Questions To Ask A Produce Farmer
it comes to produce farming. Many
Asking questions is the best way to ensure that
sustainable farmers rotate crops
between different fields, allowing
you’re purchasing sustainably raised, healthy foods,
those not under production to lie
and supporting sustainable farmers. Here are some
fallow and recover under a cover
questions to get you started.
crop. You want your farmer to tell
you that they grow a diversity of
crops each season. However, some sustainable farmers
What pest control methods do you use on
do focus on a particular crop. If so, there are other issues
your farm?
to consider, such as crop rotation.
Organic and biodynamic farmers have shown that it is not
necessary to use chemical herbicides and pesticides in
Is your farm certified organic, biodynamic
order to produce healthy, nutritious produce. There are
or naturally grown?
many safe and effective pest control methods that farmIf a farm’s products are certified with a third party label,
ers can use, rather than harmful chemicals. If possible,
such as Demeter (biodynamic), USDA Organic, or Certified
you should avoid buying produce from farmers who apply
Naturally Grown, some of the work is done for you. You
harmful chemicals to their crops.
may want to research what the certifying organizations
are looking for, and what each type of certification actually
What type of fertilizers do you use?
means, but many of the questions listed above may be
Chemical fertilizers are intended to increase growth and
answered for you. It’s important to remember, however,
yield in vegetable crops but their use is entirely unnecesthat some farmers choose not to certify for financial or
sary, and harmful to the consumer. There are many effecpolitical reasons. This does not mean that you shouldn’t
tive and safe ways to fertilize soil, including with compost
support them. It doesn’t mean that they are not using
or with manure from sustainable pasture-based farms.
organic or sustainable methods. It does mean that the
responsibility lies with you to find out how they farm. Most
Do you grow any heirloom varieties?
farmers who choose not to have their produce certified will
While it’s not necessarily an indicator of environmental
be willing to explain why, and to answer your questions.
sustainability, whether or not a farmer grows heirloom varieties is still an important question. Farmers who choose
NOTE: Sustainable farmers are very open about how they
to grow heirloom fruits and vegetables help to preserve
raise their animals and grow their fruits and vegetables.
genetic diversity by ensuring that these unique plant variConsider asking to visit their farms to see exactly how the
eties do not become extinct. Heirloom vegetables have
animals are raised and how their produce is grown. Many
been passed down for generations, and are treasured for
farmers welcome visitors. If you purchase products from a
their unique and delicious flavors, textures and stories. If a
company advertising that it distributes sustainably raised
farmer doesn’t grow any heirloom vegetables, ask them to
foods from family farmers and ranchers, ask for their writconsider doing so next season. Most farmers are just tryten standards for their products. If they aren’t willing to
ing to meet the demands and desires of their customers.
share these with you, you may want to think twice about
buying from them.
How many different types of produce do
you grow?
Crop diversity is a good indicator of sustainability when
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