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With prices of everything from fertilizer to diesel fuel 
sky high, agricultural technologies changing faster 
than the weather, and uncertain markets and 
everchanging demands looming like funnel clouds 
on the horizon, American farmers are perhaps 
facing more challenges than ever. 

Hoosier growers, however, appear poised not just to weather any 
storms, but positioned to perhaps profit from them. But even with their 
diversified product offerings, penchant for pivoting, ties to various 
business sectors – including technology and logistics – and support from 
state government officials, any farmer will tell you nothing is guaranteed. 

“Even though there are always going to be challenges in the 
marketplace, farmers are the most resilient, most entrepreneurial, 
spirited people. And normally when there’s contraction, you will find 
huge opportunities for advancement and new value being built,” offers 
Beck’s Hybrids’ Director of Innovation Brad Fruth, who himself has 
deep roots in Hoosier farming. 

“So while I don’t disagree that there are challenges and uncertainty 
coming down the pike, it is a great opportunity for Indiana farmers to 
show their resiliency and their ability to innovate, adapt and overcome.”

BizVoice® brought a panel of agriculture industry leaders together 
to discuss opportunities and challenges facing Hoosier farmers today, 
and the impacts their operations have on all of us. 

They are:
• Fruth, Hamilton County-based Beck’s Hybrids, the largest family-owned 

retail seed company in the United States (www.beckshybrids.com)
• Randy Kron, president, Indiana Farm Bureau (www.infarmbureau.org)

• Bruce Kettler, director, Indiana State Department of Agriculture 
(www.in.gov/isda)

• Mitch Frazier, president and CEO, AgriNovus Indiana, a statewide 
initiative – and part of the Central Indiana Corporate Partnership – 
that aims to strengthen Indiana’s agbioscience sector  
(www.agrinovusindiana.com)

• Adriana Ratterman, vice president commercial – eastern cornbelt, 
Corteva Agriscience, a major American agricultural chemical and 
seed company headquartered in Indianapolis (www.corteva.com)

State of Hoosier farming
Despite the uncertainties of farming, there’s one thing Kron, 

who still operates a farm in southwest Indiana near Evansville, knows 
for sure. “I wouldn’t bet against Indiana farmers.” The average Hoosier 
farmer has been through recessions, droughts, massive market 
fluctuations and more. Most recently, a global pandemic has been 
added to that list.

Through it all, Kron says, Indiana farmers have survived and 
mostly thrived. So it’s no surprise that our panelists have a bright 
outlook on Indiana farming. Of course in farming it’s rarely, if ever, 
all good news.

“Since the kind of horrible year of 2019, we Indiana farmers have 
really been prepped to take advantage of some of the market 
opportunities that we’ve had over the past few years and especially 
coming into 2022,” remarks Ratterman, who covers an area for Corteva 
east of the Mississippi River and north of the Ohio River to Maine. 
“Now we’ve got a really good crop on our hands. So I would say, 
thinking about when I talk to my counterparts around the country, 
Indiana has really been able to benefit from some really great seasons 
since the start of the pandemic.”

AGRICULTURE 
LANDSCAPE
Digging Into Opportunities as Challenges Loom

ROUNDTABLE

By Anthony Schoettle



August 2022 – BizVoice/Indiana Chamber  39

“I think the last few years have been pretty 
phenomenal in production agriculture,” Kron 
adds. “We’ve had some great prices, phenomenal 
yields and we’ve been able to help heal the 
financial stress that some farmers were in 
across the state. With that being said, there 
are some challenges laying out there.”

One thing that has set Indiana apart from 
other U.S. farmers is its location. Not only is 
the weather and soil here ideal for farming, 
Indiana’s proximity to key customers and 
transportation infrastructure has been critical 
to Hoosier farmers’ success.

With 14 ethanol plants in the state, almost 
half of Indiana-grown corn is converted into 
ethanol, according to the Indiana Corn Marketing 
Council. With gasoline prices increasing and 
the cry for more domestically produced fuel, 
the demand for ethanol is expected to rise. 
Kettler says Indiana farmers are ready to meet 
this emerging need. 

Demands for Indiana’s ag products go far 
beyond our state lines.

“We’ve got a river on the Southern 
border with ports, and that gives us access to 
foreign markets,” Kron explains. “A lot of 
our corn, we grow white corn, non-
genetically modified, a lot of specialty crops 
that go right down the river, headed to the 
port. And that gives us an advantage and a 
better price. When I talk to my counterparts 
in other states, we’re pretty blessed with 
good prices here by having good demand 
through ethanol and through the river system 
that I think sets us apart.”

Those river ports and ethanol plants 
along with mills and other processing plants 
in Indiana give locally grown crops additional 
value, Ratterman notes. “So it’s not just open 
market, but there are premiums that come 
along with that.”

Cost concerns
No conversation about farming goes far 

without the issue of expenses coming up. It 
permeated almost every aspect of the panel’s 
conversation – and for good reason. 

The cost of growing crops could outpace 
revenue for many farmers in 2022, making it 
more difficult to break even despite rising 
commodity prices and increased demand 
domestically and globally. 

Farm production costs, according to the 
American Farm Bureau Federation, are likely 
to increase 6% to 8% in 2022, which follows a 
12% increase in 2021. This continues a trend 
stretching back a decade. Since 2013, farmers 
have seen almost all production expenses increase. 
For example, livestock and poultry expenses 
have gone up 46% and marketing, storage 
and transportation costs have increased 59%.

So, despite most of the panelists being 
bullish on Indiana agriculture and confident 
Hoosier farmers are excellent business operators, 
there’s still a whiff of caution on the wind.

“I’ll divide (my outlook) into short term 
versus long term,” states Kettler. “Short term, 
I would classify it as good. Probably even strong 
depending upon the sector of agriculture that 
we’re looking at. In Indiana, I think our diversity 
in terms of cropping and livestock probably 
helps us out a lot in times like this. Not to be 
too pessimistic, but long term I think there 
are storm clouds on the horizon. At this stage 
of the game, it’s difficult to say those 
challenges are going to go away very quickly.”

Besides costs, Hoosier farmers are worried 
about the continued impact on imports and 
exports of the war in Ukraine and unrest in 
other parts of the world, the continued 
threats of supply chain disruption from the 
pandemic and other global troubles, labor 
shortages and cost hikes driven by the current 
inflation that is threatening to send the U.S. 
into a recession.

Broadening view
Indiana is a big cog in the nation’s 

agricultural production. It’s the 10th largest 
farming state in the nation and is the eighth 
largest agricultural exporter, according to the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

The industry contributes an estimated $31.2 
billion to Indiana’s economy, according to the 
Indiana Department of Agriculture. About 
two-thirds of the revenue comes from crops, 
and one-third comes from various livestock, 
including meat animals, dairy cows and poultry. 

As the view of what’s under the ag sector 
umbrella expands, that impact gets bigger.

“When we look at the ag economy, we 
look at it slightly broader and we call it ag 
biosciences,” AgriNovus Indiana’s Frazier says. 
“Ag biosciences is everything from value-
added food to animal health, nutrition, to crop 
protection and plant science and ag tech.”

That outlook swells the Indiana agriculture 
economy to $52 billion, Frazier begins.

“In that $52 billion economy – put 
production in there as well – we’ve seen 
tremendous growth in Indiana over the last 
two to three years. We look back to 2020 
when Elanco announced they were moving, 
consolidating their global headquarters in 
Indiana (and) moving to downtown Indianapolis,” 
he stresses. 

Elanco is a pharmaceutical company 
which produces medicines and vaccinations 
for pets and livestock. It is the second-largest 
animal health company in the world.

“We’ve seen Corteva make a move 
earlier this year, naming Indianapolis as their 
global headquarters,” Frazier adds. “We’ve 
seen great companies like Taranis in the ag 
tech space move from Israel to Westfield.”

Taranis announced in late 2020 that it 
plans to spend $10.5 million to relocate its 
global headquarters from Tel-Aviv to Westfield 
and expand its operations through 2023. The 
seven-year-old company uses imagery from light 
aircraft and drones to survey farmland and 
proprietary software to analyze and preemptively 

“Not to be too pessimistic, but long 
term I think there are storm clouds on 
the horizon. At this stage of the game, 
it’s difficult to say those challenges are 
going to go away very quickly.” 

– Bruce Kettler

“…when (my father) died, it was going 
to be the boys taking over the farm. 
And, you know, it’s kind of a different 
world now.” 

– Adriana Ratterman
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address farmers’ potential crop losses. 
“We’ve seen growth of (Sao Paulo, Brazil-

based digital agriculture company) Solinftec 
up in West Lafayette, (Fruth) mentioned Inari 
and the plant sciences doing some amazing 
work. In each and every single one of these 
sub-verticals we’ve seen growth. And I think 
more is to come. The most important piece 
of this is to connect it closer to production 
agriculture. It’s all related. This is a system of 
systems,” Frazier assesses. 

“So to see where production agriculture 
is, does have an impact on value-added food, 
does have an impact on animal health, has an 
impact on crop production and plant science 
and ultimately ag-tech. So it’s all of these pieces 
working together to create the economy we have.”

Standing out
Indiana has many things in its agriculture 

landscape that set it above most other states 
in the nation, including weather, soil type, its 
central location and proximity to various 
customers and its transportation infrastructure. 

But Fruth thinks the state’s collaborations 
between various – and often quite different – 
players in the ag sector are critical to Hoosier 
farmers’ success. 

“From my standpoint where I sit within 
the (Beck’s) organization, what really excites 
me is the continued cross vertical collaborations 
that we have going on in the state,” Fruth 
expresses. “No matter if it’s with plant genetics, 
ag tech, livestock tech, we have a lot of 

phenomenal things going on. That’s affecting 
your row crop producer, your livestock 
producer, it’s affecting your melon farmer in 
southern Indiana. (Cross collaboration) runs 
the gamut really from our friends in the 
biomedical space, our friends within these 
startup communities.”

This kind of cross collaboration within 
the state gives Hoosier farmers the fertilizer 
they need to adapt and overcome adversity, 
Fruth concludes.

Technology dilemma
Technology creates tremendous 

opportunities – and tests – for farmers.
Things like GPS- and artificial intelligence-

guided tractors, drones and genetically engineered 
seeds can dramatically increase efficiencies. 
There is technology that tells farmers nitrogen 
levels and temperatures of soil and essentially 
guiding them when, what and where to plant. 
Kron calls it “prescription farming.”

“It’s a whole lot different than what I 
was doing 30 some years ago, where you just 
kind of set an average on your fertilizer, on your 
seeding rates and do that,” he emphasizes.

There are even wearable and implantable 
devices for livestock that not only give their 
location but information on their health and 
breeding status. 

But technology doesn’t come cheap. The 
average high-tech tractor costs $500,000 or more. 
And all that technology means the average 
farmer can no longer work on his own equipment, 
further ratcheting up the business costs. This 
has created a huge demand for the older, 
non-computerized equipment. So the price of 
used farm equipment also has skyrocketed.

“When you look at the American farmer, 
particularly Hoosier farmer, they’re 
entrepreneurs and businesspeople first, and 
they are incredibly savvy,” Frazier reports. “I 
think that’s really important as we think about 
innovation. Innovation has to be focused on 
net, not neat, meaning it, it can’t just generate 
a neat map or generate some abstract finding. 
It has to drive net farm income. And when it 
does, adoption happens.”

Land use debate
There’s pressure on farmers to generate 

revenue almost any way they can. Some have 
decided to lease their land to energy companies 
for use as solar or wind farms. A drive 
through any Midwestern state will yield views 

of tens of thousands of acres of windmills and 
solar panels. That doesn’t sit well with all 
farmers, given the growing global population 
and expanding need for farm-produced products.

Kettler says wind and solar farms have 
their “pluses and minuses.” He sees a future 
when wind power operations and farms can 
happily coexist. “You’re not taking a ton of 
farmland out of permanent production with 
those, a little bit for the windmill and some 
for access roads. 

Kettler hopes the same balance can be 
made with solar farms.

“On the solar side, I think it does give us 
again the opportunity to think about how we 
diversify and do some things differently,” he adds. 

“Is there opportunity to put livestock 
around where we have solar panels? Do we 
develop it for pollinator habitat where we can 
get the benefit of that? Are there certain 
crops that we can be produced underneath 
these solar panels? Farmers are going to have 
to make a decision for their land and their 
ground. I just encourage them to be really 
smart and make sure that if they’re looking at 
it, they need to have a lawyer or somebody 
that can look at these contracts and make sure 
they’re not getting themselves backed into 
some really bad deals.”

Speaking out on estate planning
Farmers love to gather at the local diner 

or coffee shop to talk about farming, swap 
war stories and go over best practices.

But when it comes to estate planning, lips 
are zipped. That doesn’t mean it isn’t an 
important issue not only to family farm operations, 
but to the nation’s food supply as well.

“It’s a personal deal. And most (farmers), 

“We need to make sure our policymakers 
understand the capital (involved) in 
farming and that when you’re passing 
down family farms, we’re not strapping 
future generations with unnecessary tax 
burdens.” 

– Brad Fruth 

“I think the last few years have been 
pretty phenomenal in production 
agriculture. We’ve had some great 
prices, phenomenal yields ...” 

– Randy Kron

While some farmers are actual bus drivers, most are investing in schools in many other ways. As huge property 
and wheel tax contributors, farmers are ensuring those buses have somewhere to go, roads to travel on and 
fuels like biodiesel for their tanks. Farmers deliver the investment your backyard needs to prosper. 

Scan to see how 
farmers deliver.

The Indiana Corn Marketing Council and Indiana Soybean Alliance have collaborated to pull all the facts 
and fi gures together to show just how much value Farmers Deliver to the economic development of local 
communities. Visit farmersdeliver.com and fi ll out our contact form to learn more.
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they’ll talk at the coffee shop just about anything 
other than the succession planning part of it 
and the value of their farm,” Kron affirms.

Several panelists agreed that secretive 
mindset needs to cease.

Talking about these tabu subjects – estate 
planning and farmland value – will help state 
and local lawmakers understand the issues 
farmers face, Fruth notes, and pass needed 
policies.

“We need to make sure that, from a policy 
perspective, our policymakers understand the 
capital (involved) in farming and that when 
you’re passing down family farms, we’re not 
strapping future generations with unnecessary 
tax burdens,” Fruth declares. “That’s something 
that not a lot of people understand these days.”

Ratterman, who grew up on her family’s 
farm, has personal experience with this issue 
and exclaims that the issue goes far beyond 
the family involved.

“We had everything and every question 
answered,” she says. “It was very open. 
Unfortunately, my father passed away 21 years 
ago and when he died, it was going to be the 
boys taking over the farm. And, you know, it’s 
kind of a different world now,” she begins. 

“So it’s … very daunting to know that 

there are so many families out there who 
aren’t thinking about it, who don’t want to 
have the conversation. And that’s small farms 
and large farms. We talk a lot about being 
sustainable to the next generation. The only 
one way to do that is to make sure you have a 
succession plan.”

Adding urgency to this issue is how 
much land will change hands in the next few 
years, Ratterman stresses. According to the 
National Institute of Food and Agriculture, 
70% of U.S. farmland will change ownership 
over the next 20 years.

“So why are people not talking about this 
at the coffee shop?” she asks. 

“In my mind this is something from a 
legislative standpoint we have to continue to 
push. But then also with our fellow farmers 
and businesspeople, we have to be talking 
about how we maintain farmers for those 
generations to come.” n

“When you look at the American farmer, 
particularly Hoosier farmer, they’re 
entrepreneurs and businesspeople first, 
and they are incredibly savvy.” 

– Mitch Frazier

DOING WHAT’S 
RIGHT FOR FARMERS. 
AT OUR CORE, 
THAT’S WHO WE ARE.
FARMERS AT HEART.TM




