Surveys Show Huge Gap between Farmers, Ag Scientists on Warming
by Tiffany Stecker
Nov. 12, 2014 - Farmers in the U.S. heartland have strong doubts about human actions contributing to global warming, a peer-reviewed study has found.
In a survey of nearly 4,800 Midwestern corn farmers, only 8% believed climate change was caused by human actions, while more than 1/3 thought it wasn't happening, or that there wasn't enough evidence to prove its existence.
The findings mirror results from a recent survey of farm experts from agribusinesses, as well as advisers from the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and soil conservation districts.  About 12% of crop advisers said they believe climate change is caused by humans, and 25% said global warming is false or lacks proof.
Half of surveyed USDA scientists said human activity contributes to climate change, while 53% of state and extension climatologists agreed.  Almost 1/5 of 239 agricultural extension educators -- those who take university research and apply it in the field -- said they believe global warming is linked to human activity.
The gap makes for difficult communications, said Linda Prokopy, lead author of the study and an associate professor of natural resource social science at Purdue University.  "As we're trying to develop outreach to the agricultural community, we need to understand where they are," said Prokopy.
The data were drawn from surveys in 2011 and 2012, before the drought that shriveled corn crops in the Midwest in the summer of 2012.  Farmers were surveyed from North Dakota to Ohio, while advisers were polled in Nebraska, Iowa, Indiana and Michigan.  While the drought sparked discussion on climate change nationwide, it's unlikely that it would have changed the survey results, Prokopy said.
Sample sizes varied greatly.  The farmer survey was the largest, with nearly 4,800 respondents.  2 scientist surveys were taken in 2011 and 2013 -- with 121 and 33 respondents, respectively -- from researchers on projects to offer climate information to corn growers.  More than 1,600 advisers completed a survey, and 19 climatologists were asked their thoughts on climate change.
Prokopy has submitted another paper for review that delves into the different takes on climate change between public advisers and private advisers.  NRCS staff members, Farm Service Agency workers, and those affiliated with soil conservation districts were far more likely to believe in man-made climate change.  Employees of state departments of agriculture, certified crop advisers, agricultural retailers, agricultural bankers, and cooperative members were more likely to be skeptical, she said.
The proportion of Iowa farmers who said they believe in man-made climate change increased from 2011 to 2013, according to an Iowa State University Extension and Outreach poll.  Another study from the University of California, Davis, found that climate change does concern farmers, but not as much as the potential regulation that could come with it.  In order to bridge the climate divide in the Midwest, educators must reduce the threat to "individual world views" that global warming can stir, the study's authors say.  One way of doing this is to use climate-tracking tools, like a tracker to count corn-growing degree days, that bring in historical climate data and seasonal projections.
"Scientists need to be cognizant of divergent world views, as they present their findings, and avoid inflammatory statements or assumptions, that could block receptiveness to learning about the climate cycle and how farmers can use that information in their decision making," the authors state.
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