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W
ebster’s New Collegiate Dictionary, and undoubtedly many similar
publications, strongly equates the words farming and agriculture.
Webster’s, in fact, defines farming as the practice of agriculture.

In today’s world, farming may still be a part of agriculture, but
the industry and its economic impacts run much deeper. Technology,
agribusiness and a combination of the two – agribiotechnology –

are among the ingredients in the current and future mix.
BioCrossroads conducted a year-long study titled A Strategic Plan for Indiana’s Agricultural

Economy. BizVoice looks at that project, as well as the changing world of the traditional farmer.

By the numbers
Purdue University agricultural economist Chris Hurt provides an overview of today’s farming

environment. While there were nearly 90,000 farms in Indiana in 1974, that number is now
approximately 60,000. More than 15,000 of those sell less than $1,000 of agricultural products a year.

“If you just look at commercial farms, it’s hard to know where to
make the break. But if you take those with $100,000 or more in sales,
which might be $25,000 in income, there are 10,360 farms,” Hurt explains.
“Those farms are producing 85% of all the agricultural products.”

Considering the general premise that Indiana is 2% of the nation’s
total in most categories, soybean and corn production rate strong with
8.4% and 7.8% of the U.S. production, respectively. A large number of
dairy operations, many foreign-owned, have emerged in various parts of
the state, including a conglomeration of related entities in Newton and
Jasper counties.

“These are large farms but still family-run organizations,” notes
Todd Janzen, an attorney specializing in environmental law with Plews
Shadley Racher & Braun. “It’s an interesting social phenomenon, just
like 150 years ago. Another wave of people coming here to settle. To
them, this is the American dream.”

Hurt uses the Newton County dairy example – nine Fair Oaks
farms with 3,000 cows each – to begin to explain some of the changes
in the farming industry. Where the norm once may have been for milk
to remain on the farm for several days before being transported via a
co-op tanker truck, the milk that leaves the cow at Fair Oaks can be on
the shelf in the southeastern United States within 36 hours.

“There has been a real drive to increase coordination. There is a highly
coordinated input of supplies (buying in large volumes) but also processing
markets,” Hurt contends. The same holds true with hogs, he adds, with
a move from a small family farm base to one of large concentrated hog
operations.

Technological impacts
While industrialization came to many American workplaces in the

mid-1800s, Hurt says agriculture lagged behind. Many of the advances
have taken place in the last 50 years and continue today. Factory concepts,
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according to Hurt, have overtaken much of the agriculture production,
particularly on the animal side of the equation.

“Science has been able to create new sets of technologies,” he offers,
“allowing people to use more machines and units of technology –
and less labor. When you look at productivity, or output per person,
there’s been tremendous growth in this area. It’s an ongoing phenomenon,
and it drives operations to a bigger size.”

Janzen was raised on a 1,000-acre farm in central Kansas. Many
of the advances, he believes, have been made out of necessity. Reaching
economies of scale and increasing efficiency have become essential to
successful farm operations. He lists no till planting, advanced seed
technologies, and refined herbicides and pesticides as just a few of
the technical innovations. Global positioning systems – letting the
farmer know which portions of the field have produced a higher yield
or require more fertilization – have replaced the “trial and error” system.

One might think farmers would have difficulty adjusting to new
methods and techniques. Not so, Janzen says.

“Farming certainly teaches you hard work, and there seems to be an entrepreneurial spirit
in farmers. That is something that gets passed on to kids,” he asserts. “There is a Farm Show magazine
that is full of contraptions and inventions farmers have come up with to solve their problems.”

Coming soon
The pace of change is only going to accelerate. Hurt and Janzen look at some of the other

critical factors facing the farming industry.
“A big driver of change is globalization. You not only have to be the best in the U.S.,” Hurt

states, “but we’re seeing a world of more regional specialization. You have to produce better
products to be a winner in the global market.” Tremendous growth in areas such as China and
India, he adds, brings a whole new group of buyers into the mix. 

A strong emphasis is being placed on value-added crops, finding more ways to use the products
grown in Indiana. High fructose corn syrup and ethanol are two examples of alternative corn
uses. U.S. corn usage has increased by 800 million bushels since 2000, with Hurt expecting the
surge in ethanol production to continue.

Janzen believes that genetically modified foods “show a lot of promise” and that biopharming
(crops that contain pharmaceutical properties) is “out there on the horizon.” 

Several legal issues will also play a more prominent role, he says. Confined animal feeding
operations (CAFOs), and the large quantities of manure that are produced, have been the subject
of legislative battles in recent years. On the regulatory side, Janzen points out the tension that
has developed between state and federal officials. Individual
farmers, he adds, have faced the challenge of working with
Indiana Department of Environmental Management (IDEM)
inspectors “who may not have the background” needed.

County and state differences are also possible, according
to Janzen, as farms become larger and people continue to
move out of cities. The line between residential suburbs
and agricultural operations is growing thin. Zoning battles
could be one of the results. Nuisance lawsuits, when one
person’s land decreases the value of another, are also
more likely.

“Another aspect we see and hear is making sure farmers
have proper insurance coverage. It’s wise for farmers to
think about some of these developments (larger farms,
CAFOs, genetic crops) in the broader context and look
at the potential implications of new technologies.”

The industry as a whole
Ron Meeusen, chief scientific officer and special
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Indiana’s Primary Agriculture Performance
CCoommmmooddiittyy UU..SS.. RRaannkk QQuuaannttiittyy %% ooff UU..SS.. PPrroodduuccttiioonn
Soybeans 4th 203 million bushels 8.4%
Corn for grain 5th 787 million bushels 7.8%
Winter wheat 15th 30 million bushels 1.7%

Source: Indiana Agricultural Statistics Service



projects director for BioCrossroads (the state’s life sciences initiative),
came to the organization on loan from Dow AgroSciences. The
mission was to look at agriculture-related technologies that could
be developed into economic development activities.

The narrow focus soon became much wider, at the urging of
industry stakeholders and by the absence of an existing ag strategy.

“In order to make intelligent choices, we needed to understand
Indiana’s ag economy,” Meeusen explains. Ag economist Rob Swain
was brought on board, as well as a statewide advisory board of
industry leaders. “It’s traditional to separate primary ag production
from agribusiness. But after lots of debate, we decided to look at
the whole enchilada. We did look at things through a very strong
filter – jobs and wages for Hoosiers.”

BioCrossroads released an interim report with a number of study
findings, followed in late January by a final report containing
strategy recommendations. Those recommendations, released after
this BizVoice interview, are included in the accompanying story.

What surprised Meeusen as the research results were formulated?
“The depth and breadth of the hardwood products industry

(including 47,000 full-time jobs) in Indiana,” he declares. “Even
some of the people we talked to in this sector didn’t fully appreciate
it. In 1900, there were 1.5 million acres of hardwood. Today, there
are 4.3 million acres. We’re only harvesting half of what we could
under sustainable cutting. There is a lot of room to grow that sector.”

A discussion about hardwood and the furniture industry can’t
take place without mention of China, which Meeusen says is sending
36 container loads of finished furniture a day to the United States.
Despite many anecdotal stories and company struggle, the impact

in Indiana has been minimal compared to some other states.
“Indiana had a 9.5 to 10% decline (in the early years of this decade) in hardwood products,

about the same as the overall manufacturing decline. Other states, such as North Carolina, were
really hammered, but Indiana’s hardwood products sector has strength in the global market.”

A regional discovery involved the presence of three large pet food manufacturers in the
Richmond area. While recognized as major employers, it was not known that those companies
represented the largest cluster of pet food operations in North America. The information learned
about what attracted the companies and what is keeping them there is important for local economic
development efforts.

“We’re trying to provide people with information they need in a usable form,” he says. “The
objective is to make it useful to decision-makers.”

Grouping the efforts
A major weakness discovered has been the decline of the food processing industry. In a
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Efforts should be put into place to support part-time farmers, the
BioCrossroads report concludes.

BioCrossroads Study Recommendations
• Indiana should establish a central authority to drive economic

development in the agriculture and agribusiness sectors
(a bill establishing a Department of Agriculture, to be
overseen by the lieutenant governor, was moving through
the General Assembly in mid-February). This authority
should be charged with prioritizing strategies to defend
and expand top-supporting clusters and position Indiana
to attract investment in future food and ag technologies
and businesses 

• Indiana should designate the top five agricultural clusters
(Wood, Grains, Canning, Pork and Beef, and Baking) as
immediate priorities for defense and expansion into
domestic and global markets 

In addition, there are six specific strategies to support
and expand Indiana’s agricultural and rural economies.
Three focus on the hardwood cluster, while three address
weaknesses and opportunities in the food and ag clusters.
The six strategies are:
• Develop and implement a global branding and marketing

strategy for Indiana’s wood products
• Introduce advanced manufacturing techniques to improve

the competitiveness of Indiana’s hardwood companies
• Improve the health and future value of Indiana’s hardwood

forests by creating mechanisms to produce, distribute
and plant improved seedlings

• Recognize the importance of Indiana’s part-time farming
workforce and develop policies to maintain and support
this segment by explicitly linking it to non-farming rural
development

• Create a national food processing research center to address
Indiana’s declining strength in this value-added segment

• Position Indiana as a national pilot site for integrated,
environmentally sound production of food and bio-energy

The final recommendation includes formation of a
public/private coalition to design and build an “ag enterprise
zone” or “ag park” that would meet strict environmental
standards and provide a powerful draw to attract agricultural
businesses to the state.
Resource: Full report at www.biocrossroads.com



five-year period, Indiana went from processing
and adding value to 80% of its food products to
just 46%. The bottom line, Meeusen says, is that
farmers are growing raw products that are shipped
to others states, processed and then sold back
to Hoosiers.

Most commonly cited were difficulties in
working with IDEM, leading to a poor business
climate reputation.

The end result of the industry overview –
keeping in mind the jobs and wages factor – was
selecting those sectors in which Indiana has
strengths to leverage. “This gives us a basis for
new technologies, looking at them and deciding,
‘Does it fit Indiana or not?’ ” Other states, he found,
have crafted “politically correct” documents.
Meeusen says Kentucky has a 66-page report
that recommends “doing everything.”

BioCrossroads found that five clusters – Wood,
Grains, Canning, Pork and Beef, and Baking –
account for 84% of the agriculture economy.
Thus, the recommendations are divided between
an industry emphasis and specific strategies
that focus on the top clusters.

Poultry talk
Ranking at the bottom of the nine clusters

is poultry, with reported 2003 wages of $118
million. Paul Brennan, executive vice president
of the Indiana State Poultry Association, says the structure of the
industry does not lend itself to such statistical analysis. He fears
the reported numbers will negatively impact future growth efforts.

For competitive reasons, the government does not report
data unless three or more businesses are involved. Indiana has
two duck producing firms, two turkey producing businesses and
two meat chicken operations. Almost all are family owned,
further restricting available information, Brennan asserts.

An internal survey of the 13 largest poultry firms, he says,
showed 4,811 employees earning more than $133 million. A
large percentage of poultry meat and egg production is raised
through contract producers, with an estimated 1,500 workers and
contract payments of approximately $60 million annually.

“Undervaluing our industry is a common problem,” Brennan
claims. “We’re pleased that BioCrossroads recognized the

importance of our state’s agriculture
industry, and we are delighted to
be a part of Indiana’s economic
fabric. We appreciate their effort,
but it in no way reflects reality.”

Brennan says Indiana ranks
first in the nation in commercial
ducks (10 million annually), third
in egg production (6.6 billion)
and seventh in turkey production.
Grain operations have a higher
margin, he explains, as poultry
consumes more than 5% of the
corn crop and 9% of the bean
crop for feed. The poultry firms
do extensive further processing –
going from fresh product to
fully cooked, ready-to-eat main
courses and appetizers.

Members of the poultry
industry typically stay quiet, but
Brennan says “this is one area in
which we want people to know the
impact.” An economic study,
scheduled for release later this year,
will attempt to identify the processing
impacts and “provide a clear picture
of our animal industry’s significant
economic impact on Indiana.”

Part of the big picture
All agree that agriculture will never be the single economic

driver it once was, but that it still plays an important role in Indiana.
“It might not be that big a share anymore to the overall

economy, but it’s really important not to eliminate opportunities
in rural areas,” Hurt offers. Janzen adds, “Ag will always be a
component. We have the ability to produce greater yields all
the time to offset the losses of farmers and farmland.”

Meeusen believes that although the recommendations are
driven by the larger sectors, that they will benefit the entire
industry. The job of the state, he says, is to play a coordination
role, knowing which areas to defend and possibly expand.

“There is a general agreement across the state that the world
has changed around us,” he concludes, “and that we have to
find a way to do things differently.”
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I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Chris Hurt, Purdue University, at (765) 494-4273
or e-mail: hurtc@purdue.edu

Todd Janzen, Plews Shadley Racher & Braun, at (317)
637-0700 or e-mail: tjanzen@psrb.com 

Ron Meeusen, BioCrossroads, at (317) 238-2459 or 
e-mail: rmeeusen@biocrossroads.com

Paul Brennan, Indiana State Poultry Association, at 
(765) 494-8517 or e-mail: pbrennan@purdue.edu

Indiana Agricultural Clusters
AAccttuuaall WWaaggeess

CClluusstteerr PPaaiidd 22000033 %% ooff TToottaall
Wood 1,357,277,177 31.4%
Grain 795,394,549 18.4%
Canning 655,442,483 15.1%
Pork & Beef 441,330,894 10.2%
Baking 404,676,129 9.3%
Beverages 234,375,660 5.4%
Misc 173,286,874 4.0%
Dairy 148,418,777 3.4%
Poultry 118,743,918 2.7%
TOTAL 4,328,946,461 100.0%

These numbers do not include approximately $1 billion
in primary farm production

Source: BioCrossroads report

Indiana has the capacity to grow an
already strong hardwoods industry.


