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What Farm-to-Table Got Wrong

By DAN BARBER MAY 17, 2014

POCANTICO HILLS, N.Y. — IT’S spring again. Hip deep in asparagus — and, soon
enough, tomatoes and zucchini — farm-to-table advocates finally have something
from the farm to put on the table.

The crowds clamoring for just-dug produce at the farmers’ market and the
local food co-op suggest that this movement is no longer just a foodie fad. Today,
almost 80 percent of Americans say sustainability is a priority when purchasing
food. The promise of this kind of majority is that eating local can reshape
landscapes and drive lasting change.

Except it hasn’t. More than a decade into the movement, the promise has
fallen short. For all its successes, farm-to-table has not, in any fundamental way,
reworked the economic and political forces that dictate how our food is grown and
raised. Big Food is getting bigger, not smaller. In the last five years, we’ve lost
nearly 100,000 farms (mostly midsize ones). Today, 1.1 percent of farms in the
United States account for nearly 45 percent of farm revenues. Despite being
farm-to-table’s favorite targets, corn and soy account for more than 50 percent of
our harvested acres for the first time ever. Between 2006 and 2011, over a million
acres of native prairie were plowed up in the so-called Western Corn Belt to make
way for these two crops, the most rapid loss of grasslands since we started using
tractors to bust sod on the Great Plains in the 1920s.

How do we make sense of this odd duality: a food revolution on one hand, an
entrenched status quo on the other?

I got a hint of the answer a few years ago, while standing in a field in upstate
New York. I was there because, many years before, I’d decided I wanted local flour
for my restaurants. I chose Lakeview Organic, a grain farm operated by Klaas and
Mary-Howell Martens. Klaas was growing a rare variety of emmer wheat (also
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known as farro), nearly extinct but for the efforts of a few farmers.
Milled and baked into whole wheat bread, the emmer was a revelation —

intensely sweet and nutty. I spoke routinely about the importance of local grain
and the resurrection of lost flavors. I was waving the farm-to-table flag and feeling
pretty good about it, too.

Visiting Klaas those years later, hoping to learn what made the emmer so
delicious, I realized I was missing the point entirely. The secret to great-tasting
wheat, Klaas told me, is that it’s not about the wheat. It’s about the soil.

In fact, on a tour of his farm, there was surprisingly little wheat to see.
Instead, Klaas showed me fields of less-coveted grains and legumes like millet,
barley and kidney beans, as well as cover crops like mustard and clover, all of
which he plants in meticulously planned rotations. The rotations dictate the
quality of the soil, which means they dictate the flavor of the harvests as well. They
are the recipe for his delicious emmer.

Each planting in the sequence has a specific function. Klaas likes his field
rotations to begin with a cover crop like the mustard plant. Cover crops are often
grown to restore nutrients depleted from a previous harvest. Plowed into the soil
after maturity, mustard offers the added benefit of reducing pest and disease
problems for subsequent crops.

Next Klaas will plant a legume, which does the neat trick of fixing nitrogen:
grabbing it from the atmosphere and storing it in the plant’s roots. Soybeans are a
good choice; or kidney beans, if the local processor is paying enough to make it
worth his while; or cowpeas, which he harvests for animal feed. If there’s a dry
spell, he’ll forgo beans altogether and pop in some hardy millet. Oats or rye is
next; rye builds soil structure and suppresses weeds. Only then is Klaas’s soil
locked and loaded with the requisite fertility needed for his wheat.

As much as I cling to tried and true recipes, Klaas doesn’t. Depending on what
the soil is telling him, he may roll out an entirely different rotation. If there’s a
buildup of fungal disease in the field, the next season he’ll plant a brassica like
cabbage or broccoli, followed by buckwheat, and then barley. Barley is among
Klaas’s favorite crops. In addition to cleansing the soil of pathogens, it can be
planted along with a nitrogen fixer like clover, further benefiting the soil. Once
again, the soil is ready for wheat.

Standing in Klaas’s fields, I saw how single-minded I had been. Yes, I was
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creating a market for local emmer wheat, but I wasn’t doing anything to support
the recipe behind it. Championing Klaas’s wheat and only his wheat was
tantamount to treating his farm like a grocery store. I was cherry-picking what I
most wanted for my menu without supporting the whole farm.

I am not the only one. In celebrating the All-Stars of the farmers’ market —
asparagus, heirloom tomatoes, emmer wheat — farm-to-table advocates are often
guilty of ignoring a whole class of humbler crops that are required to produce the
most delicious food.

With limited American demand for local millet, rye and barley, 70 percent of
Klaas’s harvest was going into livestock feed for chickens, pigs and dairy cattle. In
general, Klaas earned pennies on the dollar compared with what he’d make selling
his crops for human consumption. And we were missing out as well, on nutritious
foods that are staples of the best cuisines in the world.

Diversifying our diet to include more local grains and legumes is a delicious
first step to improving our food system. Millet and rye are an easy substitute for
rice or pasta. But that addresses only the low-hanging fruit of Klaas’s farm. More
challenging is to think about how to honor the other underutilized parts of his
rotations — classic cover crops like cowpeas and mustard, which fertilize the soil to
ensure healthy harvests in the future.

Today, the best farmers are tying up valuable real estate for long periods of
time (in an agonizingly short growing season) simply to benefit their soil. Imagine
if Macy’s reserved half of its shelf space at Christmas for charitable donations. A
noble idea. But profitable? Not so much. By creating a market for these crops, we
can provide more value for the farmer and for our own diets, while supporting the
long-term health of the land.

In Klaas’s field, I bent down and ripped off a green shoot of Austrian winter
peas. I took a bite. Inedible? No, delicious! Thirty acres of the most tender and
sweet pea shoots I’d ever tasted. (Harvesting the leaves would somewhat reduce
the amount plowed back into the soil, but the plant’s soil benefits would remain.)
In the distance I could make out a field of mustards. Klaas plants Tilney mustard,
similar to the spicy green you find in a mesclun mix. I realized I wasn’t just looking
at a cover crop. I was looking at a salad bowl.

Back at the restaurant, I created a new dish called “Rotation Risotto,” a
collection of all of Klaas’s lowly, soil-supporting grains and legumes, cooked and
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presented in the manner of a classic risotto. I used a purée of cowpea shoots and
mustard greens to thicken the grains and replace the starchiness of rice. As one
waiter described the idea, it was a “nose-to-tail approach to the farm” — an edible
version of Klaas’s farming strategy.

It’s one thing for chefs to advocate cooking with the whole farm; it’s another
thing to make these uncelebrated crops staples in ordinary kitchens. Bridging that
divide will require a new network of regional processors and distributors.

Take beer, for example. The explosion in local microbreweries has meant a
demand for local barley malt. A new malting facility near Klaas’s farm recently
opened in response. He now earns 30 percent more selling barley for malt than he
did selling it for animal feed. For other farmers, it’s a convincing incentive to
diversify their grain crops.

Investing in the right infrastructure means the difference between a farmer’s
growing crops for cows or for cafeterias. It will take the shape of more local mills
(for grains), canneries (for beans) and processors (for greens). As heretical as this
may sound, farm-to-table needs to embrace a few more middlemen.

Perhaps the problem with the farm-to-table movement is implicit in its name.
Imagining the food chain as a field on one end and a plate of food at the other is
not only reductive, it also puts us in the position of end users. It’s a passive system
— a grocery-aisle mentality — when really, as cooks and eaters, we need to engage
in the nuts and bolts of true agricultural sustainability. Flavor can be our guide to
reshaping our diets, and our landscapes, from the ground up.

Dan Barber is the chef and co-owner of the Blue Hill and Blue Hill at Stone Barns restaurants and the
author of the forthcoming book “The Third Plate: Field Notes on the Future of Food.”

A version of this op-ed appears in print on May 18, 2014, on page SR5 of the New York edition with the
headline: What Farm-to-Table Got Wrong.
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