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In cultures across the world, food plays a central role within traditions, economic
worth, and impacts the natural environment. Because of its necessary and vital role it plays
in our society, the way it is grown is also essential. The advent of industrial farming has
transformed the way food is grown, making more products available and prevalent to
wider social classes. However, the improved availability of food comes at a cost. With 33
percent of human-caused greenhouse gas emissions accounted for by how we grow our
food, looking into a more sustainable way of growing is a vital task. Traditional agriculture
systems are a source of inspiration to moving away from unsustainable industrial
agriculture. Immigrants to the United States are a source to the knowledge traditional
agriculture holds. By examining growing habits of indigenous cultures and ethnic and
immigrant Americans one regain a connection with the soil. Furthermore, this helps to
better understand the relationship with food and gain a sense of belonging to a place and
people. Specific to Minnesota, the Hmong are immigrants that are actively involved in
agriculture. By examining the Hmong’s agriculture customs in Minnesota, one can use this
system as a source of insight as complementary process to industrial agriculture.
In order to understand the problems that industrial agriculture encompasses, a solid
definition needs to be established. It is common knowledge that farms in America have
become more industrialized over the past decade. Currently, Agricultural Economist John
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Ikerd extrapolates, “less than 2 percent of the people in this country are famers and about
half of those consider something other than farming as their primary occupation.” 1 In
1940, the number of people in the United States who farmed as an occupation was 40
percent. This decrease in farms has been driven by specialization as a result of
industrialization. The farming process is split up into numerous entities. There are some
people who own the land that is farmed, some who work it, and others who own stock in
the agricultural corporation that oversee the process.2 The Union of Concerned Scientists
describes industrial agriculture as “views the farm as a factory with “inputs” (such as
pesticides, feed, fertilizer, and fuel) and “outputs” (corn, chickens, and so forth). The goal is
to increase yield (such as bushels per acre) and decrease costs of production, usually by
exploiting economies of scale.”3 Industrial agriculture uses modern technological
developments, such as genetically modified crops and machinery in order to achieve the
highest yield. If the farming involves animals, it is often known as Confined Animal Feeding
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Operations (CAFO’s), which is a farming practice that holds many animals within a small
area, often indoors. The main goal of CAFO’s is to provide consumers with animal products
using the smallest amount of inputs possible, making the product able to be sold cheaply.
With these qualities being the main focus of industrial agriculture, it is an unsustainable
form of agriculture.4 It should be noted that the profit maximization philosophy has
resulted in a significant decrease in the cost of food. However, current cost of food, as set by
the corporate food industry in America does not reflect the true cost of food. The true cost
of food includes not only the short run costs of production, but also the long run ecological
and environmental consequences of industrial farming.
The unsustainable characteristics of our current industrial agriculture model
presents a bizarre situation as described by Ikerd: “Agriculture, developed for the purpose
of converting solar energy to forms useful to humans, has been transformed into a system
of production that uses more nonrenewable fossil energy than it produces in food energy.”
5

Sustainability entails the aspects of social, environmental, and economic variables. In
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order for something to be sustainable, it has to fulfill each of these aspects. Industrial
agriculture is flawed in all three of these regards.
Government subsidies contribute to the economic unsustainability of industrial
agriculture. The government has been involved with the economic well being of farms since
the 1930’s. Funding provided to farmers by the government is responsible for about half of
the farmer’s net income throughout the 1990’s-2000. Although it can be argued that these
subsidies are what are keeping America’s agriculture system afloat, the money directed
towards farmers is not doing anything to solve the crux of the problem. The use of
subsidies is additionally more regressive because of the distribution process of government
money. Subsidies are allocated in accordance to levels of production and farm size. With
this the way subsidies are allocated, the larger farms, which include those owned by
entities, receive much of the funding provided by the government. In a report by the United
States Government Accountability Office written in 2008, “that of the 1.8 million
individuals receiving farm payments from 2003 through 2006, 2,702 had an average
adjusted gross income (AGI) that exceeded $2.5 million and derived less than 75 percent of
their income from farming, ranching, or forestry operations, thereby making them
potentially ineligible for farm payments. Nevertheless, USDA paid over $49 million to these

5

McInnis

individuals.”6 The USDA report further advocated for restructuring the way government
salaries are allocated, working with the Internal Revenue Service so wealthy farm owners
and entities do not receive government subsidies. Devastatingly Ikerd states that, “Since
the mid 1990’s prices for all major agricultural commodities—including corn, soybeans,
wheat, hogs, and cattle—have averaged well below break even levels for most farmers.”7 It
is obvious that despite government subsides; the currently farming system is uneconomic.
So, how does this negatively impact farms? It has long been thought that
competition drives down prices and keeps manufacturers accountable. However, there are
external environmental costs of this process that are overlooked. The specialization that
comes with increased efficiency comes at a cost: biophysical degradation. By removing the
natural diversity of the land, problems arise with decreased resilience and productivity of
the ecosystem. The threat that industrial agriculture presents to the environment includes
increasing strain on limited natural resources, soil erosion, decreasing biodiversity, and
using harmful pesticides and fertilizers.
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The most obvious concern of large farms is their dependence on limited natural
resources: water and fuel. Overall, the process of farming is highly energy dependent. The
average farm in the United States uses 3 kcal of energy producing 1 kcal of food. 8
Furthermore, the journey that food takes before it goes to the dinner table is energy
intensive as well. A study conducted by the Department of Defense found that the average
food item in the United States travels 1,300 miles before it is eaten.9 Water use through
irrigation also poses an increasing risk. Agriculture accounts for a large amount of water
use overall, accounting for about two thirds of water use worldwide.10 Much of this demand
is being placed on water sources that cannot recharge at the same rate that it is needed.
Furthermore, some of the water is being taken from ancient aquifers that do not recharge
at all.
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Soil erosion is also an environmental issue caused by modern agricultural practices.
Soil erosion is a current issue because of the amount of time it takes to regenerate lost soil.
On average, it takes 20-1,000 years for a centimeter of soil to form.11 This length of time is
disproportionate to the amount of time it takes to lose soil, which is estimated by the
United Nations as occurring at a rate of 1% per year.12 Industrial agriculture also poses a
risk to soil because of its dependence on heavy machinery. Because of their heaviness, the
machines compact the soil. Soil compaction ruins the structure of the soil, which kills
beneficial soil dwelling organisms.13 Since World War Two, it has been estimated that 38%
of the United State’s farmland, or 550 million hectares has been damaged as a result of poor
farming practices.14
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Another environmental threat industrial agriculture poses to the environment is the
amount of chemicals pesticides and fertilizers used on the farms. These chemicals put on
farms pose a threat in their original form as well as the toxic runoff that occurs as a result
of their use. Pesticides are responsible for numerous losses of bird species, with an
approximated 672 million birds impacted by its use. Of this number, 10 percent experience
fatal results because of pesticides. Pesticides also pose an increasing threat to the insect
community. Pesticides kill wild bee species and other important pollinators indirectly.
Managed pollination, which depends on only two species of bee, and is also a 10 billion
dollar a year industry, has also contributed to the low level of wild bee populations. Of the
5,000 bee species native to North America, most of them have diminished.15 Furthermore,
runoff attributed to pesticide and fertilizer used impacts aquatic areas. Fertilizers and
pesticides seep into the waterways, causing harmfully high levels of nutrients, primarily
phosphorus and nitrogen. The United States Environmental Protection Agency has
attributed 70 percent of the pollution in rivers and streams to farming practices. This
number translates to 173,000 miles of waterways impacted by farm-polluted runoff. 16 The

M. Winston. Nature Wars: People vs. Pests. (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1997), 22-50.
15

M. Cook. “Reducing Water Pollution from Animal Feeding Operations, ” U.S. House of
Representatives, May 13, 1998, http://www.epa.gov/ocirpage/hearings/ (accessed
16

9

McInnis

eutrophication resulting from these increased levels harms macrophyte and fish species in
the aquatic areas, lowering species diversity. 17
Quite possibly the most visible results of the advent of large agribusinesses is the
social impact that it has had on America. Visit any farming community in rural America
and it is obvious that the farm itself is not the only part of agriculture that contributes to
the local economy. There are retail stores that provide supplies necessary for farming,
grain elevators for processing the products, and equipment retailers. In a statement made
by the United States Department of Agriculture, “Seven out of eight rural counties are
dominated by varying concentrations of manufacturing, services, and other nonfarming
activities.” Furthermore, the report stated, “consumer services cannot thrive without
agriculture.”18 More evidence of this has been published in a University of Minnesota Study
that showed that small farms that gross 100,000 dollars or less typically do 95% of their
farm related spending within their local community. This is converse to large farms, which
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gross 900,000 dollars or more, do less than 20% of their farm expenditures locally 19.
Furthermore, money spent within the community has a multiplier effect for every dollar
spent by farmers it remains in the community. Therefore, it improves a community’s
economic vitality. 20
The development of community is important because of it fosters a connection
between humans and their surroundings. By participating in these activities, one can gain a
sense of place in their community. Research on the impact of industrial farms on
communities has dated by to the 1940’s. In a study conducted in 1946 by Goldschmidt
compared to farming communities in rural California. Each had basically the same level of
production from their farms, however the sizes differed between the two communities. The
study found that the town that had larger, more industrialized farms there was a decrease
in social equality, resulting in a division of social classes. Furthermore, decisions about the
community were not made at a local level. The farming community that had smaller, locally
owned farms showed a difference in social environment. The town showed stronger
community connectedness and support. There was less division between social classes,
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members of all social classes were involved in issues involving the community, and there
was more local business activity.21
A more recent study conducted by Gomez and Zhang in 2000 showed similar results
to Goldschmidt’s 1946 findings. Their study, which was conducted over a ten-year period,
researched the impact of CAFO’s in rural Illinois. They examined sales receipts from local
businesses and found a correlation between the presence of CAFO’s and a decrease in small
business sales. This led them to draw the conclusion that the “Presence of large farms
might in fact hinder economic growth at the local level.” 22 Although large farms may
initially be thought of to be advantageous for a small town’s economy, evidence indicates
otherwise.
Furthermore, a study conducted in Wisconsin regarding dairy farms showed the
connection between community identification and purchasing trends. They illustrated that
as the size of dairy farm increased, the amount of feed bought locally decreased.
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Additionally, they found that the social attachment to the community and physical
proximity to the community to be prime indicators of local purchasing habits as well.23
To reiterate, the loss of the family farm may be emotionally disconcerting, but the
economic, environmental and social impacts are even further troubling. The manufacturing
firms that are replacing small farms lack the desire and connection to the community and
farm in which they control. By doing this, emphasis is placed upon the economic
effectiveness of the farm, which leads to environmental detriment of the community and
farm.
With the unsustainable aspects of industrial agriculture defined, sustainable
agriculture can be used as a model for an economically viable, environmentally
unthreatening way to farm. Sustainable agriculture entails the three main aspects that
define sustainability, making it socially, economically, and ecologically viable.
The practices of sustainability and preservation are parallel with traditional
indigenous values and often translate over to traditional indigenous practices. For
indigenous cultures, the longevity of their culture is emphasized. It is through the their
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culture’s legacy that their values are kept alive. Indigenous people done this through “a
respect, dependence, and spiritual relationship with nature.” 24 One area in which the
indigenous values reflect over to practice is through agriculture.
To fully understand the contributions indigenous cultures have to make towards
modern agriculture, it is first vital to define what an indigenous knowledge is. The
Canadian international Development Agency defines indigenous knowledge as:

The accumulated experience, wisdom and know-how unique to cultures,
societies, and/or communities of people, living in an intimate relationship of
balance and harmony with their local environments. They are based within
their own philosophic and cognitive system, and serve as the basis for
community-level decision making in areas pertaining to governance, food
security, human and animal health, childhood development and education,
natural resource management, and vital socio-economic activities.25
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Indigenous knowledge provides a resource of sustainable practices that have been
established after generations of trial and error. Because of this unique aspect of indigenous
knowledge, it can be used as a source to draw insight on how to restructure our current
agriculture model. It is through this information that one can currently draw on to develop
a modern sustainable agriculture system.
Hmong in Minnesota: A case study of Immigrant Agriculture:
As a local example of immigrant populations actively involved in agriculture, one
can look to the Hmong population in Minnesota. Since the mid 1970’s, the Hmong have
been settling in Minnesota. The Hmong, from southern China and Southeast Asia, are an
ethnic group that lives in present day Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam.26 The Hmong
population in Laos, who aided Americans during the Vietnam War, was subjected to the
onslaught of Communist forces. As a result of this, the Hmong had the opportunity to
resettle in the United States because of their connection during the Vietnam War. They
became eligible to enter the United States as political refugees under the Indochina
Migration and Refugee Assistance Act in May 1975.27
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So, with the possibility to settle throughout all of the United States, why did the
Hmong choose Minnesota? During the 70’s, refugees were required to have an American
sponsor in order to settle outside of refugee camps. With the influence of Minnesota’s faith
based community, the first Hmong families arrived in Minnesota. Because of the original
connection to Minnesota, those who immigrated to the United States subsequent to the
original refuges followed suite and settled in Minnesota. As a result, the migration of the
Hmong to Minnesota occurred in a series of waves. The Hmong who currently live in
Minnesota range from those who came to Minnesota as refugees, sponsored people who
immigrated to Minnesota as a result of reunification guidelines, children born in America,
and those who have adjusted their visas to live in America.28 Currently, there are about
41,800 Hmong living in the Minnesota, about 25% of the total population of Hmong in the
United States.29
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As the Hmong resettled into Minnesota, they brought with them their original
values, traditions, and cultural practices. Historically, the Hmong population were
predominately agrarian based. A Hmong proverb relates to the significance of agriculture
by telling, “ When the others work you don’t have to work with them. When the others eat,
you can be the dog begging for the scraps.”30 Farming holds significant respect and requires
vast knowledge in the eyes of Hmong culture. It is with this cultural significance that
Hmong farm in the United States. Agriculture has a certain fluid characteristic to Hmong in
the United States. Although the geographic area is different, the growing process is
essentially the same.
The Hmong’s historical background in agriculture is what motivated them to pursue
agriculture in Minnesota. As a result of a survey conducted by University of Minnesota
economics professor Kent Olson, the most common reason for Hmong to become a
gardener or farmer is that it was part of their culture, with 64% stating that as their
reason.31 Furthermore, in an interview with Hmong farmer Mhonpaj Lee, she explains how
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farming helps her to identify with her heritage by saying “I feel like if I lose farming, that is
lost to me. I am no longer Hmong.”32 Lee’s insight is a key example of the inextricable
connection between the Hmong and their agrarian roots.
Because the Hmong historically lived with their vitality contingent upon agricultural
success, agriculture has played a significant role in establishing traditional customs in
Hmong society, including their use of time, establishment of beliefs, and traditional
economic system. According to Dr. Gary Yia Lee, an anthropologist concentrating on Hmong
culture, “ The Hmong traditional economic system provides not only economic gains for its
participants but also cultural and religious benefits derived from social customs and
religious rituals that evolved from the people’s agricultural practices and ecology.” 33 The
economic, social, and religious benefits Lee describes includes the strong reliance upon
family and clan members in successfully farming, the significance value of agriculture
placed on religious practices, and the role of agricultural success in gauging economic

32

Roseanne Pereira, “Young farmer Shares New Vision for Hmong farming.” MPR News. July

19, 2007. http://minnesota.publicradio.org/display/web/2007/07/18/hmongfarming/
(accessed September 18, 2009).
Gary Yia Lee, “The Shaping of Traditions: Agriculture and Hmong Society,” Hmong Studies
Journal 6, (2005): 28.
33

18

McInnis

success. In historic Hmong communities, economic prestige was contingent upon
agricultural success. Agriculture played such a role in past Hmong communities because
agriculture determined an individual’s ability to acquire goods and increase their
workforce, main determinants of wealth.34
Currently, economic prestige does not correlate with success in the agriculture
sector. While some Hmong have succeeded in financial independence as a result of
agriculture, it is not common. Current generations of Hmong see agriculture as
counterproductive to their success at entering modern markets. According to Dr. Lee, “The
more forward thinking Hmong sees this (farming) as a regression to pre-modern life.” 35
While many social and cultural traditions incorporate both traditional and current
practices of agriculture, economic success is not one of them.
With the social role of family and community members established in current and
historic agriculture, agriculture also plays a role in the establishment of traditional Hmong
religious practices. Traditionally, Hmong believe in spirits that comprise of ancestors and
spirits living in nature, such as trees, rocks, and bodies of water. In relation to agriculture,
the Hmong believed that the success and failure of crops was due do these spiritual powers.
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As a historic tradition, farmers would call to the souls of the crops, asking them to bring a
fruitful harvest.36 Modern Hmong farmers also incorporate traditional religious customs
into their farming. Emphasis is similarly placed upon spirits for the benefit of their crops. In
some cases, coins will be placed on the backs of infants to release their spirits in order to
benefit crops.37
Socially, agriculture has played a prominent role in establishing the family, or clan
as a source of support. All members of the Hmong family were given specific roles to
accomplish according to their age and gender. While the family maintained the position as
the most important source of labor for farmers, the Hmong also traditionally practiced
cooperative work and labor exchange with other members of their community. A village
would participate in cooperative work, which involves pooling their capital and labor in
order to accomplish a task. An accomplishment done through cooperative work would
include a fence built to benefit the village that built it. Labor exchange includes members of
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two different families working on each other’s farms when in need. Labor exchange was
typically utilized during busy farming times, such as planting and harvesting.38
The historical significance of community and family in accomplishing agricultural
tasks has transcended to current Hmong farmers. In Minnesota, the Minnesota Agribility
Project, whose mission is to educate Hmong farmers on agricultural methods, has observed
the prominent role family and community play in agriculture. As observed by an Agribility
project worker focusing on Hmong farming, “Grandparents and babies are in the fields
together.”39 Furthermore, decisions are made with the benefit of the group in mind, not
individually. Often, relatives are a source of labor and capital for other members of the
family. They may rent some of their land to other family members, assist in the physical
aspect of farming, or provide loans to other family members.40 According to Der Thao, a
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Hmong farmer in Minnesota, farming “Has brought my family together and has taught my
four children what family is. We work together.” 41 The tradition of family as a prominent
source of labor in farming has been passed on from historical practices in northern Laos to
current farming in Minnesota.
With the support of the community, there are several steps that can be taken in
order to apply sustainable methods to the current agriculture model. A sort of learning
community has been proposed to foster ideas about sustainable agriculture. Community
based programs allow farmers to discuss complex issues without a definitive answer, such
as sustainable farming strategies, in an intellectually stimulating environment. Ultimately,
community based sustainability strategies make sense. As described in Facilitating
Sustainable Agriculture, “Solutions to complex social problems must emerge from within
the affected society and not be imposed upon it. A community, made up of multiple
stakeholders, focused on a common issue and involved in learning relationships can be an
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effective means to create and enact needed solutions.” 42 Utilizing knowledge from a variety
of sources is an effective means of laying the groundwork of what sustainability signifies.
With the reasons for their motivation to farm established, what makes the Hmong’s
farming more sustainable than the typical agricultural operation? There are several
contributing factors that make the Hmong gardening a model for sustainable agriculture.
First, the size of their farms is an average of five acres. This is substantially smaller than the
average farm size in Minnesota, at 332 acres.43 So, what does this say about their farms? In
an agricultural report conducted by the U.S census, small farms, that are 27 acres or less,
are greater than ten times more productive than industrial sized farms of 6,000 acres or
more.4445 More vegetables need to be packed into the smaller area, resulting in an efficient
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type of farming. Furthermore, most of the land farmed by Hmong farmers is rented. This
allows for Hmong to lease land while still living in the city, without the capital required of
typical beginning farming operations.46
Most of the Hmong population utilizes traditional tools as a means of farming. These
tools are used for a variety of tasks, including weeding, cultivating, harvesting, and
breaking up the soil. They are typically obtained at Asian markets in the Twin Cities.47
Despite the limited use of machines and the relative high productivity of their farms, some
Hmong farmers practice some unsustainable methods of farming, mainly the use of
herbicides and pesticides to limit crop destruction. In Olson’s survey, 45% of respondents
claimed that they used herbicides as a method to control weeds. Furthermore, 79% of
respondents said that they utilized insecticides as a method to control insects. The use of
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insecticides and herbicides does not incorporate sustainable principles into their farming
methods.48
With a large percentage of the Hmong farming population utilizing herbicides and
pesticides, it should be noted that there is also a substantial amount who are not partaking
in these activities. In fact, a majority of respondents, 53%, stated that hand hoeing was
their method for controlling weeds. Furthermore, Cultural practices and crop rotation
accounted for a significant amount of responses for practices used to control insects.49
While the small size of farm is an aspect of Hmong farming that contributes to their
sustainability, it should be noted that these are not done by choice. Results from Olson’s
survey indicated that 35% of the Hmong farmers surveyed thought that the size of their
farm would increase in the future. However, only two percent of farmers indicated that
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they could have sold products than they produced.50 Therefore, it is questionable whether
or not an increase in land is necessary for the Hmong farmers. In order for this to occur,
they would first need to expand their market.
The popularity of farmers’ markets has grown with the heightening popularity of
local foods as a result of increased awareness about food quality. In Minnesota, there are
currently 130 farmers markets statewide, which is about triple the number from five years
ago.51 This trend is in accordance with the national trends of farmers’ markets. Although
farmers’ markets are increasing in popularity, it is vital to point out that the popularity of
supermarkets still far outweighs the utilization of local markets. Farmers’ markets are
subject to seasonal availability, while supermarkets provide fresh produce during all
seasons. Therefore, farmers’ markets can be seen as a compliment to modern agriculture.
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The Hmong have created a unique market niche for themselves in Minnesota. In
accordance with their small farm size, Hmong farmers have successfully established a
customer base at Minneapolis/St. Paul Farmer’s Markets. According to the manger of the St.
Paul Farmers’ Market, Jack Gerten, they represent about 70 percent of sellers in suburban
markets and about half of all growers in the urban markets in Minneapolis and St. Paul.
Fresh vegetables and flowers are amongst the products they provide. In response to the
role of Hmong growers in Minnesota farmers’ markets, Gerten stated, "If you didn't have
the Hmong you couldn't have these markets.”52
The farmers’ markets allow the Hmong community to sell their produce directly to
customers. According to Terry Nennich, a University of Minnesota extension professor, “By
selling directly to the consumer, farmers can make 50 percent more on their produce."53
Therefore, as Hmong farmers evaluate their goals, selling at farmers’ markets is an easy
way to sell produce while eliminating expensive overhead costs.
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In spite of the economic and cultural opportunities presented by farming, Hmong
farmers encounter a series of challenges in the agriculture industry. The problems provide
insight on why immigrant agriculture cannot completely replace already established
agribusinesses, but act as a complimentary source of sustainable agriculture. Amongst
these problems include difficulty obtaining resources and information, capital, and cultural
differences. Several of these problems ultimately stem from cultural and language
differences between people, which serves as a major barrier for many farmers.54
In Minnesota, several organizations have dedicated themselves to working with the
Hmong population to aid in their agricultural success. These organizations include the
Farmers’ Legal Action Group, Minnesota Farm Advocates, Farm Service Agency, and the
Minnesota Food Association. The Minnesota Food Association aims to teach new
immigrants about farming techniques, marketing strategies, and sustainable farming. Their
immigrant agriculture program focuses on immigrants with limited resources, who grew
up farming in a different country. They have a three-year program that allows immigrant

Jess Speier, “Hmong Farmers: In the Market and on the Move,” Farmer’s Legal Action
Group (October 2006). http://www.flaginc.org/topics/pubs/arts/
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farmers to apply for loans to purchase their own land. Overall, the Immigrant agriculture
program has taught over 250 immigrants.55
The economic problems encountered by Hmong farmers are inextricably linked to
their historic ties with the United States. Many Hmong are apprehensive to take out loans
from private banks or farm aid programs, such as the Farm Service Agency (FSA) because
of the events that occurred with America during the Vietnam War. Consequently, the
Hmong community typically finances their operations through loans from their immediate
family and relatives. This action contributes to the difficulty of obtaining information from
several government run agencies such as the FSA and the Farmers’ Legal Action Group. As a
result of this trend seeking financial support is a significant barrier to farming for Hmong.
With the programs described, progress has been made to make Hmong farming
sustainable. The first Hmong run certified organic Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
program was started in 2007 by farmer Mhonpaj Lee. Community Supported agriculture
entails members buying shares in a garden, while receiving a weekly allotment of
vegetables in return. Lee aims to educate others on the necessity of organic foods as owner
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of the CSA. She further describes the CSA as an opportunity to differentiate herself in a
market that is saturated by Hmong farmers.56
Because of such outreach programs, there is a unique opportunity for the Hmong to
approach agriculture more sustainably. With the establishment of the first CSA garden run
by Hmong, the outlook is more promising. Also, the type of customers the Hmong are
catering to at farmers’ markets would be quite receptive to a more organic approach taken
to farming. By taking a more sustainable approach to farming, Hmong farmers’ market
vendors could open themselves up to a wider range of customers.
It is through the tireless work of farming that immigrants to the United States
discover a connection to their origins. Farming has been said to speak its own language,
growing food does to all cultures two vital tasks: it maintains and defines communities.
Examples provided from Hmong farmers in Minnesota show that by maintaining a
connection to the land, although vastly different geographically, the act of farming provides
an almost religious link to the Earth, regardless of where the growing is taking place.
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As established, current agriculture models are not sustainable for the future. It is
economically, socially, and environmentally detrimental. By looking to immigrant
communities for insight on their agriculture practices, one can gain knowledge on how to
adapt our agriculture models to be more sustainable. The Hmong population in Minnesota
gives insight to the unique cultural influence on their agricultural practices. The familial
and community based support is central to their farming process. Furthermore, they farm
on small, productive farms without the use of modern machinery. Typical agricultural
practices draw from traditional methods of alleviating typical problems of insect
infestation and weeds. These methods can draw inspiration for creating a model of
sustainable agriculture in a larger scale. While Hmong farming methods are a
representation of sustainable methods in practice, there is a problem with scale. Their
farms are small, which is a characteristic that contributes to their sustainability. However,
it is not feasible for these small farms to feed our current population. It is the ingenuity that
the Hmong have to maintain their farms with limited natural resources and capital and
their dependence on community and familial support that can be used as inspiration
towards a larger, more sustainable model of agriculture.
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From the example of the first Hmong owned CSA garden, there is evidence that
immigrants are taking a part in developing a more sustainable agriculture system on a local
level. With the aid of agriculture support organizations further strides can be made by the
immigrant community in the United States. Immigrants, like the Hmong described in
Minnesota, are drawn to the practice of agriculture because of its tie to their cultural
background. Because of this tie, agriculture can help immigrants to the United States
identify and connect with their culture. However, the Hmong population also provides an
example of the difficulties immigrants encounter when farming in the United States. Issues
with cultural differences and problems with obtaining capital and earning a profit stand in
the way of making immigrant agriculture practices a feasible replacement to industrial
agriculture. However, insight can be obtained on how to alter industrial agriculture by
looking at Hmong agriculture practices. Ultimately with these unique aspects, Hmong
agriculture practices can provide information on how to adapt our current agriculture
methods to be more sustainable.
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