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Introduction

Raven’s Grove Family Farm, LLC is a 6 acre mixed agriculture farm established in 2007.  The farm produces a variety of heirloom organic vegetables sold through a local co-op and area farmers markets.  In addition to produce we maintain a herd of pygmy goats, a certified free range flock of laying hens and organic meat rabbits.  The goat milk is used to make goat’s milk soap sold online and at the markets.  We sell 4H quality kids each year, and rent adult goats out for land clearing locally.  The chicken eggs and meat rabbits are sold at the markets and directly off our farm.  As a subset to our viable lines of business we also raise hogs, dairy cattle, turkey and ducks for our own consumption.  

Our business plan projected profitability in 2009; however with an exceptional growing season in 2007 and a successful online marketing campaign we reached profitability in our 3rd quarter of 2007.  The relatively easy and quick success has been wrought with ethical dilemmas.  It seems daily I am pondering our growth, its sustainability and that fine line which separates agriculture from agribusiness.  The root of these questions lies within the very core of our intent for the farm.  Our intent for the farm was initially based in my eagerness to hedge out a living that was environmentally sustainable, employee centric and animal kind.  The problems arise when you add money to the intent.  In this paper I will address the moral parameters of profitability at Raven’s Grove through the lense of normative ethical theories in an effort to examine the ethical and emotional roots of our intent to establish a sustainable enterprise.
Cognitive Decision Making

 In his book Small is Beautiful, E.F. Schumacher says that,” The way in which we experience and interpret the world obviously depends very much indeed on the kind of ideas that fill our minds,” (Schumacher, 1973). In the book he makes the case for an approach to business that is centered on the concept of “enoughness”.  I have based a great deal of my thinking on leadership around the concepts encapsulated in that term.  My worldview has been shaped by my Catholic faith and my experience working for the Department of Defense in a time of war and the private sector during this recession.  Once it was clear the farm was not only profitable but highly successful and capable of replacing my external income, I eagerly left the private sector.  I had developed distaste for people being seen as disposable cogs in the private sector and acceptable losses in the DoD; I was intent on building something different at Raven’s Grove.  At this point, we only have seasonal employees but I pride myself on providing them a living wage, while I am surrounded by farms which pay minimum wage.   Due to my exposure to what I saw as an innate disregard for the individual vs. the success of the larger organization I have developed a largely utilitarian approach to decision making.  Utilitarian ethics applies a, “collective good” frame to problem solving in the organization (Shaw & Barry, 2007, pg. 10).  I legitimize this decision with my belief that I would rather have fewer employees getting paid more than more employees being taken advantage of   In addition my strong sense of loyalty to the country developed being raised in the military, working for the military and married to the military has made it a Kantian-esque imperative that I don’t hire undocumented workers regardless of whether I can get away with or not.  I am willed by a moral imperative not to do so.  Again, several farms in my area do so and by and large have no problems with the government because they are small enough the government doesn’t inquire.
When we reached profitability so quickly, the resulting question was of course: how much can we make?  The natural inclination to push the parameters of the possible reared its ugly head almost immediately.  Should we hire more workers to take advantage of our success and increase production?  Should we purchase more goats, more chickens, more rabbits and increase production?  For me, the intent of the farm always tethered me ethically to my decisions.  I didn’t want to hire more laborers unless I could offer them all the same wage.  I didn’t want to increase the size of the herd, flock or warren past the point of good animal husbandry.  Moreover, I didn’t want to clear more trees to put in more pasture to increase the herd, I questioned the stewardship of the resources of the farm and the impact on the land.  

My husband however, saw dollar signs.  While he agreed with me that we should make every effort to provide for our seasonal workforce he disagreed vehemently on how I saw the land impact and animal husbandry issues.  I heard “it’s only a tree, rabbit, chicken, goat” ad nauseum.  From his point of view so long as we fed and housed all the animals; it was humane.  To him my arguments were clearly supererogatory; sure it would be ideal to have only so many goats on the allotted acreage for them, but it wasn’t morally apprehensible to have a few more (Shaw & Barry, 2007, pg. 20).  He also made a repeated case for capitalizing now on the success we were having.  According to the definition of egoism an action is right, “if and only if it best promotes an agents long term-interest,” (Shaw & Barry, 2007, pg. 5).   To my husband, the definition of “long term-interest” centers on our financial health.  He was afraid that we would miss a window of opportunity to capitalize on our success.   When we established by 2009 that our consumers would just as well purchase produce that wasn’t organic another area of argument arose.  Why should we continue the burdensome regulation of producing organic and the overhead of the extra labor and effort involved to produce organic if the consumer would just as soon buy plan old fertilized produce or commercially fed livestock?  He clearly saw it as a financial issue; one that to him was cut and dry.  Business was about making money, if we could make more money, with less overhead it seemed only logical to do so.
In a classic case of utilitarianism vs. egoism my husband and I continually struggle with the growth of the farm and its mission.  I, deeply entrenched in my idea that bigger is not necessarily better and firmly believing in land stewardship and animal husbandry, frame most of my decisions in a utilitarian mindset.  I am constantly questioning the impact of my decision making on not only our finances, but our land, our animals and our consumers.  My husband, driven by his need to make sure our family is financially secure frames his decision making primarily in an egoist mindset.  
Emotional Hindrances

During these times of intense debate emotions wreaked havoc on both of us.  My husband, weary from repeat deployments centered the large part of his decision making on whether operations would allow him to retire at 20 years.  These debates become increasingly time sensitive as my husband nears that 20 year window.  He is currently at 16.5 years, with 3.5 years to go his decision making is clouded by a real emotional urgency for what he sees as financial stability.  Additionally, as Catholics we have always lived with him as head of the household, even though I primarily have made more income throughout our marriage.  He continues to struggle with my day to day management of the farm and CEO level decision making.
I, who oversee the management of the animals, am plagued with my intent on providing the best possible life for each of them.  I also struggle with land stewardship and spent months researching water table impact and salmon infringement if we were to switch to straight fertilized/insecticide produce.  Additionally, in my role as his wife, I find it increasingly difficult to separate leadership of our employees and management of the farm with being his wife.
My husband would no doubt agree with W. D. Ross and his labeling of utilitarianism as “too simple”.  He would argue that I have a Utopian idealism that hinders our ability to make money; and I routinely refer back to Schumacher and question how much money do we really need and at what cost?  My husband clearly thinks that the primary obligation of our finances supersedes any prima facie obligation to be sustainable or organic.  While I perceive an ethical sensitivity in our enterprise and wish to mitigate not only our impact on the land we steward, I also have a strong emotional stake in the livestock being in close proximity to them on a daily basis.  My husband however, discerns that no moral quandary exists.  Both of us appear to suffer from separate negative affects in our prescriptive judgment (Gaudine & Thorne, 2001).  On the one hand, my husband is tied egocentrically to the ramifications of the possibility of not capitalizing on our success to our financial health.  While I, am bound by the gut reaction I feel that there is something universally unjust with compromising the care of our animals, or the quality of food we produce out of the motivation of economic gain (Boatright, 2003).
Middle Ground

As with everything in a marriage and in business; at times problems call for compromise.  In order to foster middle ground we chose to seek intermediaries.  Fortunately, the decision to seek outside advice came easily for us.  We both believe strongly that sometimes it’s hard to see the forest through the trees as it were.  Being so emotionally tied to the farm and financially invested in the farm made us too close to the problem to come at a solution.

The first intermediary we are working with is a financial advisor.  The financial advisor was better able to communicate to my husband that not only does he not need to work a day past 20 years, the farm is profitable to the extent we can live well beyond the means of his Army pay long past the day he retires and starts collecting his military pension.  The second intermediary we saw was our priest who reminded us that business and marriage intertwined is a tricky mix.  In lieu of making all of the financial and strategic decisions between ourselves we are developing a Board.  This way we hope to be able to alleviate some of the comingled emotions which plague our decision making.  Finally, I am working with a WSU agricultural extension consultant who is helping me develop a plan for the farm moving forward.  We recently acquired a parcel adjacent to ours which increases the farm to 20 acres.  This parcel will allow us to have more pasture, but requires wetland mitigation.  The extension consultant is working with me to devise a plan that meets my husband’s goals of increasing production while still maintaining the integrity of sustainable and organic enterprise.  Through these efforts and a continued commitment to sustainability we hope to lead Raven’s Grove to further financial success without compromising our values or the initial intent the farm was founded upon: environmentally sustainable, employee centric and animal kind.
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