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I care about rural communities. I have spent my en-
tire life living and working with farmers and others 

in rural communities. I grew up on a small dairy farm 
in southwest Missouri. I was fortunate enough to attend 
the University of Missouri where I received my BS, MS, 
and PhD degrees in agricultural economics. I spent 30 
years as an extension agricultural economist on the fac-
ulties of four different Land Grant Universities. I held 
various titles and positions but always worked with 
farmers and people in rural communities. After I re-
tired, the college town of Columbia, Missouri eventu-
ally became too large to suit me. My wife, Ellen, and I 
moved to Fairfield, Iowa about three years ago – a town 
of about 10,000 people. I wanted to spend what time 
and energy I have left living and working with people in 
rural communities.

I think Iowa still has more viable rural communi-
ties left than most other states. That was one reason I 
was willing to leave my home state of Missouri for Iowa. 
I didn’t see many vibrant rural communities left in states 
where I had worked—in North Carolina, Oklahoma, 
and Georgia. I came back to Missouri in the late 1980s, 
hoping to find some communities like those I had left 
behind 20 years before. However, I found the farm fi-
nancial crisis of the 1980s had pretty much decimated 
rural Missouri. I spent my last five years at MU work-
ing on a grant-funded project with rural communities 
in North Missouri. When Premium Standard Farms 
brought their big, concentrated animal feeding opera-
tions or CAFOs into North Missouri in the early 1990s, 
the negative impacts on the quality of life splintered so-
cial fabric of the community and pretty much destroyed 
the hopes of people in that area for rural revitalization. 
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During my later years in Missouri, I had several 
opportunities to visit Iowa. The traditional values of 
family farming culture seemed to be more deeply root-
ed in Iowa than in other areas where I had worked. The 
houses and businesses in rural Iowa still seemed to be 
well-kept and the small communities still seemed to 
be “alive” – and hopeful. Iowa had steadfastly rejected 
the large-scale, confinement animal feeding operations, 
until growth in hog CAFOs in North Carolina and the 
incursion of PSF in North Missouri seemed to threaten 
Iowa’s status as the leading hog producing state in the 
nation. In response, Iowa rolled out the welcome mat 
for CAFOs, which complemented its chemically-inten-
sive, industrial corn and soybean operations. I guess 
Iowa farmers felt they had to maintain the proud status 
of Iowa as the “agricultural state.” 

That being said, when I moved to Iowa I thought 
there was, and still think there is, real hope for a rural 
renaissance in Iowa that could provide new hope for 
rural communities everywhere. Admittedly, some Iowa 
communities already look like those further south, but 
many of Iowa’s rural communities are still good places 
to live. The air and water are still clean, the soil is still fer-
tile, the landscapes are pleasing, the people are friendly, 
and the economies are still healthy. Good places to live 
are becoming scarce and more difficult to find, which 
makes them more economically valuable. To realize this 
hope for rural renewal, however, Iowans need to under-
stand what has led to the demise of rural communities 
elsewhere. Iowans need to understand what agricultural 
industrialization does to rural communities and where 
industrial agriculture is taking rural Iowa today.

First a bit of history. European settlers established 
communities primarily for the purpose of extracting 
economic value from the natural resources located in 
rural America. Of course Native Americans were al-
ready using the land, but their purpose was quite dif-
ferent from what the Europeans had in mind. Natural 
resources—such as land, minerals, landscapes, and 
climates—must be utilized, at least initially, in the geo-
graphic locations where they exist. So, the settlers trav-
eled west, dispersing themselves across the countryside 
in relation to the productivity of the natural resources 
they sought to extract or exploit.

Some early settlements were mining and logging 
towns. However, the resource that brought settlers to 
most rural communities was agricultural lands—par-
ticularly in places with fertile soil, like Iowa. Distances 
between early community centers tended to reflect how 
long it took farmers and ranchers to travel into town to 
trade their surplus production for necessary supplies.  
But the size or density of rural populations was deter-
mined largely by the number of farmers or ranchers 
needed to tend the land. Rangelands of the West were 
sparsely populated, and vegetable growing areas around 
cities were densely populated. The Midwest was settled 
by diversified family farmers, which supported a corre-
sponding density of population and size of rural com-
munities.

Historically, non-farm economic activity in rural 
communities reflected the numbers and sizes of farms 
and farm families. More farm families supported more 
schools, churches, doctors, and other providers of so-
cial services. As early farmers moved beyond self-suf-
ficiency and began to specialize and trade, commu-
nities evolved into economic centers. More farmers 
means more need for markets, credit, machinery, feed, 
and fuel. The farms grew larger in size, but also larger 
in numbers, and farming was still a “way of life”—not 
just a bottom-line business. Rural communities became 
places of refuge during the Great Depression of the 
1930s, when the number of farms in the U.S. reached an 
all-time high. Rural communities were still considered 
good places to live and do business through World War 
II and the post-war years of the 1950s.

However, the industrial technologies developed 
for the war effort during World War II were redirect-
ed to agriculture, where they brought dramatic changes 
in American agriculture. Factories that had built tanks 
were converted to producing farm tractors, munitions 
plants switched to producing nitrogen fertilizer, and 
chemical warfare technologies were used to produce 
agricultural pesticides. These new technologies facili-
tated the industrialization of agriculture. A farm could 
now be managed as a bottom-line business rather than 
a multi-faceted way of life. Agriculture could be trans-
formed into an industry 

Contrary to popular belief, industrialization is not 
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defined by the shift from an agrarian to an urban man-
ufacturing economy and society. Urbanization is but a 
characteristic of industrialization. The basic strategies 
of industrialization are specialization, standardization, 
and consolidation of control. Specialized functions 
are standardized so various tasks can be routinized 
and mechanized—as on assembly lines. This simplifies 
management and allows control to be consolidated into 
larger organizations to achieve the economic efficien-
cies of large-scale production.” This basic process was 
first employed in manufacturing, resulting in the as-
sembly of large workforces in urban areas. 

The industrialization of agriculture had to wait 
for new chemical and mechanical technologies that al-
lowed farmers at least to tame, if not standardize, the 
vagaries of nature. With standardization and mechani-
zation, management and control could be consolidated 
into larger specialized farming operations—resulting in 
economies of large-scale agriculture. Industrialization 
initially resulted in economic benefits in both manufac-
turing and industry, but both had unanticipated envi-
ronmental and social consequences. For agriculture, the 
benefits have been fewer and the costs have been great-
er, because agriculture doesn’t fit the mechanistic model 
of industrialization. Healthy living ecosystems, such as 
those on real farms, are inherently diverse, not special-
ized monocultures. Living things cannot be “standard-
ized,” they are self-making, and thus cannot actually be 
controlled. In agriculture, industrialization inevitably 
had and still has unintended consequences.   

Following World War II, millions of farm fami-
lies were destined to abandon farming as a “way of life” 
and transform their farms into industrial enterprises. 
We see the ecological consequences of this transforma-
tion in the pollution of air and water in rural areas with 
agrochemicals from large monocropping operations 
and biological wastes from animal factories or CAFOs. 
The primary economic advantage of industrialization 
comes from the ability of industrial operations to pro-
duce more output with fewer, less-skilled workers and 
managers. This meant fewer farmers and diminished 
economic opportunities in farming. We see the social 
and economic consequences in the demise of small and 
mid-sized family farms and the social and economic 

decay of rural communities, which had depended on 
farm families.

During the late 1950s and early 1960s, farms be-
came fewer and larger, and by 1970, farm numbers in the 
US had dropped by more than one-half from their peak 
in the 1930s. The global economic recession of the 1980s 
caused roughly one-fourth of the remaining farms to go 
out of business. Since then, the number of farms has 
continued to decline and average farm size and farming 
operations have increasingly come under the control of 
large, agribusiness corporations—through ownership 
as well as comprehensive contractual arrangements. 
Farms have been turned into biological factories and 
agriculture has been turned into an industry.

Some rural communities have survived as agri-
business centers, as the remaining farmers became more 
reliant on mechanization, markets, and purchased in-
puts. But, managers of large operation are businesspeo-
ple; they buy equipment and farm inputs wherever they 
are the cheapest, not necessarily in their local commu-
nities. In addition, it takes people, not just production, 
to support communities. It takes people to buy houses, 
cars, and clothes on Main Street; people to justify local 
doctors and health care, and people to serve on school 
boards and city councils. It takes kids to keep the local 
schools open and to regenerate the population of rural 
communities. 

Some communities attempted to diversify their 
economies and others abandoned agriculture entire-
ly. Industry hunting became a preoccupation of many 
small town councils and chambers of commerce. Jobs, 
any kind at any cost, seemed to be a priority develop-
ment objective of many declining rural communities. 
Many of these development activities were rooted in 
nothing more than short-run exploitation of underval-
ued human and natural resources in rural areas. The 
number of “working poor”—workers with full time jobs 
who live below the poverty line—in rural areas has con-
tinued to rise. In addition, many manufacturing com-
panies and branch plants that initially relocated to rural 
areas eventually have moved to other countries where 
laborers can be exploited to work even harder for far 
less money. 

The highest valued “economic” use for rural plac-
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es has become as dumping grounds for the wastes of 
an industrial economy. Rural communities compete for 
“economic opportunities” such as prisons, urban land-
fills, and toxic waste incinerators. However, many rural 
communities, including many in Iowa, remain awash 
in the chemical and biological wastes of an industrial 
agriculture that no longer supports the local economy 
or community. Some rural communities dream of op-
portunities such as tourism, vacation homes, retirement 
communities, and rural residences. However, prisons, 
landfills, toxic waste incinerators, and industrial farm-
ing operations have destroyed any hope of “quality of 
life-based” development for many rural areas. This is 
the sad legacy of industrial agriculture in the South, 
the West, and increasingly across the Midwest. This is 
where industrial agriculture is taking rural Iowa. Most 
rural communities, including many in Iowa, are “places 
in search of a purpose.”

I awakened to what was happening to family farms 
and rural communities during the farm financial crisis 
of the 1980s. I was forced to reevaluate what I had been 
taught and was teaching. The 1970s had been a rare time 
of prosperity in farming, when many farmers decided 
to follow the advice of us so-called experts.” They decid-
ed to “get big” rather than “get out” and borrowed a lot 
of money at record high interest rates to finance their 
expansion. Unexpectedly, the booming export markets, 
which had fueled the farm profitability of the 1970s, col-
lapsed under the weight of the global economic reces-
sion in the early 1980s. Many of these new “big farmers” 
were caught with large debts that they couldn’t repay. 
Farm bankruptcies and foreclosures were regular fare 
on evening network news programs. Stories of farmers 
committing suicide were not uncommon. American ag-
riculture was in crisis. 

I was head of the Department of Extension Agri-
cultural Economics at the University of Georgia at the 
time. The responsibility for helping farmers survive 
the crisis fell upon my department. If we couldn’t help 
farmers find ways to survive, we counseled them to “get 
out” farming while they still had some equity left—or 
at least not to commit suicide. In counseling with doz-
ens of farm families, I was forced to conclude that the 
crisis was not really the fault of farmers who had made 

bad management decisions, although some obviously 
had. The farm crisis of the 1980s was an inherent con-
sequence of the industrial system of farming that I and 
other so-called agricultural experts had been promot-
ing. The only way for some farmers to “get big” was for 
others to “get out.” In other words, some farmers had 
to fail so others could survive—but only until the next 
time when it might be their turn to have to “get out” 
rather than “get big.”

Conventional farmers in rural areas today are the 
survivors of decades of agricultural industrialization, 
their neighbors having been forced out of business by 
the relentless economic forces to either get bigger or get 
out. This is not going to change until the basic approach 
to agriculture is changed. Regardless of how big today’s 
independent farmers may be, they are not nearly as big 
as the giant agribusiness corporations that eventually 
will control the whole of American and global agricul-
ture if the relentless trend toward agricultural industri-
alization is not stopped. It’s time to stop and think about 
where industrial agriculture is taking us.

Margaret Wheatley, one of the leading thinkers 
in the U.S. on issues related to institutional and cultur-
al change, recently returned from an extended retreat 
where she contemplated the major trends shaping U.S. 
society. She identified three: 

1) “A growing sense of impotence and dread about the 
state of the nation,” 

2) “The realization that information doesn’t change 
minds anymore,” and 

3) “The clarity that the world changes through local 
communities taking action—that there is no 
power for change greater than a community 
taking its future into its own hands.”1 

I agree with Wheatley. First, I think “a growing 
sense of impotence and dread” accurately describes the 
prevailing mood about and within rural America today. 
Fred Kirschenmann of the Leopold Center at Iowa State 
University has written that the “predominant attitude 
toward rural communities is that they have no future. 
In fact, this attitude seems to prevail even within rural 
communities.”  He quoted a 1991 survey conducted in 
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several Midwestern rural communities. The survey re-
vealed that people in most rural towns harbor only two 
visions for their communities. “One vision sees their 
town’s death as inevitable due to economic decline.” The 
other vision is also of “a dying town” with only a fading 
hope that “they can keep the town alive by attracting in-
dustry.” These were the visions I found in the rural areas 
of the South and increasing in the Midwest. I suspect 
they are becoming more prevalent even in rural Iowa.  

Secondly, I agree that information no longer 
changes minds, at least not about issues such as glob-
al climate change, genetically modified organisms 
(GMOs). For decades the proponents of industrial ag-
riculture have consistently called for decisions based on 
“sound science.” The bits of research available early on 
had come from the agricultural colleges—the academic 
allies of industrial agriculture. Now, a large and growing 
body of scientific information from highly credible aca-
demic institutions provides compelling evidence of the 
negative ecological, social, and economic impacts that 
industrial agriculture has had on rural America. 

Now that the sound-science has turned against 
them, the defenders of industrial agriculture have re-
sorted to a multi-million dollar, nationwide propagan-
da campaign. 2 One public relations initiative alone, The 
U.S. Farmers and Ranchers Alliance, reportedly has an 
$11 million annual budget pledged by the agricultur-
al establishment, including major commodity orga-
nizations and the American Farm Bureau Federation, 
the USDA (using farmers’ check-off funds), and large 
agribusiness corporations—including $500,000 each 
annually from Monsanto and DuPont.3 The campaign 
appeals to emotions and feelings rather than to factual 
information. 

If Margaret Wheatley and the corporate public re-
lations campaign are correct, as I suspect they are, the 
destructive forces of industrial agriculture on rural Iowa 
cannot be reversed by simply making people aware of 
the facts. However, although I may be an idealist, I be-
lieve the truth must ultimately prevail. If Americans are 
to make “informed” decisions, which I believe ultimate-
ly we must, people must be made aware of where indus-
trial agriculture is taking rural communities and where 
it ultimately will take the rest of America if we do not 

reverse its destructive course. It’s just that information 
will not bring about the necessary changes in public 
policies and government regulations until change is de-
manded by public consensus. It will take time, energy, 
and commitment to develop the consensus for change—
but lasting change must be based on truth.

Rather than cite individuals studies, I have increas-
ingly come to rely on comprehensive studies or broad 
reviews of research that include many studies. I think 
these “meta-studies” create the correct impression that 
our concerns are rooted in a growing scientific consen-
sus. Research regarding the impacts of CAFOs provides 
a useful example, since CAFOs are the epitome of in-
dustrial agriculture, and CAFOS are perhaps the great-
est current threat of industrial agriculture to the future 
of rural Iowa.

For example, A comprehensive assessment sup-
ported by a 2008 Pew Charitable Trust report cites 
more than 200 sources in drawing its conclusions: “The 
current industrial farm animal production (IFAP, i.e. 
CAFO) system often poses unacceptable risks to public 
health, the environment and the welfare of the animals 
themselves… the negative effects of the IFAP system 
are too great and the scientific evidence is too strong 
to ignore.   Significant changes must be implemented 
and must start now.”4 Five years later, a follow-up by the 
Johns Hopkins School of Public Health concluded that 
instead of addressing the problems “the Administration 
and Congress have acted ‘regressively’ in policymaking 
on industrial food animal system issues.”5

A recent comprehensive study and report by the 
Center for Disease Control and Prevention relies on 
dozens of studies linking CAFOs to antibiotic resistant 
bacteria, such as MRSA: “Scientists around the world 
have provided strong evidence that antibiotic use in 
food-producing animals can harm public health. Use of 
antibiotics in food-producing animals allows antibiot-
ic-resistant bacteria to thrive. Resistant bacteria can be 
transmitted from food-producing animals to humans 
through the food supply. Resistant bacteria can cause 
infections in humans. Antibiotics should be used in 
food-producing animals only under veterinary over-
sight and only to manage and treat infectious diseases, 
not to promote growth.”6
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A Canadian study sponsored by the World Society 
for the Protection of Animals cites numerous studies 
documenting inhumane treatment of animals in 	
CAFOs: “In the 20th century, intensive agriculture 
(ILOs i.e. CAFOs), broke the ancient rule that militated 
in favour of good welfare for farm animals. No longer 
was it necessary to respect animal nature… Modern 
agriculture put animals into environ-
ments for which they were ill-suited, 
yet still assure production and prof-
itability. Modern intensive produc-
tion practices were first criticized on 
animal welfare grounds in the 1960s. 
Research in the subsequent 50 years 
has shown that these criticisms were 
well-founded. ”7

A 2006 study commissioned by 
the State of North Dakota Attorney 
General’s Office reviews 56 socioeco-
nomic studies documenting the neg-
ative social and economic impacts of 
CAFOs on rural communities: “We 
conclude that public concern about 
the detrimental community impacts of industrialized 
farming is warranted. This conclusion rests on five 
decades of government and academic concern with 
this topic, a concern that… has grown more intense in 
recent years, as the social and environmental problems 
associated with large animal confinement operations 
have become widely recognized. Five decades of social 
science research which has found detrimental effects 
of industrialized farming on many indicators of com-
munity quality of life, particularly those involving the 
social fabric of communities.”8 There have been no 
significant studies since that cast any doubt on these 
conclusions. 

I could provide similar comprehensive reports 
that include hundreds, probably thousands, of scientif-
ic studies that point to similar negative ecological, so-
cial, and economic impacts associated with industrial 
cropping systems, such as the overuse and misuse of 
fertilizers, pesticides, and genetically engineered crops 
(GMOs). The evidence indicting industrial agriculture 
for destruction of the rural environment, rural econo-

mies, rural culture, and the quality of rural life is clear 
and compelling. Margaret Wheatley obviously is right 
in the case of agriculture and rural communities: Infor-
mation no longer changes minds.

So where is the hope for the future of rural Iowa? 
The hope is in Wheatley’s final observation: There is no 
power for change greater than a community taking its fu-

ture into its own hands. I believe rural 
communities should focus their efforts 
for change on issues of broad public 
concern, including their own concerns, 
such as environmental protection, pub-
lic health, and animal welfare—not be-
cause they will succeed in the political 
arena, but because such issues have the 
power to change public opinions and at-
titudes.9 These issues can be used to pro-
mote a wide range of policy initiatives, 
such as opposing various “right to farm” 
laws, which exempt industrial agricul-
ture from various regulations and en-
sure the rights of industrial agriculture 
to continue to exploit rural areas. In the 

process of promoting specific issues, communities can 
form local advocacy groups and join political coalitions 
with the power to change public opinion.

Local crises, such as threats posed by CAFOs, 
can bring concerned citizens together around a com-
mon cause. I have often said that local organizing in 
opposition to CAFOs is creating the future leaders of 
rural America. By focusing on broad public concerns, 
coalitions can be formed between rural and urban 
community groups, with support from large nonprof-
it organizations. Local resistance against the continued 
destruction brought by industrial agriculture can help 
build strong communities—both rural and urban. In-
dustrial agriculture not only affects rural communi-
ties, it affects the entire food system and the health and 
well-being of all Americans.

We already see rural and urban communities 
joining together to replace industrial agriculture with 
new sustainable food systems. New kinds of farming 
are emerging to meet the ecological, social, and eco-
nomic challenges of agricultural industrialization. The 
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new farmers may call their farms “organic,” “ecological,” 
“biological,” “holistic,” or “biodynamic.” Their farming 
methods may be called “agroecology,” “nature farming,” 
or “permaculture.” They all fit under the conceptual 
umbrella of sustainable agriculture. They are meeting 
the needs of the present without diminishing opportu-
nities for the future. 

Unlike industrial producers, these farmers share 
the values of traditional family farmers. They are com-
mitted to caring for the land, caring about their neigh-
bors, and building strong communities, as well as 
themselves. To them, farming is a way of life, not just 
a bottom-line business. They market their produce lo-
cally, to people with whom they have a trusting rela-
tionship. They sell through farmers markets, commu-
nity supported agriculture organizations, and through 
multi-farm local food networks. These new farms are 
good places to work and to raise a family. They are good 
places to “live around” as well as “live on.” They help 
make rural communities good places to live rather than 
good places to leave. While still a small minority of all 
farms, with the support of caring communities, their 
numbers are rapidly growing.

Much has been lost, but there are still many vi-
brant and viable rural communities left in rural Iowa. 
There are places that still have clean water, clean air, 
scenic landscapes, and people who care about the land 
and about each other. These are “quality of life” com-
munities. This is the kind of community my wife and 
I were seeking when we moved from Missouri to Fair-
field, IA. There are still possibilities for vibrant agricul-
tural communities wherever rural people are willing to 
reject industrial agriculture and create a new approach 
to agriculture that produces good food while contrib-
uting to a desirable quality of rural life. Rural people 
need not continue to live with the sense of “impotence 
and dread;” there are positive possibilities for a new and 
better future.  

I agree with Margaret Wheatley, the success of 
this new vision for rural America and rural Iowa ulti-
mately depends on the power of community. Ultimately, 
people in both rural and urban communities must find 
the courage to stand up for their basic human rights of 
self-determination and self-defense, regardless of what 

our current laws or constitutions may allow. As our 
forefathers wrote in their Declaration of Independence, 
whenever people are confronted with situations that 
“reasonable persons” would find threatening to their 
basic right of “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness,” 
they have the right to defend themselves—even if it re-
quires rejecting the laws that fail to “effect their safety 
and happiness.”

There are occasions when individuals must act 
collectively, as communities, to defend their rights 
against common threats. Any “reasonable person” or 
“reasonable community” in rural Iowa now has more 
than just cause to feel that their safety and happiness are 
threatened by industrial agriculture. The public health 
risks of CAFOs are real; they can and have destroyed 
the health and even lives of individuals within rural 
communities. MRSA, which clearly is cultured in and 
spread by CAFOs, now kills more people in the U.S. 
than AIDS. The air and drinking water clearly is being 
polluted by chemical and biological wastes from in-
dustrial agriculture. In such situations, people have no 
moral imperative to wait for expert opinions or changes 
in laws before they rise up and claim their basic human 
right to defend themselves. 

Even as the scientific evidence mounts against 
them, industrial agriculturists cling to the futile “tobac-
co defense,” claiming the science is still inconclusive. 
As did the evidence linking tobacco smoking to public 
health, the scientific evidence against industrial agri-
culture eventually will become so large that it cannot 
be denied. It took several decades to change regulation 
of the tobacco industry, even after the evidence against 
tobacco use was clear. We need to continue to proclaim 
the truth, informing the citizenry of the negative im-
pacts of industrial agriculture on the safety and happi-
ness of both rural and urban residents. Eventually, the 
growing public consensus of concern will become so 
strong that it simply can no longer be denied.

Even if we lose a few political battles, we will be 
forming enduring personal relationships within and 
among communities that can empower rural people to 
fight the next battle, and the next battle, and with each 
battle, strengthening our communities and coalitions, 
until the battle to reclaim the soul of rural Iowa is won. 
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In the words of Margaret Wheatley, “Having observed 
[the empowerment] process in so many different com-
munities has led me to eagerly affirm: Whatever the 
problem, community is the answer.” The problem is in-
dustrial agriculture, the answer is community.
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