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FFA Finds Relevance In New Fields

By MONICA DAVEY

The New York Times

INDIANAPOLIS - The number of family farms in America is dwindling, as is the number of young people who say they hope to take over their parents' farms. So the National FFA Organization, once known as the Future Farmers of America, would seem doomed to a parallel fate.

But a swarm of blue corduroy jackets, not so different from the jackets that the Future Farmers wore in the 1930s, seemed to fill every street corner of this city's downtown in October for the FFA's national convention, which the group says has grown into the largest annual student gathering in the nation.

The Future Farmers declined precipitously as the country's farm economy fell into crisis and agriculture classes, like other vocational classes, fell out of favor. But the group, which for nearly 80 years bound together farm youths in the country's most isolated parts, has swelled by more than 100,000 over the past 15 years or so to almost a half-million this year. A new face has emerged on this old-fashioned tradition. More FFA members now come from towns, suburbs and city neighborhoods, including New York City's Queens and the South Side of Chicago, than from rural farm regions, FFA officials say. The largest chapter in the country is in Philadelphia, at W.B. Saul High School of Agricultural Sciences.

Mainly, the FFA, created to build pride among young farmers-to-be, is drawing students who say they do not in the least wish to become farmers, but rather food industry scientists, seed bioengineers, florists, landscapers and renewable fuels engineers.

Awards at the national convention were offered not just for students deemed the best at keeping up wheat crops or tending to hogs, but also to those who presented science research like an examination of the effects of ethanol on small gasoline engines, a top "agri-entrepreneur" who sold soaps in her California city, and to a boy who worked at his local country club and bested a half-dozen other state champions in the newer realm of "turf grass management."

The shift at FFA (whose leaders officially dumped the word "Farmers" from their name in 1988, saying "FFA" was more palatable and appropriate to their broader audience) may be a perfect reflection, agricultural economists say, of the broader changes in the nation's farm economy.

"No, no, I don't mess with animals," said Ryan Jameson, the president of an FFA chapter in Chicago, when asked if he knew how to milk a cow. Jameson, 17, said he hoped to study economics in college and then work in the food industry. Lucille Shaw, the FFA adviser at Jameson's school, the Chicago High School for Agricultural Sciences on the city's far South Side, said the school had a working farm on 39 acres, a rare sight inside the city limits.

"But you ask any of my kids - we do not associate FFA with farming," Shaw said. "It's a total misconception. It's so, so, so much more than that."

In the crush of students filling the convention center in Indianapolis, there were sights one might expect at an FFA convention: mini-tractor races by remote control and science displays on the effects of hurricane storm surges on Gulf Coast tractors, a look at pH levels in cow urine, and a study of hydrostatic tractors.

But mixed among all the blue jackets bearing the names of chapters from places like Taylorsville, Ky., and Nebraska City, Neb., were jackets that read Philadelphia, and New York and nine others among the nation's 20 most populous cities.

"There's no doubt, we stand out," said Jameson, who pointed out that his Chicago chapter consists largely of blacks. Although the FFA has always accepted blacks, some Southern states did not include them until 1965 (before which they had a separate organization), said Bill Stagg, a spokesman for FFA, and the organization did not allow girls national membership until four years after that.

The group remains about 81 percent white, but Hispanic members are now estimated at 12 percent, blacks 4 percent. Girls now account for 38 percent of the members.

This is all, in a way, an unlikely shift, given where FFA began.

In 1928, 33 students from 18 states created Future Farmers of America during a national livestock-judging contest, said Debra Brookhart, who tends the FFA's historic archives at Indiana University/Purdue University Indianapolis. It was seen as a way to help farm boys focus on agricultural education and stick with farming. In part, it was meant to counter a sense among some rural leaders that their youths were feeling inferior about being farmers.

"Especially is this true when the farm boy goes to the city and has to compete with his city cousin," Walter S. Newman, a Virginia agriculture educator, said in the 1920s, as he pressed for such an organization. "In this way, they will develop confidence in their own ability and pride in the fact that they are farm boys."

And so, over the years, Future Farmers was braided into the culture of generations in rural areas. As Travis Winters, 16, of Joliet, Mont., lassoed a dummy steer on the convention floor, he noted that his parents had been in the organization, and a grandparent before that.

The clean-cut Future Farmers image popped up in books and songs (like "I'm in Love With a Boy of the FFA," which was performed at the 1951 convention and promised that "those big city slickers can't compare with a certain lad I know").

But students in the suburbs and cities said their initial sense of FFA was either nonexistent - or a distinctly country, slightly corny, cultural image, from movies like "Napoleon Dynamite" or lyrics like those of "Goodbye Earl" by the Dixie Chicks.

"Some people haven't gotten over that, but I tell anyone who laughs" that the organization does not even include the word "farming" in its title any longer, said Sarah Caltabiano, 18, and now in college, who joined FFA at John Bowne High School in Flushing, Queens.

The number of farms has dropped from nearly 7 million in the 1930s to about 2 million, according to federal figures. And farm jobs have dropped from more than 21 percent of the nation's employment in 1930 to less than 2 percent.

Even as the number of farmers has declined, those who process agriculture's raw materials have expanded greatly, said Peter F. Orazem, a professor of economics at Iowa State University. And the echo of that larger shift is felt in places like the FFA. Among the booming fields FFA members now say they aspire to work in are food science, renewable energies, genetic engineering of food and seed, environmental law, nutrition, and even the prevention of agricultural bioterrorism.

The FFA reached its highest membership in 1977 with 509,735 people. Then came the farming crash. By 1992, the group had fewer than 383,000 members.

"You had family farms, family lifestyles, family histories that were collapsing in the middle of the 1980s," said Stagg, the FFA spokesman. "The advice from nearly any mom and dad was to steer clear of agriculture."

In recent years, though, the group has been climbing back, along its changed path. More than 495,000 members were logged this year.

Most students and advisers here said they were relieved to see the FFA's resurgence, even if it meant dropping the word - and the notion - "Farmer."

But a few people, mainly from smaller places, admitted quietly that they wondered sometimes whether the influence of the suburbs and the cities might change this tradition too much, whether the farm boy could soon be overlooked by the very group that came along to celebrate him.

"Farming was what Future Farmers was all about in my time, and that was a good thing," said Tim Ostrem, an FFA member from the 1970s and a corn and bean farmer in South Dakota. "But what are you going to do?"

Ostrem said that his son, who was a member of FFA in high school, is studying to become an agricultural engineer.
