Farmers and Climate Change
by Rita Brhel
April 20, 2013 – There is a lot of controversy surrounding the weather lately.  From the Midwest drought to April snowstorms to violent hurricanes hurling up the East Coast, the weather seems to be in the news more and more.  Many people attribute this perceived increase in extreme weather events to be the product of greenhouse gases and global warming, but that is still up for debate in many circles.  And even among those who believe climate change is to blame, it’s unknown whether what we’re experiencing is a normal cycle in weather patterns, or the lead up to something as major as the Ice Age.
“As we all know, climate change can be a sticky discussion,” said J. Gordon Arbuckle, Jr., a rural sociologist at Iowa State University in Ames, Iowa, who conducted a poll on corn producers in 2012 to gauge their perceptions on climate change and its effects on agriculture.
While science overwhelmingly supports the concept of climate change and that it is at least partially man-made, the public is less confident.  Arbuckle was curious as to how farmers felt on the subject.  “Agriculture is both vulnerable to climate shifts and a source of the greenhouse gases driving changes,” Arbuckle said.  “Climate change-related threats to agriculture represent threats to society.  Calls for adaptation and mitigation strategies are increasing.  Adjustment to potential natural hazards depends on perceptions of the risks.”
The survey polled more than 4,700 farmers in the U.S. Corn Belt.  Respondents were located in 22 watersheds, representing 60% of the nation’s corn producers.  The survey targeted larger-scale corn producers, those grossing at least $100,000 annually, from South Dakota, Nebraska, Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, Illinois, Indiana and Ohio.  Arbuckle saw a 26% response rate, out of 18,800 total farmers who were sent the survey, which is comparable to the U.S.  Ag Census.
Approximately 2/3 of respondents believe that climate change is happening, either due to natural changes or to natural and man-made influences.  Few believe climate change is due to only human activity.  This leaves about 1/3 of respondents who don’t believe climate change is happening.
The scientific community foresees major changes to the Corn Belt, including increasing number of droughts and extreme heat events, excessive precipitation when it does rain or snow, more pest and disease issues, less fertile soil, and more soil erosion.  When polled on their views of these weather effects, regardless of their believes in climate change, 2/3 of respondents were most concerned about drought, heat, and extreme rain events, followed by worries over weeds, pests, and disease.  Arbuckle found this particularly interesting, in that the survey was completed by February 2012, months before 2012’s extreme drought began to grip the region.
“There’s a lot you can do about a lot of different concerns, but there’s not a lot you can do when the water shuts off,” he said.
Further analysis of the survey found that the farmers who believe that climate change is happening and that it is at least partially caused by human activity are much more concerned about the potential weather impacts, Arbuckle says.
Moving on to how producers should adapt to climate change, the poll found that 2/3 of respondents feel the responsibility lies on seed companies to develop crop varieties appropriate to the new climate, University Extension to help farmers adapt, and farmers to embrace this support and then do the work to adjust their production practices.  Less than half of respondents felt the government had much responsibility in helping farmers adapt to climate change, from a production point of view, but rather, they feel the government should be more involved in reducing greenhouse gas emissions and other causes of climate change.  Fewer farmers felt that they needed to do more to reduce greenhouse gas emissions on their farms, even though research shows that 10% of all greenhouse gas emissions from human activity are attributable to agriculture.  In essence, farmers do not support greenhouse gas emission regulations as much as climate change mitigation efforts, Arbuckle concludes.
Nearly 3/4 of respondents feel that chemical dealers have the most influence on their decision-making processes.  About half feel that crop advisors have major influence on their decisions.  Government agencies, including the Natural Resource Conservation Service and Farm Service Agency, as well as University Extension, have less influence on the respondents, while farm organizations have relatively little.  Arbuckle finds this interesting, because chemical dealers and crop advisors are much less likely to educate on climate change mitigation, including the best-management practices of cover crops, reduced tillage, and nitrogen management.
“While most farmers do not believe that climate change is caused by humans, there is more uncertainty or disbelief associated with the lack of a support network,” Arbuckle said.
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