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Eyes on Ireland
Traveling through the picturesque 
countryside, it’s no wonder that Ireland is 
synonymous with The Emerald Isle. The 
climate here fosters a sea of green that 
blankets the rolling hills and valleys in every 
direction. Beef cattle, dairy cows and sheep 
graze the rich grasslands that make up 80% of 
the country’s agricultural area.

But, don’t be fooled by its idyllic charm. 
Technology and innovation fuel the island’s 
ag industry. Comparable in size to Indiana, 
Ireland’s agrifood sector exports exceed $14 
billion annually. Forward-looking companies 
cultivate partnerships with customers around 
the world. It’s known as “The Irish Advantage.”

I learned that �rsthand during a visit 
earlier this fall, hosted by Enterprise Ireland, 
a government organization focused on 
development and growth of Irish enterprises 
in global markets. 

That advantage has helped to make 
companies like Tanco (www.itanco.com), 
Keenan (www.keenansystem.com) and 
Dairymaster (www.dairymaster.com) world 
leaders in the development of baling and 
wrapping systems, feed mixer wagons 
and dairy equipment, respectively. These 
companies and others have a long history of 
invention to boost farmers’ productivity and 
ef�ciency, while promoting sustainable and 
environmentally friendly practices.

“Food is the largest sector in the Irish 
economy. It needs a strong agritech to 
survive and thrive,” stresses Julie Sinnamon, 
CEO of Enterprise Ireland. For six years, 
her organization has spearheaded the 
Innovation Arena in partnership with the 
National Ploughing Association. It showcases 
Ireland’s start-up businesses and established 
companies, introducing new products to 
agriculture. It also sponsors the Innovation 
Awards to recognize the best of the best in 
categories like Agri-Engineering Start-Up and 
Agri-Environmental. 

Activities are held during the National 
Ploughing Championships, where contestants 
are judged on the straightness and perfection 
of their furrows. The Ploughing, as it’s known, 
is a three-day outdoor show with 1,700 
exhibitors displaying the latest ag tech for 
crops, livestock, forages and forestry. Nearly 

300,000 visitors attended the Carlow County 
site this year, about 65 miles south of Dublin. 

BREXIT BLURS FUTURE
But against this festive backdrop, the dark 
clouds of Brexit hang over the horizon. The 
United Kingdom’s planned withdrawal from 
the European Union brings unknowns and 
uncertainty for Irish farmers. A Central Bank 
study warns up to one-third of Irish farms could 

be forced out of business 
in the event of a no-deal 
Brexit. According to a 
story in The Irish Times, 
the study suggests beef 
and sheep farms, which 
represent 70% of all farms, 
already face “signi�cant 
viability challenges” as 
they are the least pro�table 
and rely heavily on 
subsidies from Brussels.

“Risks such as a no-deal 
Brexit or other negative 
shocks have the potential 
to exacerbate existing 
challenges facing some 
farmers,” the report says.

Kevin Nolan is closely watching events as they 
unfold in London and the British Parliament. 
The third-generation Carlow County farmer 
worries with a no-deal Brexit, exports could 
decline and, with them, grain and beef prices.

Nolan Farming is a model of modern 
technology. His operation’s precision toolbox 
includes variable-rate application of fertilizer, 
seed and pesticides, auto-steer, nitrogen 
sensors, GPS-guided/controlled spray booms, 
telematics and more. 

“I’m passionate about farming, but it’s a 
business,” says the 41-year-old, who farms 
nearly 1,500 acres. “I wake up every day 
to make money, but I lay awake at night 
worrying about the possible rami�cations of 
a no-deal Brexit.”
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Irish farmer Kevin 
Nolan grows a 
variety of small 
grains using 
precision ag 
tools to better     
manage inputs  
and increase yields.
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A Road Less Traveled
The world map that hangs on
the office wall of South Dakota 
farmer Bob Metz is covered with 
colorful pins. Each designates 
a destination to which he has 
traveled not only as a tourist but as 
president of the American Soybean 
Association, a board member of the 
U.S. Soybean Export Council and 
a director of the United Soybean 
Board. Multiple pins cover sites 
across Europe and Asia, most 
notably China. 

The ongoing trade war between 
the U.S. and China is personal for 
Metz. As a farmer, he’s watched 
soybean prices plummet as China 
slapped tariffs on America’s 
soybean exports in retaliation to 
President Donald Trump’s tariffs 
on a host of Chinese products. 
Representing the soybean industry, 
he’s witnessed firsthand the years 
of hard work required to build 
trusted relationships that eventually 
blossomed into robust markets 
for U.S. soybeans and other 
agricultural goods.

Metz fears the escalating trade 
tensions between the two countries 
will forever damage U.S. ag 
exports. “We have always been 
known as the world’s most reliable 
supplier [of agricultural goods]. I’m 
afraid that reputation is gone.”

Damage to that stellar status will 
likely add to the financial stress 
many farmers are experiencing in 
ag’s current down cycle. Exports 
are the economic engine that drive 
U.S. agriculture and rural America. 
China has been our top customer. 
In 2017, before the tariff dispute 
began, soybeans were China’s No. 
1 ag import from the U.S. with a 
52% market share; No. 2 in hay; 
No. 3 in dairy and poultry; No. 4 
in processed food, pork and beef; 
No. 5 in wheat. The American 
Farm Bureau calculates U.S. 

agricultural exports to China have 
fallen from $19.7 billion in 2017 
to $9.1 billion last year and were 
down another $1.3 billion in the 
first half of 2019.

Meanwhile, tariffs have added 
to farmers’ financial pain because 
of lower income, lost exports, 
uncertainty and market volatility. 
In Nebraska alone, recent analysis 
by the state’s Farm Bureau 
estimates farmers and ranchers will 
lose roughly $1 billion in revenues 
this year for crops and livestock. 

Metz agrees something needed 
to be done to address long-standing 
issues on trade, technology and 
intellectual property with China. 
His concern is that any eventual 
outcome of the trade dispute will 
have long-term implications for 
future U.S. ag exports not only to 
China but to other countries, as 
well. Chinese officials are already 
looking to lessen the country’s 
dependence on U.S. agricultural 
products. Other countries—South 
America in particular—will likely 
step up to fill some of the gap once 
supplied by U.S. ag goods. That will 
make it nearly impossible to rebuild 
market share to pre-tariff levels. 

Others are already warning 
that the trade dispute will reshape 
global grain flows. Archer Daniels 
Midland Co. vice president and 
chief financial officer Ray Young 
said recently that “for the longer 
term, U.S. agriculture will have 
to be less reliant on China as a 
destination for soybeans and other 
agricultural products.” 

For farmers like Metz, that’s a 
journey he would prefer not to travel.
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A TRUE CLASSIC

If not for an 11th-hour phone call 
from another company, John Harvey 
likely would have joined the sta�  
of Progressive Farmer. Instead, he 
accepted a position in marketing 
communications with DuPont’s 
agrochemicals 
division. While 
there, Harvey 
conceived 
the idea of 
a calendar 
highlighting 
antique 
tractors and 
their owners 
to promote a new soybean herbicide. 
It was called the Classic Tractor 
Calendar. When he left DuPont in the 
early 1980s, Harvey started his own 
company, Classic Tractor Fever, using 
the calendar, as well as a mountain 
of other merchandise, to celebrate 
antique tractors and collectors. 

A giant in the agriculture 
community, Harvey was my uncle 
and the person who encouraged me 
to study ag journalism. He passed 
away recently after a brief illness. 
I will forever be grateful for his 
guidance throughout my career and 
the fatherly love he showed me after 
my own father died. 
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A D.C. Ag Adventure
When we told our 16-year-old son
that he could choose where to spend spring 
break, he immediately said Washington, 
D.C. Personally, I was hoping for a sunny, 
sandy beach. But, Rylan is a history buff, so 
his choice wasn’t a total surprise.

Our nation’s capital is the mother lode 
of majestic monuments and memorials 
dedicated to fallen heroes, statesmen and 
other national figures. Buildings are stuffed 
with artifacts that help tell 
America’s story. 

Yet, looking beyond 
the celebrated attractions, 
we were surprised to 
find symbols and salutes 
to American agriculture 
scattered throughout the 
city’s iconic landmarks 
and museums.

But then, why not? 
Agriculture was the leading 
industry of a fledgling 
country yearning for its 
independence, employing 
more than 80% of the labor 
force. Many of our founding 
fathers were farmers—
George Washington, John 
Adams, Thomas Jefferson 
and Benjamin Franklin. 

CORN IN THE CAPITOL
On several occasions, our 
tour guides pointed to 
subtle reminders of the 
role agriculture has played 
in our nation’s history. 

In the U.S. Capitol, the small rotunda 
in the old Senate wing features columns 
with the leaves and flowers of the native 
American tobacco plant. The area known 
as the Senate Vestibule has six columns 
with capitals featuring ears of corn (see 
photo above) and shafts carved to resemble 
bundles of corn stalks. Architect Benjamin 
Henry Latrobe came up with the idea 
during the renovation of this portion of the 
north wing in the early 1800s as a way to 

“Americanize” the columns. They became 
famously known as the “corncob capitals.”

Inside the Capitol’s National Statuary 
Hall, statues line the walls to honor notable 
individuals from various states. Located 
between Thomas Hart Benton (Missouri) 
and John Gorrie (Florida) is the seven-foot 
bronze statue of Iowa farm boy Norman 
Borlaug. His research with high-yielding 
wheat is credited for saving a billion lives 

from starvation and earned him 
the title of “Father of the Green 
Revolution,” along with a Nobel 
Peace Prize (see photo, left). 

Along the National Mall 
sits the Smithsonian’s National 
Museum of American History. 
The Agriculture Hall traces 
the evolution from hand and 
horse-drawn tools to the 
mechanization of farming. 
You’ll see numerous items—
from patent models to actual 
tractors and more—throughout 
the museum wing. Exhibits 
explain the use of modern 
hybrids and crop inputs, 
different farming practices like 
no-till and organic, and touch 
on current issues such as global 

trade, food safety, sustainability and the 
farm-to-fork movement. Interactive displays 
help you experience what it’s like to sit in 
a cab and operate a tractor. There’s even a 
section devoted to precision agriculture and 
other high-tech tools. 

We never expected to get a history of 
American agriculture on our D.C. adventure. 
But, for anyone who farms or is involved in 
this great industry, be sure to take the time 
to see these farming attractions.
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