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Foundation:  We are stewards, not 

owners, of the land we farm.  We are 

accountable for the way our land use 

affects the environment which 

includes land, water, air, plants, 

animals, and human beings.   

 

News and views:   

 The editor/publisher of Just Farmers is 

taking a holiday so there will be no 

newsletter until January 15.  (Where 

might that guy go for a holiday?  

Mexico?  Cuba?  Barbados?  Topley?  

How about Calgary?) 

 The way you think about fertilizers and 

plant growth may be heavily influenced 

by the research and theories of Justus 

von Liebig (1803-1873).  He rejected the 

prevailing “humus theory” that plants 

basically got all their needs from 

“eating” humus to obtain, carbon, 

hydrogen and oxygen.  I cut and pasted 

this from Wikipedia about him:  “In his 

theory of mineral nutrients, Liebig 

identified the chemical elements of 

nitrogen (N), phosphorus (P), and 

potassium (K) as essential to plant 

growth. He reported that plants acquire 

Carbon (C) and Hydrogen (H) from the 

atmosphere and from water (H2O).”  

“As well as emphasizing the importance 

of minerals in the soil, he argued that 

plants feed on nitrogen compounds 

derived from the air. This assertion was 

a source of contention for many years, 

and turned out to be true for legumes, 

but not for other plants.” 

“Liebig also popularized Carl Sprengel's 

"Theorem of minimum" (known as Law 

of the Minimum), stating that plant 

growth is not determined by the total 

resources available, but by the scarcest 

available resource. A plant's 

development is limited by the one 

essential mineral that is in the relatively 

shortest supply.” 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Liebig's Barrel 

“This concept of limitation can be visualized 

as "Liebig's barrel", a metaphorical barrel in 

which each stave represents a different 

element. A nutrient stave that is shorter than 

the others will cause the liquid contained in 

the barrel to spill out at that level. This is a 

qualitative version of the principles used for 

determining the application of fertilizer in 

modern agriculture.”   In some ways, Liebig 

could be called the father of N-P-K 

(Nitrogen, Phosphorus, Potassium) farming.  

Later, he theorized that plants could produce 

most of their own nitrogen from atmospheric 

gasses, especially ammonia, and thereby 

opposed the development and use of the 

very nitrogen-fertilizer industry that he 

had earlier proposed.   

 Comment:  As you consider using 

chemical-based fertilizers or organic 

humus or natural-ground rock minerals, 

it might be a good thing to check out a 

little history of soil science and question 

whether your choices are based on 

assumptions that you picked up without 

considering alternatives.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Minimum-Tonne.svg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl_Sprengel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liebig%27s_Law_of_the_Minimum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liebig%27s_Law_of_the_Minimum
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 Idea:  We acquired some rigid, formed 

plastic roofing from a greenhouse.  We 

got it “pre-owned” with some holes in 

the panels.  I put three of the panels 

upright on the outside of part of our 

chicken run.  That means they now have 

a roofed, partially-sided warming 

"porch" for the winter which enables 

them to be outside more often.  They just 

lie around in the old hay and dust like 

Canadian tourists in Aruba.  

  Definition:  According to the U.S. 

Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA):  “An Animal Feeding Operation 

(AFO) is an operation that confines 

animals for over 45 days in a vegetation-

free area.”  Actually, AFOs are usually 

referred to as CAFOs (for Confined 

Animal Feeding Operation.”   

 Comment:  These businesses are also 

sometimes term “industrial agriculture” 

or “factory farms.”  Note that an 

operation with 1,000 cows might feed all 

organic food and let the cows out on 

grass for the minimum amount of time 

and still qualify for the big O (“organic 

label”).  The same goes for poultry or 

pork producers.    

 After reading about the CAFOs in 

Kenwaunee County, Wisconsin, many of 

which have over 1,000 cows, I asked this 

question of the B.C. Dairy Association:  

“I am a strong supporter of dairy 

farming, having lived on or near one for 

50+ years.  The question I have is 

this:  Is there any limit on the number of 

cows that may be held on a dairy farm?” 

 Reply from Paul Hargreaves, B.C. Dairy 

Association:  “Thanks for your question 

about the number of cows on farms.  In 

British Columbia, no one dairy farm is 

allowed to control more than 5% of the 

industry.  That's the rule.  However, in 

practice, most BC dairy farms are much 

smaller than that.  There are about 490 

farms in BC, each accounting for about 

0.2% of BC's milk supply. That would 

be about 120 cows in the milking herd.      

Hope this helps.  We're pleased to             

Year-end Musings                            
(see Foundation on p. 1) 

 “What does that mean?”—Some visitors 

to our farm ask this question, pointing to 

the  Environmental Farm Plan sign at the 

turn-in.  That gives us an excellent 

opportunity to describe the sorts of “best 

practices” we try to follow:  fencing 

cattle out of riparian habitats; keeping 

winter manure away from seasonal or 

permanent streams; locking and labelling 

storage areas for fuels, poisons, or other 

dangerous things; encouraging bio-

diversity on our farms.  “Why doesn’t 

everybody have one of these signs on 

their farms?”—That is a question to 

ponder. 

 “Profit is only the byproduct of a job 

well done.”  --Robin John, financier 

whose mutual fund gave shareholders a 

13.70 percent annualized return as of 

September 30, 2016, compared to 9.01 

percent for the Standard & Poor’s 500. 

 When it comes to agriculture, the 

Christian church may be the world’s 

biggest non-prophet organisation. 

“Probably Canadian snowbirds. . . but  what 

kind of flamingos are they?  Weird colours:  

hardly any pink.    And so messy.” 


