
Purdue author: Farmers need to speak up for ag
By SUSAN BLOWER
Indiana Correspondent

WEST LAFAYETTE, Ind. — A cattle 
rancher in Kansas stops at the meat case 
at her local grocery to engage customers 
in a few minutes of conversation.

“I nearly always engage someone in 
conversation as they select beef. How 
are you going to cook that? What are 
you planning for supper? Have you 
tried a flatiron steak? If I can get a 
little conversation going, I tell them 
that I am a rancher and I love to talk to 
people about beef,” said Debbie Lyons-
Blythe, as quoted in the new book, The 
Communication Scarcity in Agriculture, 
by Jessica Eise and Whitney Hodde.

Usually the shopper responds with a 
question, and a few minutes later Lyons-
Blythe walks away having reached 
another person.

In researching her book, Eise said she 
found some amazing people in agriculture 
who are reaching out to consumers. But 
Eise wants everyone in agriculture to tell 
their story, whether it’s to a few friends 
and family or to strangers at the grocery 
store. She said everyone can – and 
should -- do something, and best of all, 
it is not too late for the ag community to 
turn things around.

“We have some amazing communicators 
in agriculture, but I think there are those 
who shrug off the public and think they 
are stupid. Most are not stupid, and their 
concern is genuine,” Eise said.

On both sides
As the director of communications at 

the Agricultural Economics Dept. at 
Purdue University, Eise said she knows a 
lot of great people in agriculture, and as 
a person who did not grow up on a farm; 
she has family and friends who have many 
questions. “I would really hope we could 
all try to give each other the benefit of the 
doubt before we jump to conclusions. We 
need to ask more questions and be open 
to listening to what the other person has 
to say,” Eise said.

Her book is meant for farmers, agri-
business, and the food industry, but it is 
also for people who are merely interested 
in the subject.

At 116 pages, it is a small paperback that 
covers a lot of territory, including sections 
written by a consumer, a beef producer 
and blogger (Lyons-Blythe), policymaker 
and academic. It also includes an 
appendix of resources on food, health 
and agriculture, a glossary and an index. 
Controversies like “pink slime,” Chipotle’s 
marketing claims, GMOs and California’s 
Proposition 2 are covered as examples of 
how communication has broken down and 
left the public confused and misinformed.

Trendy talk
Food and agriculture have become the 

trendy talk in all sorts of venues. The 
problem is that the wrong people are 

talking, while true experts, like scientists, 
academics and the people who grow the 
food, have been quiet, Eise said.

“I absolutely think it is a problem we can 
solve. The consequences of not doing so 
could be dire, increasing the challenges 
to maintain a steady food supply with 
the climate shifting, population growing, 
diminished water supply. These all 
require collaboration,” Eise said. “Looking 
into the future I have faith we can face 
challenges if we don’t get in our own way.”

But agriculture should not expect to win 
without compromise. “Fundamentally, 
we need to start to understand that life 
in a democracy is about compromise. 
The best form of compromise is the one 
we negotiate – not one that is pushed 
on us from a court ruling or an activist 
movement,” Eise said.

She  said a recent example of compro-
mise is the GMO labeling law, signed 

by President Obama. Under the law, 
products with GMO ingredients must 
be labeled, but manufacturers have the 
option of using a QRC code, a website or a 
formal “GMO” label on the product. GMO 
supporters don’t like the mandate to label 
ingredients, while anti-GMO forces don’t 
feel the law goes far enough.

How it’s done
Eise said farms can combat the 

communication scarcity with a few steps:
•Write public relations into the business 

plan. Dedicate 2-3 hours per week or 
plan to talk to 2 people per week. Put it 
on the weekly schedule.

•Be prepared to respond to a public 
relations crisis. The public assumes guilt 
if there is silence.

•Reach out to the local schools, 
newspaper and community. Farmers 
can host a field trip or contribute to the 

school’s curriculum. They can write a 
letter to the editor or be available as a 
resource to reporters/editors.

Eise said everyone in agriculture does 
not need to write a blog or confront issues 
on social media. “We have to be realistic 
about the limitations of social media. I 
wouldn’t put all my money behind that. 
Most people don’t like writing, technology 
or the attention. But I am willing to ask 
people to be uncomfortable talking face 
to face with others,” she said.

“Some consumers think farmers aren’t 
interested in the environment. But 
most farms have been in the family for 
generations. The only way that happens 
is to care for it.”

The Communication Scarcity in 
Agriculture came out last August. 
Readers can find the book on www.
Amazon.com or www.Routledge.com, the 
website of Eise’s publisher.
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