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Chair’s Report 2007
This was a year of learning for me.  And I refer to one of my heroes, Jane Jacobs, who said “I take my learning where I can find it”. 

It started in February with the course that I attended in Corvallis, Oregon, the six-day compost boot camp that I had been looking forward to for several months. Since I returned with information and a better understanding of how to do it, I have found that my compost making is not as good as I thought it would be, but better than it was.  I learned to use the microscope and to see the bacteria, fungi, protozoa and nematodes that I discovered in my compost pile under the snow when I had to dig it out for the workshop that we did in April.  I remain convinced that we need to make good compost on a large scale in the Yukon and I will keep working on it.

I also found, again, just how great it is to be a part of this GoOFY group.  A whole bunch of people showed up at my place in early May to help renovate a building to use as a chick brooder and to repair a chicken pen.  More chickens this year, more space needed.   It was just the beginning of a very productive year, thanks to Susan Ross and the Rudges, who applied to get poultry processing equipment for people around Whitehorse to use.  The group spearheaded an on-farm mobile abattoir and by the end of the season, the group processed almost 1000 birds.  I learned more this year about raising chickens and working together to get them to market. 

On the subject of markets, I learned that it is good to establish a farmers market in one place and to be consistent.  My attendance was limited at the beginning of the season, but several GoOFY members attended all of them, creating a weekly rendezvous for local shoppers and eaters.  It was a good growing season, and the crowds at the Fireweed Market responded in larger numbers every week.  Not only was there good food, but also conversation stimulated by Tom Rudge and his coffeepot. 

Early in the year, a large delegation attended COABC AGM in Armstrong, BC and returned full of energy and ideas. The attendees included:   Cain Vangel, Simone Rudge, Joan Norberg, Roland and Mary Girouard.  The Girouards, long time Yukon farmers had joined GoOFY and after returning from the conference and have started to work towards the organic certification of Rivendell Farm.

This fall, three GoOFY members attended the Circumpolar Agriculture conference in Happy Valley/Goose Bay NL. –Tom Rudge, Cain Vangel and Michelle Murphy.      Delegates were able to discuss northern agriculture and share information on soil-based crops, as well as poultry and dairy production.

When people attend conferences and courses, we all learn from them.  Even how to adapt what is said in far-flung places to our Yukon situation.

2.

GoOFY now has a range of ages and farming experience in its membership and associates.  I think it can be called a critical mass.  We have the energy and numbers to be even more productive and perhaps to be taken more seriously although that is neither here nor there. Members of GoOFY and the Fireweed Market were invited to attend meetings with the Federal Agriculture Minister and to provide input to the Five-Year Plan for Agriculture in the Yukon.  We have developed a good relationship with the Yukon Agriculture Branch, and have received support for many projects over the past three years. 

Members sit on Councils and Committees that over see the distribution of Yukon and Federal funds.  Simone Rudge and Joan Norberg on ACAAF and Joanne Jackson Johnson on APF,  Shiela Alexandrovich is our industry rep on the APF advisory committee.  Claire Desmarais, not a member of GoOFY is the Yukon’s  rep on the national organic standards council.  Tom Rudge is the alternate. He also is a member of  CBAN and GE Free BC.  Cain Vangel is on the Yukon Agriculture Association Board.

Still, we continue to set an agenda for our own needs and the perceived needs of the community, focusing on organic methods of food production.  

Garret Gillespie showed us that locally available gravel could be turned into rock powder to use as fertilizer. He showed that the local milling of rock powders is far more economical than shipping them from the south.  Now GoOFY has been asked to consider finding the elements in Yukon rock and using the machine to provide other farms with needed amendments.

By mid summer, it was evident that the Legume Culture Study was showing reproducible results, at least at my place.  The perennial legumes emerged from under all that snow, and grew large, especially on the amended side, as they were supposed to.  Brian Lendrum, project manager, has secured funding for final three years of the project.  

The legume study results have given me the impetus to fertilize the garden and hayfield with the rock powders and organic inputs that had been recommended by the Kinsey tests. I more determined than ever that our hay should be used to feed animals that feed us. And I am learning from another hero, Joel Salatin, to cycle nutrients within the farm.  Chicken manure, chicken offal, bad hay, all could be used to provide organic matter and nutrients for the crops. Compost, compost, compost.

Of course, there are farmers around here that I would like to convince to go organic.  But, as Salatin says, “you can’t teach a pig how to fly. You can’t do it, and it makes the pig angry.”   

3.

As farmers practicing organic methods, it has always been, and likely will remain for some time, hard to produce more than we are, currently and at the same time remain financially viable.  As Arlo Guthrie says in his song Alice’s Restaurant “ Wait for the song to come around again—here it is”   “how can we produce more ???”  Arlo didn’t say that, but we all have and it remains a real goal.

Back to my own learning, I look forward to new experiences come spring, when Cain will deliver a couple of bee hives to my place, and I will try to get them to produce my favourite clover honey.   And lastly, I resolve never to plant so many carrot seeds per row again. 

Joanne J Johnson

October 22, 2007

