’s agricultural economists
view domestic production as a liability
instead of an asset. To the pure capitalists,
tying up valuable real estate with lowly
food production is a waste of precious
land. The only thing prettier than a mead-
ow of grass is a meadow of asphalt.
Farmland is something that gets in the
way of more important monetary agen-
das. On the other end of the
spectrum, environmentalists
view farmland as a liability
because it accounts for the
lion’s share of erosion and
chemical use. The environ-
mentalists want to eliminate farmland as
fast as the developers, except that the land
would be returned to some sort of govern-
ment-administered wild park, like the

Buffalo Commons idea bandied about for
the West.

From the left or right, from the capital-
ist to the environmentalist, the asset of
viable domestic production to feed our
own nation is now seen as a liability. The
folks who would take farmland for nature
preserves would make our population just
as vulnerable to foreign political and
nutritional blackmail as the folks who
want to turn all of America into Silicon
Valley. A policy that encourages the
cheapest from the farthest guarantees the
least accountability, the least nutrition,
and the least ecological consideration.

The overriding climate in our culture is
that those of us who would dare to coax

food from our soil for our
neighborhood are either
holding back economic
development or holding
back ecological healing.
The really progressive thing

to do, in this view, is buy Brazilian beef
and Chinese cherries. Real patriots buy
Mexican. What a wacky balance sheet!

2. Biology in the food system used to
be enjoyed and revered. Under the new
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accounting, the living component is
feared and even hated. Life is sponta-
neous and unpredictable. It doesn’t con-
form well to Western reductionist, frag-
mented, compartmentalized studies and
forms. Better to replace everything on the
farm that’s living with machines, starting
with the farmer.

Machines respond the same way every
day. They aren’t moody or political. They
don’t write letters to the editor.
Agriculture futurists and planners envi-
sion food production without people,
where bacteria are replaced with infused
nutrients. No need for roots. No need for
soil. Manufactured flavors diffused
through extruded, amalgamated, reconsti-
tuted protoplasmic mush provides edible
pseudo-food morsels with guaranteed pre-
dictability. No surprising seasonal varia-
tions. No surprising nuances of flavor. No
tantalizing regional distinctiveness. Just
mechanically designed protoplasm for the
palate.

The riches of moist earthworm cast-
ings deposited by tunneling wonder-
working worms bears no value to the
robot tending hydroponic fields fed com-
puterized plant food beneath an imperme-
able climate-controlled dome. The whole
farm will smell more like an antiseptic
hospital than a forest floor rich with actin-
omycetes and scurrying voles. One of the
farm’s main attractions is the entertaining
value of animals cavorting, the discovery
of a new nest of fresh-laid eggs, or the
minuscule dueling of lacewings and
cucumber beetles.

Hen factories make no room for nests,
as eggs whisk away on conveyor belts to
automated washers, graders and packers.
Animals crammed in batteries and cages
on slatted floors fed grain from comput-
er-operated augers cannot cavort.
Cavorting would be inappropriate
because it would burn up valuable calo-
ries needed for fat production. One of the
greatest assets on a farm, in
my view, is the sheer ecsta-
sy of life. The priceless
enjoyment of life’s spon-
taneity must now bow to the
unrelenting predictability of
mechanized life. What an unfortunate
change on the balance sheet.

3. Heritage wisdom, also known as
indigenous information, used to be
studied and held in high esteem. No
more. Human cleverness has replaced

heritage wisdom. Knowing where the
frost pockets were used to be highly val-
ued information, and farmers would care-
fully locate frost-prone plants outside
these zones. Today, this wisdom is cast to
the wind, and what is honored instead is
the cleverness to splice a frost-resistant
gene from a poplar tree into the germ
plasm of a tomato. Voila! No need to learn
about how nature works, except to clever-
ly rearrange it.

Rather than vilifying the sponsors of
research that gave us a 5-year-old cloned
lamb named Dolly, or stringing up the
corporate Neanderthals who developed
genetically marker sterilized corn that
drifted pollen into indigenous Mexican
maize plantings, our culture lauds these
yo-yos as the Messiahs who will heal
everything that ails civilization.

The notion that humans are clever
enough to overrun their own headlights
never enters the minds of these self-con-
sumed scientists. Intoxicated with the
glory of their inventions, these
researchers have thrown out nature’s
boundaries and embraced short-term,
self-consumed technological answers to
technologically created problems. Instead
of solving hog factory odor problems by
spreading hogs out onto millions of small
farms and woodlots into ecologically
appropriate herds, our great thinkers engi-
neer soil-injection methods which turn the
manure into a pollutant instead of a plant
food.

Local, heritage wisdom contained in
plants, animals, and people who, in the
words of Wes Jackson, have become
“native to their place” is dismissed
willy-nilly as archaic backwash in an
enlightened age. Human cleverness, sans
morals, ethics, or natural parameters,
moves to the asset column; heritage wis-
dom moves to the liability column.

4. Pasture-based livestock and poul-
try-production systems, including sym-

biotic plant-animal rela-
tionships, were once part
and parcel of the
American farm and food
system. Any pre-1950 book
about livestock farming

assumes a grass-based template. But that
was before Concentrated Animal Feeding
Operations (CAFOs) became normative.
In the industrial template, pasture threw
too many variables into the production
system. Confining the animals in factory

concentration camps offered ration spe-
cialists the opportunity to concoct Total
Mixed Rations (TMRs).

In the pasture-based system, the
hedges offered medicinals and seasonal
variation, including wild garlic and plan-
tain’s cleansing properties. Animals could
intuitively choose certain plants at certain
times of the year for pharmacological rea-
sons. The antibiotics contained in unwilt-
ed forages maintained vibrant health. But
all these variables drive the industrialist
crazy because they are too dynamic to
control.

Concentrating the animals on concrete
and formulating the ration offers ultimate
control. To further enhance this proce-
dure, pelletizing the diet became com-
mon. Every day, day after day, animals
only receive what some laboratory techni-
cian determines will be on the plate.
Pelletizing simply adds insult to injury —
the material’s ingredients cannot even be
distinguished. Eliminating choice is fun-
damental to the industrial approach.
Tomorrow must be just like today. Same
concrete, same confinement cell, same
human-manipulated pellet. Pasture is out;
CAFOs are in.

5. Historically, regional diversity
and sufficiency offered robust indige-
nous economies. The multi-enterprise
farm, sporting numerous outbuildings and
value-adding infrastructure, created numer-
ous income streams and closed waste
streams by routing the waste from one
enterprise into another. But in the industri-
al model, regionalism becomes a liability
as centralization becomes the asset.

The homestead laying flock that recy-
cled kitchen scraps into orange-yolked
eggs is now a liability, especially to con-
centrated chicken factories. Leaders in the
chicken industry are blaming everything
from avian influenza to corona virus on
open-air chickens. Getting rid of
range-based chickens is now a goal of the
industry, all in the name of biosecurity.

Where each community had a neigh-
borhood abattoir, now only a few dot the
countryside. Small, local abattoirs do not
stink up the neighborhood like massive
centralized facilities running 24/7. Local
milk processors have been replaced with
massive factories that generate mountains
of waste. Centralization insures that dol-
lars for processing and distribution move
away from rural areas and cycle around
only in the urban community.
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Franchising and global branding feed
the centralization altar, where Wall Street
bows with reverential awe. A McNugget
in Sri Lanka is basically identical to the
McNugget in West Palm Beach. The prin-
cipal of the interchangeable part for
machinery, which works incredibly well
in its proper context, when extended to
living food creates a centralized produc-
tion, processing and distribution network.
An industrial food system cannot exist
within a regional framework because
regionalism inherently generates local
appropriateness to the product because all
the people involved in the business live,
work, and worship together.

That connectedness and the natural
accountability it engenders are unattain-
able in an industrial model. Centralization
creates a structure that is big enough and
run by people who are removed enough to
steamroll cookie-cutter consistency
worldwide. After all, a McNugget in
Mogadishu absolutely must taste the same
as one in Anchorage. Anything less would
be downright un-American.

6. Once upon a time, farmers and
related agribusinesses hired their
neighbors. Folks would come together
for the thrashing or the hog killin’. But an
industrial food system cannot afford to
hire neighbors; they are a liability.
Instead, industrial food requires import-
ing foreigners. Now I certainly have noth-
ing against foreigners. I don’t even laugh
at ethnic jokes. But when a business,
because of its working conditions, wages,
or whatever, cannot even hire members of
its community, what kind of social
responsibility does that indicate?

But social responsibility has no place in
the mind-set of the industrial food system,
which views cheap foreign labor as a great
asset. Never mind the school system that
must suddenly accommodate language
barriers. Never mind the social upheaval
created by injecting thousands of people
with different cultural norms and value
systems into a community. All of this is an
asset on the balance sheet of an industrial
food system.

This issue spans not only the obvious,
entrenched industrial food system, but also
the wanna-be organic empire with its Wall
Street mentality to harvest vegetables and
slaughter chickens at the least possible cost.
Shame on people who buy food based only
on price, who aid and abet this social

upheaval and irresponsible business behav-
ior by buying its wares.

7. During most of America’s history,
farmers peddled their wares in town.
From milk routes to portable vegetable
concessions, farmers dedicated to decent
incomes practiced direct marketing.
Patrons encouraged direct marketing by
canning seasonal overproduction and by
cooking from scratch. City folks were not
that far removed from rural skills, which
meant they still knew how to use their
kitchens, how to can, and how to measure
ingredients.

But this is all a liability today. The
asset is global marketing. Archer Daniels
Midland’s slogan “supermarket to the
world” makes people gasp in reverence.
Ah, the enormity of it all is just wonder-
ful. The more processing and packaging
food goes through, the better it is.
Amalgamated, extruded, reconstituted,
genetically engineered, hormone-
enhanced, preservative-laced, emulsified,
stabilized and irradiated, anything and
everything from the global glitzy market
is guaranteed bacteria-free and properly
vitamin fortified.

Direct marketers are loose canons,
hard to control, and might be untrustwor-
thy — so the consumer advocates push
for laws upon laws emanating from
Washington to control dirty food. By the
time the global marketing network has
wined and dined the legislators and
bureaucrats, however, the sincerely
intended legislation ends up putting the
kibosh on small producers and direct mar-
keters who cannot cash flow the required
quintuplicate government forms or unnec-
essary infrastructure.

In order “to protect the general wel-
fare,” “to fight bio-terrorism,” and “to cre-
ate food security,” a plethora
of new government regula-
tions bury small direct mar-
keters and have no real
impact on global marketers
who are above the law. The
much-lauded Hazard Analysis Critical
Control Point (HACCP) program intend-
ed to eliminate food-borne bacteria from
the marketplace only managed to put
nearly 50 percent of the small abattoirs
out of business; it is now commonly
believed to be ineffectual.

The reason it doesn’t work is because
no one can legislate integrity. The greatest
integrity comes when buyer and seller

look each other in the face. Accountability
occurs when distance between producer
and consumer is short rather than long.
The average morsel of food consumed in
America sees more of the world than the
farmer that grew it. Global marketing
reigns supreme. In fact, some counties are
now interpreting zoning laws in a way to
preclude direct farm marketing, calling
such activity “retailing,” therefore imper-
missible in agricultural zones. Global
marketing is the new asset.

8. Before the dominance of industri-
al agriculture, compost and farm
manures generally were considered a
valuable resource. In the industrial pro-
duction system, chemical fertilizer is the
real asset. In the lexicon of agriculture
industrialists like Dennis Avery, manures
are the most harmful substances in the
universe — more harmful than plutonium,
for sure.

They cause E. coli, salmonella, and
countless other food-borne pathogens. In
a world that needs to be sterilized, manures
are a liability we dare not use. But beyond
that, CAFOs create such mountains of the
these materials that they can’t be ecologi-
cally carted off to build soil. Instead,
manure now powers California electric
plants. All of us in the ecological farming
community have blanched every time we
see folks in India cooking over dung fires,
realizing that such a culture is burning its
true wealth.

But our culture is now worse. In fact,
many of these nutrient-rich manures are
now so laden with parasiticides, hor-
mones, pharmaceuticals, heavy metals
and poisonous appetite stimulants that
their use is questioned by the organic
community. Old-timers in my neighbor-
hood tell about how this precious resource

was stewarded 50 years
ago. They would walk
around the barn lot with a
pitchfork and wheelbarrow,
gathering up dung pats that
had fallen outside, and

carry them into the barn, where they were
mixed with straw and sawdust for a car-
bon-nitrogen bedding. Each evening ani-
mals were properly bedded to absorb
nutrient-rich urine and eliminate leaching
or vaporization.

Not anymore. During the 1970s, land
grant colleges, at taxpayer expense, print-
ed thousands of bulletins telling farmers
that the nutrients in manure were not

Reprinted from

November 2002 • Vol. 32, No. 11



worth hauling to the field. As petroleum
prices increased, agronomists have soft-
ened this stance, but the industrial-gener-
ated manure from CAFOs is a completely
different blend than excretions from pas-
ture-based livestock. New dangers lurk
from this industrial manure that did not
exist when farms were more appropriately
sized and farmers really wanted their chil-
dren to inherit good soil.

Throw out the manure, says the indus-
trial model. Bring in the chemicals via
global positioning satellite technology
and truly scientific farming. Chemicals
and science. After all, they go hand in
hand. A true asset.

9. Celebrating food, with all its taste,
texture and aroma, once dominated
conversations in our culture. Older
folks remember actually looking forward
to York apples in the fall. They could
recite varieties of fruit like today’s young-
sters recite video game producers. The
family meal, laden with local, seasonal
food, is now considered a liability. The
asset is ready-to-eat everything.

Military Meals Ready to Eat (MREs)
have now invaded our culture to such an
extent that the rich aroma of roasting
chicken or the intoxicating vapors ema-
nating from a boiling pot of apple butter
have no place in the memory bank of the
average American. Instead of meals being
a special, reverential gift, food is bolted
on the run between soccer games and bal-
let class.

Having vacated the home of its Dad
craftsman, industrialism took Mom away
from her homemaking role, children away
from chores, and the soul away from the
home. Home is no longer where the heart is.
It’s just a pit stop on the way to whatever
activities occur outside the home.
Excitement exists outside the home, not
inside. The time required to prepare a
kitchen garden meal is considered a waste
rather than a precious blessing.

As our hurried and harried industrially
same-same-same culture disrespects food,
it disrespects the entire culture of agricul-
ture. It disrespects rural common sense,
country wisdom and honest
work. Pre-cooked, micro-
wavable foods are the asset
because they can be con-
sumed on the run noncom-
munally — ultimate democ-
racy and individualism. You can munch
your MRE while multi-tasking — sitting

on the toilet reading the newspaper. What a
waste of time, to actually sit around a
scratch-prepared, home-cooked meal cele-
brating the earth’s bounty. And even paus-
ing to express gratitude for it. What a
waste of time.

10. The early American ideal of the
gentleman farmer, the noble, landed
yeoman, was once revered as a corner-
stone of the true wealth in this nation.
What separated the American Dream
from any civilization preceding it was the
freedom to own and husband a piece of
soil —  that people could partake of cre-
ation in a way that would allow them to
express themselves through the earth and
its bounty was a revolutionary thought.

Certainly some were poor stewards —
in fact, many were poor stewards. But the
aspiration to make a living from the land
was culturally noble, lauded, and
admired. Farming was a noble occupa-
tion, worthy of the best and brightest.

Enter industrial agriculture, which has
vacated the countryside of all the best and
brightest. The industrial template does not
want thinkers. It does not want creative,
bright-eyed, bushy-tailed entrepreneurs.
No, industrial agriculture works best when
peasants and dummies inhabit the country-
side, willingly following orders and never
pausing to think.

This mind-set is ubiquitous in our cul-
ture. Look at the Sunday comics. In the
Beetle Bailey strip, the farm boy is the
biggest dummy — Zero. In Garfield, Jon
Arbuckle is the proverbial redneck hillbil-
ly from the farm. Visit any school in
America and you will hear guidance
counselors discouraging A and B students
from being farmers — just as they did me.
That noble vocation is reserved for C and
D students. It’s called “rural brain drain.”
During the industrialization of agricul-
ture, our culture has systematically emp-
tied farms of the best and brightest, while
the gee-whiz buffoons inherited food pro-
duction. Is it any wonder we live on junk
food?

Farmers were once considered the pil-
lars of the community, a real asset. Now

they’re the butt of jokes. Is it
any wonder that we farmers,
as a class, act like we can’t
think? But as long as our
cultural policy disrespects
farmers through a cheap

food policy, our landscape will be steward-
ed by the dregs of society rather than the

cream. The supermarket chain Farmer
Jack’s slogan, “Pile It High and Sell It
Cheap,” captures this spirit in all its vile-
ness. Tomorrow’s landscape is being creat-
ed by the way each of us spends our money
on food.

We can either create a landscape that
will be inhabited by noble stewards or one
controlled be nonthinking peasants bow-
ing to the wishes of the industrial food
system. Certainly an industrial food sys-
tem thrives on followers. Thinkers? They
are a liability. With a heavy, heavy heart I
realize that everything I hold dear, every-
thing I’ve passionately extolled to my
children, everything I’ve preached to
aspiring wanna-be farmers, is considered
a liability on the industrial food system’s
balance sheet.

But my balance sheet holds wisdom
above Wall Street. It holds integrity high-
er than income, ecology above empire.
And in the final analysis, on that great
judgment day, I’ll submit my balance
sheet with confidence and shameless
enthusiasm. May I receive the commen-
dation: “Well done, thou good and faithful
servant.” ❖
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Pastured Poultry Profits
Joel Salatin. A proven pro-
duction model is described
which is capable of produc-
ing an income from a small
acreage equal or superior to
that of most off-farm jobs. The
greatest lesson learned is
that if we produce a high

enough quality product, the marketplace will
bend and adapt itself to meet our needs,
wants and desires. The solid content makes
this book more than worth the cost.
Softcover, 371 pages. #4187 — $30.00

Pastured Poultry 
Profits Video

Joel Salatin. Almost as
good as a personal tour of
the Salatin’s Polyface
Farm, this video details his

entire pastured poultry operation from con-
struction of the moveable pens to butchering
and marketing. Particular focus is placed on
the step-by-step construction of the pens.
The camera lets you see closeup views of
every joint with builder Joel Salatin narrating
the construction giving dimensions and spe-
cific pointers. A bargain for anyone seriously
considering this style of poultry enterprise.
NTSC (U.S.) VHS format only, 45 minutes.
#6298 — $50.00

You Can Farm
Joel Salatin. While this book can be helpful to
all farmers, it targets those visionaries who are
entertaining notions of living, loving and learning
on a piece of land. Anyone willing to dance with

such a dream should be able to
realistically measure its assets
and liabilities; its fantasies and
realities. Salatin wisely and hon-
estly shares with his reader the
qualities necessary to embark on
a farming career, and offers inspi-

ration. For farm entrepreneurs, the opportunities
for a farm family business have never been
greater. You Can Farm is a practical roadmap to
encourage and guide the farmer in each of us.
Softcover, 480 pages. #6336 — $30.00

The Polyface Farm Video
Joel Salatin. A comprehensive
look at Polyface Farm in 2001,
this video features one of the
world's finest working examples
of an environmentally friendly
family farm. Join entrepreneur
and passionate farmer Joel
Salatin as he explains balance

and interconnectedness in the landscape,
community, plants and animals. Hard-hitting
and practical, Salatin's explanations will revo-
lutionize your thinking about food and farming
in a proactive, can-do style. Both "how" and
"why" unite in this information-rich video.
NTSC (U.S.) VHS format only, 110 minutes.
#6499 — $60.00

Family Friendly Farming
Joel Salatin. Subtitled A Multigenerational
Home-Based Business Testament, this book
offers hope for stressed families, dissatisfied
employees, and hurried lifestyles. Popular
author and successful farmer Joel Salatin
here shares his vision for an alternative to the

hectic and fragmented condi-
tion of American families.
Family friendly farming, he
argues, offers a real solution
to this critical social issue, by
developing more multi-gener-
ational agrarian home-based
businesses, populating the

land with passionate stewards, and insuring a
clean, nutritious food supply for future gener-
ations. Based on his own experience with a
successful family farm, Salatin shows how the
brightest and best young people can be
brought back to the countryside — with a new
love for their environment and heritage.
Softcover, 402 pages. #6500 — $30.00

Salad Bar Beef
Joel Salatin. Creative alterna-
tives for an industry in trouble.
Joel Salatin’s “Salad Bar
Beef” program is a proven
prototype that can make a
superb profit from a small
cow herd regardless of the
commodity price of calves.

His innovative program offers hope to rural
communities, to struggling row-crop farmers,
and to frustrated beef eaters who do not want
to encourage desertification, air and water pol-
lution, environmental degradation and inhu-
mane animal treatment. Complete how-to
guide for successfully, profitably entering the
natural, grass-fed beef business. Joel Salatin is
a true innovator, and is willing to teach it all —
nothing held back — for those willing to learn.
Softcover, 368 pages. #6196 — $30.00

Learn more about Polyface Farm and the Salatin approach to biodiverse 
farming with these detailed books and videos available from Acres U.S.A.
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