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What we treasure—tells us a lot 
about ourselves

We can tell a lot about a person by what 
they carry with them

 Open your wallet or purse—
 What is on the dash board of your 

truck?
 What is in the cab of your tractor?
 What is in your “treasure chest”?
 These possessions tell us about your 

values



People infer who you are by:

 How you act towards others
 How you react to change
 How you voice your opinion
 How you farm
 The appearance of your farm or fields
 The tractor you drive



“Character is not the same thing as 
reputation. Character is what you 
are. Reputation is what people 
say you are.”Josephson, 2002 



The two faces of humanity

 Public face—what we want people to know 
about us

 Private face—what we truly are



What is meant by ethics?

 Helps us discern what is right or wrong
 Doing what the law requires
 Standards of behavior
 Doing what society expects
 Standards of right and wrong that 

prescribe what people ought to do in terms 
of rights, benefits to society, fairness, etc



21st Century: Dominant Themes
in Conservation

Energy
Water
Soil
Air
Open spaces
 Timber



Drivers of a New Conservation Ethic
 Global warming
 Population pressures
 Fossil fuel depletion
 Agriculture as a 

source of food, feed, 
fuel and fiber—
increased societal 
expectations



The barriers to conservation are often 
lodged in human actions and beliefs,
not the lack of technical information 
nor economic incentives. 

We need to include both the 
“Technical” as well as the “human “ or 
“Cultural” dimension of agriculture. 

The Culture of Agriculture



In Iowa…is the land healthy?

Soil Quality:
•Soil loss/movement due to 
water erosion is 5 tons per 
acre or 10,000 pounds

•Assuming 180 bushels of 
corn per acre the yield is 
10,800 pounds or 5.4 tons

•Every pound of corn 
represents 1 pound of soil 
loss/movement



In good financial times, (meaning high 
prices and incomes) we stress the need 
for more production. In bad financial times 
(meaning low prices/low income) it is 
argued we can’t afford to make 
improvements and thus….we never find 
time to put conservation first.  It often 
seems as a second tier concern…



What about water & soil quality?
As a result…
...we never have time 
and resources to put
the environment first…

The environment
can no longer be 
ignored…
it has to be at the top

of the agenda.



As a practical matter, ethics is 
about how we meet the challenge 
of doing the right thing when 
acting ethically will cost more than 
we want to pay. 



Does Ethical Behavior Cost More?

 Most people acknowledge that ethical 
behavior does not cost more and in fact 
provides many tangible and intangible 
benefits

 Likewise most studies demonstrate that 
conservation does not cost, but provides 
many important and lasting benefits



So you might ask, if 
conservation doesn’t cost 
more then why doesn’t all 
farmers use conservation 
practices”



Reasons for non use

 Tradition
 Can’t often perceive the benefits
 May not be able to afford to switch to a 

new system
 Unaware of the benefits
 Afraid of change (too risky)



When we talk about ethics in decision-
making, we must consider “who’s” ethics

Societal ethics
Landowner ethics
Farm operator ethics
Farm manager ethics



What Iowa Farmers Told Us
(2002 Farm Poll, n=1942)

 At one time a person’s word was as good 
as a signed contract; now you must get it 
in writing. 93% somewhat or strongly 
agreed

 In general, ethical standards in society 
have declined.  87% agreed



What farmers told us

 I used to take a persons’ word as measure 
of his/her honor, but now-a-days you can’t 
always simply accept what a person tells 
you. 85% agreed.

 One reason ethical standards have 
declined is that people have lost respect 
for authority. 70% agreed



What farmers told us

 Often people admit they are not being 
ethical in paying the full amount of their 
taxes. 49% agreed.

 Even among friends and neighbors, I am 
concerned that they no longer feel obliged 
to honor their word.  37% agreed

 Farmer’s ethical standards have declined. 
57% agreed



How have ethics changed?

% Decline  in past 10 years
 Clergy 24
 Neighbors 31
 Local Merchants 36
 Local Agribusiness 37
 Lenders 41
 Farmers 45
 Youth and young adults 68
 Local elected officials 70
 Elected state officials 72



What happens when there is not 
adherence to a code of ethics?
 People begin to “cut corners”
 Most unethical and illegal activities start small

 Rationale or justifications often include, 
“everyone else is doing it”

 Erosion in ethics brings about greater 
regulation because trust has been violated

 Rules, regulations and laws reflect the 
formalization of ethics



Erosion in Ethics=Distrustful Culture

 Where people no longer trust each other
 Where extreme individualism is primary
 Where people no longer know each other
 With diminished respect, trust and 

cooperation, there are calls for regulations 
to monitor or regulate behaviors/actions



Symptoms of Distrust in Agriculture

 Legal representation
 Formalized contracts
 Fear of Liability—liability insurance
 Less personal contact—fear of strangers
 Formal communication
 Suspiciousness



The Need for a Code of Ethics in Farming

 Evidence is there has been an erosion in 
ethics

 The erosion in ethics has contributed to 
loss of trust, and consumer confidence, 
and calls for more regulations. 

 A code of ethics might restore confidence 
and farming could be viewed a leader in 
pursuing higher ethical standards.



Changing Ethical Standards
 Work Ethic –Is commitment to the work ethic 

declining?
 Conservation Ethic —Some evidence that we 

have made progress in changing attitudes and 
behaviors toward the environment

 Medical ethics —Hippocratic Oath
 Recent scandals on Wall Street have led to 

renewed interest in business ethics
 What about business ethics in farming?



Reasons given for unethical behavior

 Extreme pressure to show a profit
 Little or no board oversight on management
 Too much competition—viewed as unhealthy
 Coop business is too complex for a lay board
 Fewer farmers, greater business, more incentive 

to retain them as members
 Young farmers lack loyalty to coops
 Tough economic times on the farm contributing 

to erosion in ethical standards.



What happens when there is not 
adherence to a code of ethics?

 People begin to “cut corners”
• Most unethical and illegal activities start small

 Rationale or justifications often include, 
“everyone else is doing it”

 Erosion in ethics brings about greater regulation 
because trust has been violated

 It is important to recognize that rules, 
regulations, and laws reflect the formalization of 
ethics—often where trust does not exist.



Some guides to determine 
if an action is ethical

1. The Golden Rule, “you act in a way that 
you would expect others to act toward 
you”

2. The Professional Ethic, “You take only 
those actions that would be viewed as 
proper by an objective panel of your 
professional peers”



4. Kant’s Categorical Imperative, “Ask 
yourself, “What if everyone behaved this 
way?”

5. Child on Your Shoulder, “Would you 
proudly make the same decision if your 
young child were witnessing your 
choice?”



6. TV Test, Could you explain and justify 
your actions to general television 
audience?”

7. The Des Moines Register Test, “Would 
you like your friends and neighbors to read 
about this?”



Need to Emphasize Ethics in Farming

 What would a professional code of ethics 
in farming look like?

The Professional Ethic, “You take only 
those actions that would be viewed as 
proper by an objective panel of your 
professional peers”



 The challenge is how can we assist in 
developing a code of ethics that would 
define professional farmers.

 We might begin to think about how such a 
code would be implemented, who should 
take the lead in drafting such a document, 
and how to gain widespread support for a 
code of ethics. 



 As respected leaders in agriculture, I hope 
you will consider the benefits of taking a 
lead role in developing a code of 
conservation ethics for agriculture.  



THANK YOU
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