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A practical, how-to guide for farmers who want to achieve and maintain financial sustainability in
their businessesWhen you decided to become a farmer, you also became an entrepreneur and
business person. In order to be ecologically and financially sustainable, you must understand
the basics of accounting and bookkeeping, and learn how to manage a growing business.Author
Julia Shanks distills years of teaching and business consulting with farmers into this
comprehensive, accessible guide. She covers all aspects of launching, running and growing a
successful farm business through effective bookkeeping and business management, providing
tools to make managerial decisions, apply for a loan or other financing, and offering general
business and strategy advice for growing a business.Whether you've been farming for many
years or just getting started, The Farmer's Office gives you the tools needed to think like an
entrepreneur and thoughtfully manage your business for success.

I keep telling people, starting your own small farm is not easy; to make it work,you need --
perhaps more than anything else -- to learn strong business skills.This is the key element that
The Farmer's Office brings to the table; in it Julia Shanks shares solid advice about how to make
your farm work financially.A definite must-read for any serious small-scale grower.--Jean-Martin
Fortier, farmer and author, The Market GardenerManaging books and accounts is one of the
weakest links I see with farmers today, and The Farmer's Office comes at a perfect time to help.
There's so much talk about production and even marketing, but not enough on how to stay
organized and manage the books. The Farmer's Office will be a great asset to farmers of all
shapes and sizes.--Curtis Stone, farmer and author, The Urban FarmerThe Farmer's Officehits
the mark in addressing the business needs of farmers everywhere. Julia Shanks shares her
business experience and real world financial training in a meaningful and farmer friendly format.
While a farmer's footprints may be the best manure, The Farmer's Officeis a key asset to the
farm's bottom line.--Richard Wiswall, farmer and author, The Organic Farmer's Business
HandbookThis is the real story of starting and managing a farm,albeit the unsexy one that can
lead to long term thrive-ability. Julia Shanks demystifies managing the business of farming one
chapter at a time. This book is just what so many of today's new farmers need to face the
challenges of agriculture and thrive!-- Sara Dent, co-founder & coordinator, Young Agrarians I
don't know anyone who got into farming because they liked business; but anyone who wants to
keep farming needs basic business skills,including record keeping. [This book] will help
everyone from beginners to experienced growers who need to understand the business of
farming. A must-have for anyone running, or thinking of running a farm business.--Andrew
Mefferd, Editor, Growing for Market magazine --This text refers to the paperback edition.Book
DescriptionA practical, how-to guide for farmers who want to achieve and maintain financial



sustainability in their businesses--This text refers to the paperback edition.From the Back
CoverFarmers as entrepreneurs – learn to manage your growing business[This book] will help
everyone from beginners to experienced growers who need to understand the business of
farming. A must-have for anyone running, or thinking of running, a farm business. — Andrew
Mefferd, Editor, Growing for Market magazineJulia Shanks shares solid advice about how to
make your farm work financially. A definite must-read for any serious small-scale grower. — Jean-
Martin Fortier, author, The Market GardenerYou decided to become a farmer because you love
being outside, working the land and making a difference in the way we eat and farm.And when
you decided to become a farmer, you also became an entrepreneur and business person. In
order to be ecologically and financially sustainable, you must understand the basics of
accounting and bookkeeping, and learn how to manage a growing business.Author Julia Shanks
distills years of teaching and business consulting with farmers into this comprehensive,
accessible guide. She covers all aspects of launching, running, and growing a successful farm
business through effective bookkeeping and business management, providing tools to make
managerial decisions, applying for loans or other financing, and offering general business and
strategy advice for growing a business.Whether you've been farming for many years or just
getting started, The Farmer's Office gives you the tools needed to think like an entrepreneur and
thoughtfully manage your business for success.This book is just what so many of today's new
farmers need to face the challenges of agriculture and thrive! — Sara Dent, cofounder &
coordinator, Young AgrariansThis book will become the go-to business guide for many, many
farmers!— Jonathan W. Jaffe, VP/Farm Business Consultant, Farm Credit EastJulia Shanks
works with food and agricultural entrepreneurs to achieve financial and operational sustainability.
She has worked with a range of beginning and established farmers, providing assistance and
coaching to allow them to launch, stabilize, and grow their ventures. Together with Brett
Grohsgal, she is also coauthor of The Farmers Market Cookbook .--This text refers to the
paperback edition.Review"I keep telling people, starting your own small farm is not easy; to
make it work, you need — perhaps more than anything else — to learn strong business skills.
This is the key element that The Farmer's Office brings to the table; in it Julia Shanks shares
solid advice about how to make your farm work financially. A definite must-read for any serious
small-scale grower."— Jean-Martin Fortier, author, The Market Gardener"Julia Shanks has
distilled essential lessons that go beyond business planning to the financial know-how of
operating a profitable farm. I will recommend her book to our clients."— Dorothy Suput,
Executive Director, The Carrot Project"Managing books and accounts is one of the weakest links
I see with farmers today, and The Farmer's Office comes at a perfect time to help. There's so
much talk about production and even marketing, but not enough on how to stay organized and
manage the books. The Farmer's Office will be a great asset to farmers of all shapes and
sizes."— Curtis Stone, author, The Urban Farmer"Julia Shanks takes all the key topics to cover
and lays them out in a logical order. She then uses stories and examples to bring home why it is
so important. This book will become the go-to business guide for many, many, many farmers."—



Jonathan W. Jaffe, VP/Farm Business Consultant, Farm Credit East" The Farmer's Office hits the
mark in addressing the business needs of farmers everywhere. Julia Shanks shares her
business experience and real world financial training in a meaningful and farmer friendly format.
While a farmer's footprints may be the best manure, The Farmer's Office is a key asset to the
farm's bottom line."— Richard Wiswall, farmer and author, The Organic Farmer's Business
Handbook"This is the real story of starting and managing a farm, albeit the unsexy one that can
lead to long term thrive-ability. Julia Shanks demystifies managing the business of farming one
chapter at a time. This book is just what so many of today's new farmers need to face the
challenges of agriculture and thrive."— Sara Dent, cofounder & coordinator, Young Agrarians"I
don't know anyone who got into farming because they liked business; but anyone who wants to
keep farming needs basic business skills, including record keeping. [This book] will help
everyone from beginners to experienced growers who need to understand the business of
farming. A must-have for anyone running, or thinking of running a farm business."— Andrew
Mefferd, Editor, Growing for Market magazine"Julia Shanks has helped our farm immeasurably.
We are better at growing diverse foods than at figuring out if specific crops make us money,
break even, or lose money. Indeed, I am sometimes even afraid of figuring out detailed profit
realities all by myself. Julia's economic analyses and insights into how farms work have been
really empowering, and The Farmer's Office is simple, easily digested, and brings to life even the
sometimes scary subject of how to run a successful farm business. This book is a must-have for
all new farmers, and even we grizzled experienced growers will gain hugely from a cover-to-
cover read."— Brett Grohsgal, Even' Star Organic Farm"Julia has a uniquely comprehensive skill
set that is especially beneficial to the Farmer Entrepreneur. Her deep understanding of farmers,
business, and the business of farming make The Farmer's Office both highly functional and
extremely informative."— Susan Parke-Sutherland, Wingate Farm--This text refers to the
paperback edition.About the AuthorJulia Shanks works with food and agricultural entrepreneurs
to achieve financial and operational sustainability. In her tiny, urban garden in Cambridge, MA,
Julia harvests vegetables seven months out of the year. Together with Brett Grohsgal, she is also
coauthor of The Farmers Market Cookbook.--This text refers to the paperback edition.Read more
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Praise for The Farmer’s OfficeI keep telling people, starting your own small farm is not easy; to
make it work, you need—perhaps more than anything else—to learn strong business skills. This
is the key element that The Farmer’s Office brings to the table; in it Julia Shanks shares solid
advice about how to make your farm work financially. A definite must-read for any serious small-
scale grower.— Jean-Martin Fortier, author, The Market GardenerJulia Shanks has distilled
essential lessons that go beyond business planning to the financial know-how of operating a
profitable farm. I will recommend her book to our clients.—Dorothy Suput, Executive Director,
The Carrot ProjectManaging books and accounts is one of the weakest links I see with farmers
today, and The Farmer’s Office comes at a perfect time to help. There’s so much talk about
production and even marketing, but not enough on how to stay organized and manage the
books. The Farmer’s Office will be a great asset to farmers of all shapes and sizes.—Curtis
Stone, author, The Urban FarmerJulia Shanks takes all the key topics to cover and lays them out
in a logical order. She then uses stories and examples to bring home why it is so important. This
book will become the go-to business guide for many, many, many farmers!—Jonathan W. Jaffe,
VP/Farm Business Consultant, Farm Credit EastThe Farmer’s Office hits the mark in addressing
the business needs of farmers everywhere. Julia Shanks shares her business experience and
real world financial training in a meaningful and farmer friendly format. While a farmer’s footprints
may be the best manure, The Farmer’s Office is a key asset to the farm’s bottom line.—Richard
Wiswall, farmer and author, The Organic Farmer’s Business HandbookThis is the real story of
starting and managing a farm, albeit the unsexy one that can lead to long term thrive-ability. Julia
Shanks demystifies managing the business of farming one chapter at a time. This book is just
what so many of today’s new farmers need to face the challenges of agriculture and thrive!—
Sara Dent, cofounder & coordinator, Young AgrariansI don’t know anyone who got into farming
because they liked business; but anyone who wants to keep farming needs basic business skills,
including record keeping. [This book] will help everyone from beginners to experienced growers
who need to understand the business of farming. A must-have for anyone running, or thinking of
running a farm business.—Andrew Mefferd, Editor, Growing for Market magazineJulia Shanks
has helped our farm immeasurably. We are better at growing diverse foods than at figuring out if
specific crops make us money, break even, or lose money. Indeed, I am sometimes even afraid
of figuring out detailed profit realities all by myself. Julia’s economic analyses and insights into
how farms work have been really empowering, and The Farmer’s Office is simple, easily
digested, and brings to life even the sometimes scary subject of how to run a successful farm
business. This book is a must-have for all new farmers, and even we grizzled experienced
growers will gain hugely from a cover-to-cover read!—Brett Grohsgal, Even’ Star Organic
FarmJulia has a uniquely comprehensive skill set that is especially beneficial to the Farmer
Entrepreneur. Her deep understanding of farmers, business, and the business of farming make
The Farmer’s Office both highly functional and extremely informative.—Susan Parke-Sutherland,
Wingate Farm
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To all the farmerswho have demonstrated that it’s possibleto be both financially and ecologically
sustainable.You give us faith that we can build a moresustainable and just food system.
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GratitudeThis section of a book is typically titled “Acknowledgements.” But that word does not do
justice to my appreciation to all the friends, colleagues and mentors who have inspired and
taught me over the years and enabled me to write this book.Like most farmers, Brett Grohsgal
constantly moves—feeding chickens, weeding, planting and harvesting. When I visit him, our
time to connect and talk is in the fields; I work alongside him, and we talk about his business
goals and struggles. If my clients struggle, he shares his insights. Through years of
conversations and friendship, I gained firsthand insight into the joys and challenges of farming. I
began to see the value in managing by the numbers. Who knew that a friendship with a farmer
could be so educational? And for the friendship and education, I am most grateful.I first started
creating Excel templates for farmers while consulting with The Carrot Project. Their forward



thinking regarding the needs of young farmers started my process in developing more tools. I’m
grateful to Dorothy Suput, the Executive Director, for the initial guidance (and continued
friendship). As I expanded the resources, Genevieve Goldleaf and Noelle Fogg provided
invaluable assistance that enhanced and supported my work.My understanding of accounting
and business management came through a multitude of connections and experiences. Ginny
Soybel taught me accounting at Babson College and mentored me throughout my time there
both as a student and eventual instructor of accounting. Roman Weil and Fred Nanni also
coached and mentored me.Managerial accounting is best learned through real-world
experiences, and I’m grateful to have worked with Denise Chew, Michael Staub, Craig Richov
and Melissa Adams.Many friends and colleagues read chapters, provided suggestions, asked
questions and generally helped me improve the book. I’m grateful for the help of Sarah
Andrysiak, Dan Banks, Meghan Bodo, Denise Chew, Katherine Collins, Annie Copps, Myrna
Greenfield, Alex Loud, John Paskowski, Lisa Sebesta, Hershel Shanks, and Judith Shanks.It
takes a village to write and publish a book, and New Society could not have provided a better
village of editors and marketers. I so enjoyed working with the entire team, most especially
Ingrid, Judith, Sue, EJ and Sara.Finally, to all the farmers and entrepreneurs I’ve had the
pleasure to work with over the years. I owe a debt of gratitude for all you do to support a
sustainable food system. I’ve learned so much from you, and hopefully you’ve learned
something from me too.

Forewordby Richard WiswallOdds are you picked up this book because you’ve realized that
success in farming is more than all the tasks that go into raising plants and animals and
marketing them. Farming also has a side that is business; a side that cannot be forever ignored.
Yes, farming is indeed a business. Sorry to burst your bubble if you thought otherwise. Welcome
to one of the most unglamorous and avoided topics in farming. Oh, but so important.Ask any
farmer why they are attracted to farming, and I bet it wasn’t because of the desire to learn about
pro forma balance sheets, cash flow projections, or income statements. I don’t think that farmers
have a genetic defect in regard to business learning, but the words “farming” and “business”
seem to separate like oil and vinegar.I’ve farmed full time for the last 35 years, and I still
remember the moment when I got pulled into the business world. When I started farming I
thought, like many other farmers, that if I just worked hard enough, everything would turn out all
right. Sometimes that happens, but often aided by dumb luck. Working harder and harder has its
limits, and doesn’t always work. And overwork can lead to frustration, burnout—and possibly an
early exit from farming altogether. Farming and the ‘money thing’ need to be reconciled.The
good news is that, once I accepted the idea that farming is indeed a business, I became a better
farmer. I began farming smarter, not harder. Time spent on the business became more of a
priority. The business side of farming is now second nature; in fact, I no longer see any
separation between the concepts of “farming” and “business”. They are one, plain and
simple.Let’s back up a little. Why do you keep records at all? Because conventional wisdom says



to? Because I say to? No. Because you have to file taxes? Yes, partially so. But ultimately, the
reason to track numbers is to better manage your business; to shine a light on the inner
workings of your farm so you can make better decisions to work more efficiently and make more
money. It’s farming’s win-win.The Farmer’s Office is the light that illuminates these concepts of
business for farmers. Julia has firsthand knowledge of the subject from her years in her own
business, and writes in an easy to read style. Real stories from real farmers, from her many
years of helping farm businesses, illustrate various issues and applications when managing a
farm. In exploring a topic, The Farmer’s Office poses all the right questions and provides clear
answers to them. Julia covers all the bases in a step-by-step manner that will help beginning and
seasoned farmers alike. This book is for you, for every farmer.What are you waiting for? Go
ahead and take the plunge. What’s the downside? You lose a few hours of your time? Short
circuit your cerebral cortex with smoke coming out of your ears? The upside is that your farm will
thrive with new knowledge of business principles, now, and for long into the future.Happy
Farming.— Richard Wiswall,Owner, Cate Farm and author ofThe Organic Farmer’s Business
Handbook

PrefacePeople often ask me how I got into this line of work—working with farmers to help them
with business planning and teaching basic accounting. My career certainly didn’t start in
accounting nor in agriculture. It started with food.Soon after college (and after a small career
detour), I went to culinary school. My first job out of cooking school was at one of the original
“farm-to-table” restaurants. It was the early ‘90s before farm-to-table was even a concept. Brett
Grohsgal was the chef, and I was a line cook. We maintained our friendship when he moved to
southern Maryland with his wife to farm on newly purchased land and I moved to Boston. Our
friendship grew on his farm. I visited once or twice a year, and I always worked alongside him in
the fields—it was the only way to have a conversation with him. I helped weed, slaughter
chickens, harvest watermelons and pick okra. We mostly commiserated about entrepreneurship
—I was running a catering business, and he was running his farm. In all our conversations, I
learned about farming, too.After 10 years of cooking, I was ready for a change and went to
Babson College to earn an MBA in entrepreneurship.In my first year of business school, we
were presented with the following problem:A farmer in Iowa owns 45 acres of land. She is going
to plant each acre with corn or potato. Each acre planted with potatoes will yield $200 profit;
each with corn yields $300 profit. Each acre of potato requires 3 workers and 2 tons of fertilizer.
Each acre of corn requires 2 workers and 4 tons of fertilizer. One hundred workers are available,
and 120 tons of fertilizer are available. What is the optimal mix of potatoes and corn that the
farmer should plant to maximize profits?I plugged all the numbers into an Excel spreadsheet,
opened the solver box and clicked “solve.” The computer spat out the answer: 20 acres of
each.The computer modeling fascinated me. The following week, spring break, I headed down
to Brett’s farm. I wanted to see if I could help Brett maximize his profits. We calculated all the
costs to get 10 of his crops into the ground, out of the ground and to his customers. We flipped



through his sales book to estimate his annual yields (based on previous years) and the profit. I
created an elaborate Excel spreadsheet, organized the numbers and clicked on “solve.” The
goal was to determine the optimal mix of crops Brett should sell to maximize his profits. The
answer wasn’t particularly helpful: it said that Brett should only grow okra and sweet potatoes. I
didn’t need a business degree to know that a farm that only sells okra and sweet potatoes
wouldn’t have many customers. But through the course of this exercise, Brett realized he was
making 12 cents for each case of tomatoes and needed to raise his prices.This was the first time
I truly understood the power of the numbers. Too often, we price our products based on what the
competition is doing. We tell ourselves, “This is what the market will bear.” Without knowing his
true costs, Brett would continue to hobble along in business. Knowing his true costs enabled him
to evaluate his options and make an informed decision:• Raise his prices• Discontinue tomatoes
or• Continue selling tomatoes at a discounted price as a way to attract customers.If he raised his
prices, then he would need to communicate to his customers the superiority of his tomatoes and
why they commanded a higher price. He could stop selling tomatoes, but worried that he
wouldn’t have the appeal at the farmers market without them.What started as a random exercise
to help a friend led me down the path of working with farmers. After graduation, I went back to
Babson to teach accounting and started my consulting practice. My mission was to help farmers
(and other food-system entrepreneurs) grow their businesses and manage their finances.As I
started working with entrepreneurs, I discovered where they really needed the support. I would
get comments like, “I don’t understand why I don’t have any money in my bank account.” Or, “I
want to grow my business but I’m not sure where I should focus my energies.” Every business is
different, and there’s no pat answer. With each client, I would ask to see their books. Some used
QuickBooks, some just used Excel spreadsheets. But the systems were set up for balancing
their checkbooks and filing taxes, not for making informed decisions based on facts. It became
apparent that I needed to first coach clients on accounting and bookkeeping systems before we
could tackle the bigger questions of cashflow management and growth strategy.The lessons of
good bookkeeping came into sharp focus as I worked with clients teetering on the edge of
solvency. They had fallen behind on taxes, with their vendors, borrowed to the hilt from banks
and family, and could not figure out how to get themselves out of the hole. These clients didn’t
have the luxury of time—we couldn’t spend three months straightening out their books, getting
clean numbers into their systems so we could do effective analysis. Decisions had to be made
quickly to keep them from going under.There is only so far an entrepreneur can manage her
business without having a solid grasp of the financials. Some farmers get lucky—they have a
good intuition of what things cost, enter a solid market at the right time and are wildly successful.
Most of us aren’t that lucky. We need to make thoughtful decisions and spend our money
wisely.It’s clear: the only way to make informed decisions about your business is to have a solid
grasp of the numbers. And to have a solid grasp of the numbers, you need a basic
understanding of accounting and a solid bookkeeping system.The Farmer’s Office evolved from
the desire to help as many farmers as possible to be financially viable, and to share the lessons



learned from other farmers. On a personal level, more successful small farms means more
delicious food to eat, a cleaner environment and a more robust economy. It benefits us all to
ensure our local farmers succeed.Wishing you continued success as you grow your business!
— Julia Shanks
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M. Ison, “A MUST HAVE resource for farmers and market gardeners!. This is a MUST HAVE
book for anyone beginning or already established in the Market Gardening or Farming industry.
No one likes the "book work" that has to be done to run a successful business, but Julia Shanks
explains and shows you the best way to streamline this part of your business so it isn't so
daunting. I wish I had had this book when I was doing market farming. It would have been a great
help for me. Keep in mind that if you purchase this book for your business the price is tax
deductible for your Educational Materials. Do yourself a favor and invest in this book. You won't
regret doing so.Marilyn Batzel IsonThe Farm-to-Table Lady”

Heather Richardson, “Great Resource. Purchased this as a supplemental book to a Sustainable
Farming class I was taking through UMass Stockbridge. Came in very handy and filled in where
the required text lacked. Used as a resource for my business plan for the class as well as for our
farm. I purchased the actual book which came with a disk of files that have been very helpfull. I
don't have to reinvent the wheel, just tweak it.”

Phigmint, “This is best book of its kind on the market today. In my work with farmers and food
producer businesses, helping them to understand the story their financials are telling them, I've
found The Farmer's Office to be the best resource material available. Shanks strikes just the right
tone and has provided exactly the right content *in* ton the page while including more resource
material online and in her webinars.I've used The Farmer's Office with farmers in individual
consulting work as well as in workshops and, each time, this book has garnered praise from my
clients.Whether you're a farmer or value-added food producer, or if you're someone who advises
farmers and producers, you need this book in your resource library.”

James A. Lopata, “Finally! A revolutionary book to make farms financially sustainable!. With her
book The Farmer’s Office, Julia Shanks is transforming the American food system. It’s all well
and good to understand the problems with the mass corporate takeover of edibles. And it’s
important to know that local and sustainable sources for nourishment are the way to creating a
better ecosystem for our bodies and our planet. It’s terrific to have knowledge of the nuts and
bolts of how to feed, fertilize, and grow such farms. But none of that matters if these entities can’t
pay the bills; if they go bankrupt and die. Enter Julia Shanks. Sustainability must also mean
financially sustainable. Shanks gets into the down and dirty of spread sheets and numbers and
figures that are critical to small and local farmers’ success. And she does it in a readable,
enjoyable way that is sure to win over even the most number-reluctant of earthy-crunchy do-
gooders, who might prefer that capitalism disappear. The early part of the book gives solid,
specific tips and techniques for using Quickbooks and other tools to get a farmer’s books in
order. But it’s the second part of The Farmer’s Office where Shanks really gives the golden eggs.
Once the figure’s foundation is in order, Shanks demonstrates how good orderly accounting can



help shape better decision-making and real farm and food leadership. In her chapters “Digging
into the Numbers and Beyond” and “Growing Your Business,” Shanks is able to take farm owners
to the place they’ve been longing for: freedom to grow and enjoy the fruits of the freedom
provided by a truly sustainable farm, including financial sustainability. This is the final piece of
the food revolution we’ve all been waiting for — farmers and consumers alike. Thank you Julia!”

Purple Globe Acres Inc., “It is made of high quality materials. I completely love all of the contents
of this book! It is so detailed about every step you need to take to get your farm up and running
and be successful! I wish I had this book a very long time ago! I would be so much closer to
getting off ground than I am now! AWESOME!!!”

JacksterMT, “Sustainable farming meets sustainable business practices!. Julia Shanks has
written a fantastic book to help farmers be profitable and continue to grow food in a sustainable
way.”

Jan Loree Hurl, “Great book!. Great book!! It's laid out well and in terms you can understand. It is
geared more towards market farming, not grain farming, but the principles are the same.
Recommend it.”

Dan, “Clear explanations for important farm business concepts. The farmer's office is a must for
any farm library. The book walks you through not only the bookkeeping concepts but also the
thinking behind them and illustrates the concepts with good examples.”

Olivier Painchaud, “I liked it!. Easy reading. Much helpful to get me started and motivated to do
my basic accounting duties!”

The book by Julia Shanks has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 132 people have provided feedback.
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