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Advancing Agricultural Performance™

Roger Wolf, Director Environmental Programs, lowa Soybean Association

he lowa Soybean Association’s environmental and agronomic programs are
unique. They don't set out to impose an array of simple, prescriptive rules on
farmers, nor do they make limitations on management practices, regulating ev-
ery decision a farmer makes.

Instead, our work is governed by the notion that every farm, farmer, farming opera-
tion, and watershed differs. We believe the solutions to lowa'’s water quality puzzle could
also differ as we move across the state.

But that's not the end of the difference. We stretch our philosophy a step further by
saying that it is essential to find ways of dealing with the issue of water quality that allow
farmers to continue to perform agronomically and economically.

That's why, when we talk about our commitment to farming and the environment,
we use big picture words like, ‘Advancing Agricultural Performance.’

For too long, it's been easy for people to forget that farmers are running a business,
and often on a very competitive margin. As we move forward, farmers must be able to
compete and continue pursuing their livelihoods while employing sound environmental
management of their resources. We've wrapped our agronomic and environmental pro-
grams around those principles.

The first of our programs addresses farmers’ needs to investigate issues at the field
level. It's called the On-Farm Network™. When growers get involved, they’re given
the guidance and techniques they need to conduct serious research on any topic they
choose, right on their own farms, using their own GPS and combine yield monitors to
mark trials and collect data. We may even provide aerial imagery to study trials using re-
mote sensing and guided stalk sampling to determine whether corn crops had sufficient
nitrogen available.

A second program called CEMSA, short for Certified Environmental Management Sys-
tems for Agriculture, broadens the perspective to an overview of total farm management
and how decisions farmers make may impact resources and the environment.

Finally, the Watershed Program helps groups of farmers collect and analyze data from
a number of farming operations in the watershed. In so doing, they can put the issue of
water quality into its most compelling perspective — what’s going on in the watershed.

We've chosen to pursue our work this way for a couple reasons. First, it's simply the
right thing to do. The ISA Board of Directors realized this a decade ago and set the or-
ganization on its current path at that time. From our discussions with farmers, we know
that water quality is an issue that's on everyone’s mind. When farmers understand what
we are doing, they are almost always supportive of our efforts.

Second, we think it's the most effective way to go about it. When it comes to solving
complex problems like farming in an environmentally sound way, all the good intentions
in the world will not work without an effective, well considered approach. Our approach
lets growers use technology most already have to discover and implement their own solu-
tions, field by field, farm by farm, watershed by watershed. We can often provide tech-
nical assistance and even financial incentives through funding from the lowa Soybean
Promotion Board, the lowa Department of Agriculture and Land Stewardship’s Integrated
Farm and Livestock Management program, the NRCS, and a host of other partners who
contribute both financially and through in-kind products and services.

We hope you'll agree that our approach is effective. We welcome your comments.
And if the opportunity presents itself, we hope to meet you and work with you in the
future! m
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