Section Five
Difficulties faced by farmers






	Learning aims:
· This section is designed to explore the challenges faced by farmers
· Students will learn that we cannot change agricultural systems overnight



In previous sections we have looked at practices that can either degrade or restore soil. We learned that many Australian farmers are successfully restoring their soils using soil management practices such as rotational grazing and crop rotation.  
If soil degradation is so important for food security, why can’t all farmers just stop using practices that lead to soil degradation? 
It is important not to place the blame on farmers for land degradation.  Many of the practices that have degraded our soils in Australia are now not routinely used any more by many farmers.  Farmers from past generations were often following advice on what were the best practices for agriculture in Europe. Some of these practices were inappropriate for the local environment, and had damaging results for the landscape and soil health.  Damage to soil can take a long time to become apparent, and also takes a long time to reverse. Farmers may need to keep doing some things that are not good for soil health so they can grow enough food in the short-term to feed the population.    
Farming is complex and there are many factors that work together to influence what practices farmers adopt.  
Financial factors
Farming is a business, and farmers must make a profit to stay in business. Farmers must therefore make financial decisions about the impact on their potential profits if they adopt practices that might restore their soils in the longer term. 
· Farmers today have inherited properties with soil that is degraded due to the actions of previous generations of farmers, as well as other factors such as the introduction of rabbits.  They may wish to restore their soil but this takes time and often comes at a cost. Farmers must balance up this cost against financial and other considerations. New equipment and fencing may need to be purchased and installed, which requires an initial expenditure. It may take a while for farmers to make this money back.
· Soil restoration is slow.  For example, it may take decades to rebuild soil organic matter. Because it takes a while for soil health to recover, there may be a drop in yield (and therefore profit for the farmer) in the short term once they change their practices.  
· Some sustainable soil management practices mean that farmers can reduce their inputs.  For example, no-tillage farming systems require less fuel, which means that farmers save money and may increase their overall profit.  This makes these practices more attractive to farmers, and more likely that they will adopt them.  
· However, some farmers may resist adopting practices such as no-till because they do not believe that doing so will increase their profits.   
· Some practices are more time-consuming (e.g., moving stock more frequently between smaller paddocks) and therefore require more labour, which increases cost, and means that farmers may have less opportunity to do other tasks.
· Farmers financial decisions are also affected by market forces. Farmers must respond to market demands for volume (yield), and other requirements (e.g., what stock must be fed prior to going to an abattoir, size requirements for fruit and vegetables etc.).   
Good soil benefits everyone, not just farmers.  However, Australian farmers do not currently receive many financial incentives to look after their soil.  We will be returning to this issue in the following section, when we look at how consumers can support farmers to engage in good soil management.
Government regulation 
Other factors that influence adoption of practices come from outside of the farm.  Farmers are influenced by advisers, the people they sell their produce to, and even family, friends, and other farmers in the region. Governments also have a big impact on decisions farmers make about what and how to farm. The Australian government (State and Federal) invests lots of money in research and advice to farmers about soil management practices (this is called ‘extension’). This helps farmers to make informed decisions about what practices are best for them.  Governments also sometimes enact laws that control the practices that farmers can use.  For example, we have seen that clearing of native vegetation is now restricted in Australia.
Ask the class: why doesn’t the government make all farmers adopt soil management practices that will restore our soil?  
· What counts as a good practice in one area (or for one soil type, or crop type) might not be best in another area – it would be very hard to have a set of regulations that covered this.
· Governments may get push-back from farmers and other if they implement strict regulations that prohibit practices.
· Rapid country-wide agricultural transformation may have unintended consequences.

The following two case studies examine two international examples of government attempts to regulate farming practices.  You can use one or both to explore the complex relationships between ‘top-down’ government policies and farmer livelihoods, and as examples of some of the wider forces that might impact on attempts to transition agricultural systems.      
Case study one: farmers protest regulations to reduce the use of pesticides by 50% by 2030. 
In 2022, the European Commission adopted a proposal to reduce the use of pesticides by 50% by 2030, as part of the wider focus of the EU on making farming systems in Europe more sustainable.  This proposal included ‘legally binding targets’ which must be achieved by all member states of the European Union. The targets were outlined in a 2023 briefing note from the European Environment Agency.   
Key policy targets to be achieved by 2030 under the farm to fork strategy, zero pollution action plan and biodiversity strategy for 2030 include:
· a 50% reduction in the use and risk of chemical pesticides;
· a 50% reduction in the use of the more hazardous ones;
· at least 25% of the EU’s agricultural land to be under organic farming
(Source: https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/how-pesticides-impact-human-health)
The EEA briefing describes the negative impacts pesticides have on the environment, including water and soil, and on human health. According to the EEA, food production in Europe relies on chemical pesticides to maintain yields, and reducing their use would require shifting to alternative production practices, including those that rebuild soil health.  It also outlines the impact on food security in Europe if continued pesticide use is not reduced.
Food supply is not at stake in the EU today. The EU is largely self-sufficient for key agricultural products, is a main wheat and barley exporter, and is largely able to cover its consumption of staple crops such as maize and sugar (EC, 2022d). Yet if pesticide use is not sufficiently curbed, pesticides will continue to reduce natural pest control (Bonato et al., 2023), impact pollinator populations (Sponsler et al., 2019), and harm microorganisms [in the soil] that support plant growth (Edlinger et al., 2022). This means that over the medium- to long-term, excessive pesticide use is likely to negatively affect food security.
In early 2024, the European Commission withdrew the proposal.  The reasons for this are complex, but include widespread lobbying and backlash from farmers. Farmers were angry about many issues, including policies and trade agreements that have led to declining incomes for farmers, as production costs have risen while prices paid to farmers have not increased, or have fallen. Farmers were also angry about the burden of ‘green’ regulations, including those about pesticide use. The following quote sums up the situation for farmers: 
In recent years, however, the EU has announced its intention to move towards a more sustainable agricultural model, notably with the Farm to Fork Strategy, which is the agricultural component of the Green Deal. Farmers’ organisations welcomed this ambition…, but we also stressed that the sustainability of European agriculture could not be improved without breaking away from the logic of international competitiveness. Producing ecologically has huge benefits for the health and the planet, but it costs more for the farmers, and so to achieve the agroecological transition, agricultural markets need to be protected. Unfortunately, we were not heard. European farmers were therefore faced with an impossible mission: delivering an agroecological transition while producing for the lowest possible price.
(Source: https://www.aljazeera.com/opinions/2024/2/25/farmers-protests-in-europe-and-the-deadend-of-neoliberalism)       
Further information on the new rules, the damage to environment and human health associated with pesticide use, and backlash and withdrawal of the proposal can be found in the following resources.
· https://food.ec.europa.eu/plants/pesticides/sustainable-use-pesticides_en
· https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/QANDA_22_3694
· https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/how-pesticides-impact-human-health
· https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2024/02/06/von-der-leyen-announces-withdrawal-of-contentious-pesticide-law-the-first-defeat-of-the-gr



Case study two: Going organic overnight in Sri Lanka
See the Sri Lanka case study below for an example of how government policy led to a rapid decline in production, and caused widespread food insecurity and poverty. 
	Sri Lanka Case Study
Background
In the midst of a national economic crisis, which had been growing over a number of years, the Sri Lankan government banned herbicide and fertiliser imports in April 2021. The officially provided explanation was that this was a policy to promote organic farming, but experts have suggested it was actually a way of cutting demand for foreign currency. In other words, Sri Lanka wasn’t able to pay for essential imports (like fuel for cars and medicine and materials to support agricultural production), or service the national debt, and the government thought that they would save US$400 million a year with this ban (if you want to learn more about the economics and political context of the situation, we suggest this article and this article.
The entire agricultural sector in Sri Lanka was forced to become organic over a period of two or three weeks, as opposed to having a transition period of ten or more years. This had massive impacts on agricultural production, a major source of food and income for Sri Lanka.
The existing economic, social and political crisis was suddenly much worse as most people started experiencing significant food and other shortages. The following comes from a World Bank report into the Sri Lankan situation:
“Despite removing the ban on agrochemicals since November 2021, fertilizer remains scarce due to forex shortages, which constrains the productivity of agriculture and related manufacturing sectors. This ban to dismantle the established system of conventional agriculture within a short period, hit an economy already affected by the global pandemic. While there are few quantitative assessments of the exact impact, various stakeholders have predicted yield drops of 20–50 percent in 2022 for major crops such as paddy, vegetables and other food crops. As a result, this drop in productivity is leading to high levels of food insecurity, as well as income losses for over a million small farmers and agricultural workers who now live on the brink of poverty. While the ban was removed, the supplies are yet to recover amid the forex shortages in the market.”
(Source: Sri Lanka Development Update (Oct 2022). 
This link is to a detailed article on the Sri Lankan crisis. It could be used to inform a class discussion about why rapid transformation in agricultural systems is a problem.



These case studies show us that governments can’t just click their fingers and demand farmers change overnight.  While the situation in Australia is very different, we still need to think about change as a process which happens over medium and longer terms, and that we need to be thinking about mechanisms for supporting farmers to change their practices. 


Class discussion: 
Show the students the tool kit (from section 3). Next, ask the class to work in groups and take on the role of an adviser for a new farmer who is considering adopting sustainable soil management practices. 
· What would you say to encourage a new farmer, just starting their enterprise to adopt these practices?
· What factors might be influencing the farmer’s decision-making?
· Do you think the European Union and the Sri Lankan government did the right thing in banning the use of pesticides?
· If you were advising the European Union and the Sri Lankan government, what would you suggest to make these changes more acceptable to farmers and the wider community?
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