Case study worksheet
Key for Thompson Case Study
Completed by ____________________________________________________________ 

Name of case study ______Dick and Sharon Thompson_________________________

1.  Brief description of the farm.  What stands out about this operation?  

On-farm research & outreach
Ridge tillage

5-year crop rotation

Integration of crops and livestock

2.  In what ways is this farm sustainable?  Support your answer by describing how specific practices contribute to sustainability.  

2-A.  Economic sustainability

· Is the farm profitable?  Why or why not?

Yes, (see 1st paragraph of “Economics and Profitability” section).  Thompson Farm averages profit of $104 per acre, versus average loss of $33 per acre for neighboring farms.  300 acre farm supports 2 families without off-farm income.  

· How stable is the farm’s economic situation?  

Seems very stable.  Thompsons started farming this way in 1968.  

· To what extent does the farm rely on government payments?

Thompsons do not take government payments, even though they grow corn and soybeans, which qualify for substantial subsidies most years.  (They do get some grant money for research, but that goes towards special research expenses, such as soil sampling, yield measurements, and printing their annual on-farm research report.)

2-B.  Environmental sustainability

· Where do key nutrients come from?
Animal manure, alfalfa.   No off-farm purchase of Nitrogen fertilizer or P or K.
Thompson also takes some biosolids (sewage sludge) from the nearby town of Boone, in order to more fully close the nutrient loop.  

· What are the sources and sinks for pollutants in the system?  
Erosion is 5 to 10 times lower than the average for farms in the area.
Manure could be a pollution source but is handled carefully to prevent both air and water pollution.
Virtually no pesticide use.
· How do the living organisms in the system interact?
Crop rotation, cover crops, and integration of livestock add some biological diversity over standard corn-soybean rotation.  By avoiding pesticides and using ridge tillage the Thompsons may contribute to a healthier soil biota, but this is not discussed in this case study.  No discussion of habitat preservation or genetic diversity of crops. 

· What are the energy flows?  
Not discussed in case study.  By not using purchased fertilizers and pesticides they have some energy savings.  Conservation tillage also reduces fuel use compared to conventional tillage, but this savings may be balanced by the added fuel used for cultivation for weed control.  

· Other aspects of environmental sustainability?  
.  

2-C.  Social sustainability

· What is the quality of life for the farm family?

Not discussed explicitly in this case study.  In other sources Dick and Sharon Thompson have said their quality of life improved when they switched to sustainable farming methods.  

· What is the quality of life for any farm employees?

No non family farm employees. 

· How does the farm interact with the surrounding community economically and socially?

Direct markets meat to local consumers.  Manages manure to minimize odors.  Helps nearby town dispose of biosolids responsibly.  Stable farm size means they do not compete with neighboring farms for more land.  
· What about other aspects of social sustainability?  

The Thompsons put a lot of effort into education and working with other farmers interested in sustainability.  Dick Thompson is one of the key founders of the organization Practical Farmers of Iowa (PFI), the leading sustainable agriculture group in Iowa.  They host a large field day and produce a detailed report on the farm each year, and they continue to be active leaders of PFI.  
