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Abstract
Veganic agriculture, often described as farming that is free of synthetic and animal-based inputs, represents an alternative 
to chemical-based industrial agriculture and the prevailing alternative, organic agriculture, respectively. Despite the promise 
of veganic methods in diverse realms such as food safety, environmental sustainability, and animal liberation, it has a small 
literature base. This article draws primarily on interviews conducted in 2018 with 25 veganic farmers from 19 farms in the 
United States to establish some baseline empirical research on this farming community. Its qualitative perspectives illu-
minate farmer perceptions of and experiences with veganic growing, including definitions, knowledge acquisition, values, 
and challenges. Results highlight a lack of agreement about the meaning of veganic agriculture in terms of allowable inputs 
and scope. Participants have drawn on a wide array of veganic and non-veganic resources to ascend their veganic produc-
tion learning curves, also relying on experimentation and trial-and-error. Their farming is motivated by a diversity of real 
and perceived benefits, most notably consistency with veganism, food safety advantages, and plant and soil health benefits. 
Veganic product sourcing and the dearth of veganic agriculture-specific resources present considerable challenges to farm-
ers. The article briefly discusses possibilities for  developing veganic agriculture in the United States, such as through a 
US-based certification system and farmers’ associations, based on considerations of the trajectory of the US organic farming 
movement and veganic developments in Europe. Finally, the article suggests the importance of expanded research into soil 
health and fertility in plant-based systems to support practicing and potential veganic farmers.
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Abbreviations
CNG  Certified Naturally Grown
CSA  Community-supported agriculture
GAP  Good Agricultural Practice
GMO  Genetically modified organism
OFG  Organic Farming and Gardening
SARE  Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education
VAN  Veganic Agriculture Network
VON  Vegan Organic Network

Introduction

Interest in alternatives to industrial, chemical-based agri-
culture and its environmental and social consequences 
continues to mount. Organic, agroecological, and regen-
erative approaches are often prominent in the discussion of 
alternatives. While these paradigms demonstrate some key 
differences from one another, one of their commonalities 
is the centrality of farmed animals and/or animal manures 
and products to each. These models are therefore difficult 
or unfeasible for farmers whose financial or geographic 
circumstances preclude animal agriculture, and are unac-
ceptable to farmers who do not envision farmed animals or 
their wastes and remains as part of an agricultural system. 
Another alternative approach which addresses all of these 
issues is veganic agriculture.1 Also commonly known as 
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vegan organic or stockfree organic agriculture outside of 
North America, veganic production excludes animal farm-
ing and the use of animal-based inputs while also eschewing 
synthetic inputs.

The Veganic Agriculture Network (VAN), a core pro-
moter in North America, describes veganic agriculture as 
“an approach to growing plant foods that encompasses a 
respect for animals, the environment, and human health. … 
this is a form of agriculture that goes further than organic 
standards, by eliminating the use of products that are derived 
from confined animals and by encouraging the presence of 
wild native animals on the farmland” (2014). The Vegan 
Organic Network (VON), a key supporting body based in the 
United Kingdom, explains that “‘Veganic’ is a combination 
of two words ‘vegan’ and ‘organic’. It’s a guarantee that food 
is grown in an organic way with only plant based fertiliz-
ers, encouraging functional biodiversity so pesticides are not 
necessary. No chemicals, no [genetically modified organisms 
(GMO)] and no animal byproducts in any part of the chain” 
(n.d.-a). VAN elaborates that veganic agriculture avoids ani-
mal-derived products such as manure, blood meal, feather 
meal, and fish emulsion. Instead, it implements plant-based 
fertility sources such as mulches, composts, green manures, 
crop rotation, and other sustainable techniques that do not 
rely on animal exploitation, and may also incorporate min-
eral supplements. Ideals also include: reducing dependence 
on fossil fuels; producing fertility on-site; building the soil 
to feed the plants and create long-term fertility; replenishing 
plant and animal biodiversity; and fostering the wild ecology 
on and around the farmland (Veganic Agriculture Network 
2014, 2016).

Veganic is best regarded as a set of guiding principles 
for farming and gardening rather than as a distinct tech-
nique unto itself. A number of approaches to agriculture 
are veganic in their nature (particularly with respect to the 
fertility component) or quite close to it, including the Ruth 
Stout technique, the biointensive approach developed by 
John Jeavons, and Shumei Natural Agriculture (Veganic 
Agriculture Network n.d.). The vegan organic approach pro-
moted by VON has been codified into a set of farming stand-
ards known as the Stockfree Organic Standards2 (est. 2007) 
(Vegan Organic Network n.d.-b). Biocyclic vegan agricul-
ture represents another approach to veganic cultivation and 
is described as “purely plant-based organic farming” which 
“excludes all commercial livestock farming and slaughter-
ing of animals and does not use any inputs of animal origin. 

Special emphasis is placed on the promotion of biodiver-
sity, healthy soil life, the closure of organic cycles and on 
systematic humus build-up” (Adolf Hoops Society n.d.-a). 
The corresponding Biocyclic-Vegan Standards (est. 2017) 
are available to farmers worldwide (Adolf Hoops Society 
n.d.-a).

There are a number of other approaches that are compat-
ible with veganic principles, but are typically not practiced 
veganically. These include container gardening, field-scale 
agriculture, no-till agriculture, and permaculture (Veganic 
Agriculture Network n.d.; Veganic Agriculture Network 
2016). For instance, container gardeners may seek out 
chemical- and manure-free potting soil and make their own 
plant-based compost (Veganic Agriculture Network 2011a; 
Veganic Agriculture Network 2013a). Vegan permaculture is 
an approach to permaculture design that omits domesticated 
animals from the system, while designing with free-living 
animals in mind (Veganic Agriculture Network 2013b).

Veganic principles can also be observed in communities 
without access to synthetic inputs and animal products. For 
instance, some horticultural societies did not keep domes-
ticated animals and thus had no readily available source of 
manure (Richerson et al. 1996; Mt. Pleasant 2011). The 
Mesoamerican milpa, integrating beans, corn, and squash, 
is an example of an indigenous cropping system historically 
free of chemical and domesticated animal inputs (Nobari 
2021).

Academic and practitioner literature has favorably asso-
ciated veganic approaches with various agronomic factors, 
including: yield, quality, nutrient cycling, soil nitrogen level, 
soil carbon storage, soil biology, soil organic matter, and 
energy inputs (Pimentel et al. 2005; Cormack 2006; Hep-
perly et al. 2006; Eisenbach et al. 2018; Matsuura et al. 2018; 
Eisenbach et al. 2019; Roussis et al. 2019; Rosato et al. 
2020; Utter and Seymour forthcoming)3; sustainable agricul-
ture or food systems (Hall and Tolhurst 2007; Visak 2007; 
Burnett 2014; Bonsall 2015; Hagemann and Potthast 2015; 
Hirth 2020; Kassam and Kassam 2021; Nobari 2021); food 
safety (O’Brien 1964; Seymour 2018a; Alsanius et al. 2019; 
Utter and Seymour forthcoming); diminished environmental 
impacts (Markussen et al. 2014; Seymour 2018a); marketing 
potential (Jürkenbeck et al. 2019; Jürkenbeck and Spiller 
2020); and “animal-friendly” (Visak 2007) and “post-lethal” 
(Mann 2020) agriculture. Despite the diversity of veganic 

2 “Stockfree” was selected as a “more neutral technical term,” not 
necessarily associated with veganism (Schmutz and Foresi 2017, p. 
477). The term is not entirely a neutral one, though, as it connotes 
that animals are not a necessary component to horticulture and diets 
(Schmutz and Foresi 2017).

3 Several of these references reflect field trials with a known veganic 
component—identified in Cormack (2006) as “truly stockless,” or 
verified through personal correspondence. There are a number of 
additional field trials around the world that Watson et al. (2006) iden-
tify as including a “stockless” rotation. The term stockless refers to 
farms with no livestock (or with a very low livestock to land ratio), 
but does not necessarily mean that those farms exclude all inputs 
from animals (i.e., are “stockfree”) (Schmutz and Foresi 2017).
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methods and the ostensible benefits of veganic agriculture, 
there is relatively little scholarly literature on the topic, as 
has been noted by Hagemann and Potthast (2015), Schmutz 
and Foresi (2017), and Jürkenbeck et al. (2019). Qualitative 
perspectives are particularly lacking. The intention of this 
article is to illuminate some of the human dimensions of 
veganic agriculture, with attention to the practitioners, val-
ues, and experiences of veganic farming in the United States. 
It is guided by the following research questions: How do US 
veganic farmers define veganic agriculture? Why and how 
have they adopted veganic practices? What challenges have 
these farmers encountered in practicing veganic agriculture?

The article first reviews peer-reviewed qualitative lit-
erature on veganic agriculture, and then considers how 
scholarship on the US organic agriculture movement might 
shed light on the above research questions. It then explains 
the methods for the present study and describes research 
participants and their farms. The subsequent section pre-
sents results on participants’ conceptualizations of veganic 
farming, veganic learning processes, perceived benefits of 
veganic farming, and veganic farming challenges. Finally, 
the discussion considers implications of these findings, 
drawing on the US organic farming experience and veganic 
farming in Europe; and suggests further avenues of research 
into veganic agriculture.

Literature review

As mentioned above, while “veganic” is the most com-
mon term in English-speaking North America, other world 
regions have alternative terminology, and there are also 
numerous methods that are veganic but not identified in 
name as such. With these factors in mind, a search was 
conducted for literature germane to farmer experiences in 
veganic, vegan organic, stockfree organic, and biocyclic 
vegan methods. A small number of sources were found that 
describe farmer motivations for, understandings of, and 
challenges of veganic growing. One case study of a veganic 
farm in the United States indicates that the owner-operators 
chose to practice veganic agriculture to align their organic-
certified operation with their recent personal transition to 
veganism (Seymour forthcoming). Another case study of a 
vegan organic farm in the United Kingdom suggests that the 
former cattle farmers transitioned to veganic agriculture out 
of care and concern for animal welfare, food security, and 
the environmental and climate impacts of cattle production 
(Hirth 2020). Schmutz and Foresi reported on a small Ger-
man-language study of vegan organic growers’ motivations 
for excluding animal inputs, which found ethical, social, 
and ecological motives for this practice, suggesting that it 
is an “idealistic” approach (2017, p. 476). Another German 
study links farmer motivations with love for animals and 

the appeal of not killing animals in a veganic system. Par-
ticipants agreed that neither animal products nor livestock 
were part of veganic agriculture. The same study suggests 
a number of challenges for vegan organic farmers, includ-
ing with “plant-based soil and plant nutrition, weed control, 
pests and diseases, soil structure and economy” as well as 
with ensuring good yields and developing fertilizer alterna-
tives (Bonzheim et al. 2015).

Thus, the existing veganic literature offers little insight 
into farmer perceptions of and experiences with veganic 
agriculture. Several experienced veganic and organic farm-
ers in and beyond this study have suggested that veganic 
farming in the US may currently be where the US organic 
movement was in the range of 30–50 years ago (Seymour, 
personal communications, 2017–2018). Obach writes that 
“In the United States of the early 1970s, organic farming 
was an obscure agricultural practice carried out by a small 
number of counterculture farmers and a smattering of com-
mercial producers who recognized that there was something 
wrong with the dominant industrial food model. Few in the 
general public were familiar with the term organic, and 
fewer still had ever purchased an organic product. The small 
handful of scholars and university-based scientists interested 
in alternatives to the industrial agriculture model were mar-
ginalized by their peers. Organic practices were not recog-
nized by the federal government, and food industry scientists 
dismissed organic methods as a hoax …” (2015, p. 6). The 
small number of farms, low levels of consumer awareness 
and academic interest, and lack of federal recognition of 
organic agriculture approximately 50 years ago appear to 
parallel the status of veganic agriculture in the United States 
today. Thus, literature on early US organic farmers’ expe-
riences (c.late 1960s/early 1970s) may offer some general 
insight on present-day veganic farmers’ definitions, value 
orientations, learning approaches, and challenges.

While a comprehensive review of that literature is beyond 
this paper’s scope, some potentially helpful ideas emerge 
from key texts. For instance, Obach has noted that the mean-
ing of organic and the particular practices defining organic 
have long been deliberated and contended. However, prior 
to a pressing need for organic certification, “defining organic 
was an informal dialogic process” amongst an informal net-
work of practitioners and ideological leaders (2015, p. 44). 
A fundamental shared view that organic farming excluded 
synthetic chemicals prevailed in the mid-twentieth century. 
As the movement began to develop a more structured organi-
zational form in the 1970s, and once organic advocates 
sought to codify and regulate their practices with an eye 
to developing the organic market, the challenge of formal 
definition arose (Obach 2015).

Motivations in the established US organic community of 
the 1950s and 1960s were diverse. Organic farming pioneer 
J.I. Rodale maintained that chemical fertilizers and poison 
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sprays obliterated soil life, thus leading to the production of 
“unhealthy plants and animals which when eaten produce 
unhealthy people” (Rodale 1948, p. 199). Another organic 
proponent, Paul Keene, linked organic agriculture to social 
justice, environmental protection, health, and equity (Sligh 
and Cierpka 2007). Novelist and organic farmer Louis Bro-
mfield pursued “the romantic agrarian ideal of a ‘Jefferson-
ian Republic’: small, organic farms as ‘cells’ of a sustainable 
society” (Vogt 2007, p. 26). While during this time there was 
a commercial organic element oriented toward private profit, 
“Organic proponents had a mission; they sought to transform 
the way agriculture was done” (Obach 2015, p. 39). These 
farmers challenged the growing dominance of corporate and 
industrialized agriculture (Sligh and Cierpka 2007).

During this time period, farmers learned to build organic 
systems from experience and from other farmers, includ-
ing their publications. The Rodale Press was a major source 
of practical information (Francis and Van Wart 2009). Its 
journal Organic Farming and Gardening (OFG, est. 1942), 
served as the primary connector of organic producers in the 
US for the next couple of decades and as “the central vehicle 
for spreading organic ideology and practice” (Obach 2015, 
p. 38). OFG had a small readership until it was picked up by 
the counterculture in the late 1960s (Belasco 2007).

In the late 1960s, a “new wave of activist farmers” 
entered organic farming (Reed 2010, p. 89). This “influx of 
countercultural radicals” who would dominate the organic 
movement in the coming years arrived with a variety of cri-
tiques (Obach 2015, p. 42). “Young farmers wishing not to 
‘sell out’ to the industrial-military complex chose organic 
farming, as did those who saw no role for government in 
agriculture or were concerned about the growing threats of 
corporate agribusiness” (Sligh and Cierpka 2007, p. 33). 
Some sought radical social transformation via communal 
projects, and others looked toward “simpler agricultural 
existence along with a social order reminiscent of the agrar-
ian Jeffersonian ideal,” yet common ground existed in wide-
spread rejection of industrial technologies and embrace of 
“organic practices as a natural alternative to a food system 
increasingly dominated by corporations and dependent on 
synthetic pesticides and fertilizers” (Obach 2015, p. 41). As 
Guthman summarized, “A generation of growers entered into 
organic production because of deeply held political, environ-
mental, philosophical, and/or spiritual values. Many came 
out of the counterculture or were influenced by environmen-
tal ideas in their college years and decided to try their luck at 
farming. Some followed the writings of the philosophical or 
practical giants in sustainable agriculture (e.g., Wes Jackson 
and Robert Rodale, respectively) and deliberately made the 
effort to put these written ideas into practice. Others were 
less circumspect and simply felt that organic agriculture 
was somehow ‘the right thing to do’. Whether they ‘always 
have been and always will be’ organic growers or whether 

they converted to organic farming out of clear conviction 
… Before the 1980s, they were virtually the only growers to 
populate the organic sector” (2014, p. 23).

Also during this period, some conventional farmers had 
begun to regard organic farming as a means to be fairly 
compensated in the face of low commodity prices and as 
a way to avoid toxic chemical exposure (Sligh and Cierpka 
2007). Research on Midwestern organic grain and livestock 
farmers, most of whom had converted from conventional 
to organic methods in their commercial farming operations 
around 1971, suggests that concerns about chemical use 
were paramount (Lockeretz et al. 1981). These included 
the health implications of agricultural chemicals for their 
livestock or family, soil problems, or the ineffectiveness of 
chemicals. General dislike of chemicals, concern about the 
environment, and religious principles were among those 
reported less frequently as reasons for transitioning. Lock-
eretz et al. concluded that their sample was motivated to 
adopt organic farming more by pragmatic considerations 
than by philosophical or ideological ones (1981).

Lockeretz et al. also reported some challenges experi-
enced by Midwestern organic converts. Most important was 
the difficulty in finding markets for organic products, fol-
lowed by: weed problems; the low opinion of organic farm-
ing held by others; and acquiring information about organic 
practices (Lockeretz et al. 1981; Lockeretz and Madden 
1987). Other farmers attempting organic cultivation simi-
larly recalled the lack of university courses and of extension 
support: “And if you called up the extension with a ques-
tion like, ‘how do you do organic raspberries?’ they would 
laugh at you” (Obach 2015, p. 55). Lack of organic farm-
ing knowledge resulted in the decline in the number of new 
countercultural communes devoted to organic farming in the 
early 1970s. The labor-intensity of some organic methods 
also emerged as a barrier to success (Belasco 2007).

Responses to challenges and deficits continued to materi-
alize. Some collectives developed labor-saving approaches 
to pest control, composting, and other organic practices 
(Belasco 2007). Throughout the broader organic commu-
nity, farmer-led experimentation and technology develop-
ment improved techniques and practices (Parr et al. 1983). 
On-farm apprenticeship opportunities emerged as a more 
formal educational resource, such as that established at the 
University of California at Santa Cruz in 1970; this program 
was key in the diffusion of organic farming (Sriskandarajah 
et al. 2006; Guthman 2014). The organic farmers’ associa-
tions that began to develop in the 1970s effected information 
exchange, including via facilitating farmer-to-farmer con-
nections for problem-solving; sponsoring meetings and field 
trips; and publishing newsletters (Parr et al. 1983; Obach 
2015).

Though “the grand social vision of the 1960s’ radi-
cals faded” (Obach 2015, p. 215), many organic farmers 
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remained committed to transforming the food system, and 
some joined efforts to formalize and self-regulate via the 
organic farmers’ associations and certification programs 
that emerged in the early 1970s (Sligh and Cierpka 2007; 
Guthman 2014; Obach 2015). In the late 1970s and 1980s, 
developments such as increased public concern about the 
environmental and health effects of industrial farming, 
changes in food culture, and the farm crisis led to the expan-
sion of organic production (Guthman 2014; Obach 2015). In 
particular, conventional-to-organic converts “with arguably 
more tepid motivations” swelled the ranks of organic farm-
ers (Guthman 2014, p. 42).

The above contributions begin to shed some light on 
actual and possible values and experiences of veganic 
farmers. Small studies from the United States and Europe 
found that veganic farmers: may have some consensus on 
the basic principles of veganic agriculture; are motivated 
by personal ethics and social and ecological values; and face 
a variety of agronomic challenges and information needs. 
Yet the experiences of US organic farmers in the 1960s and 
1970s suggest that contemporary veganic farmers may still 
be shaping the meaning of veganic and lack consensus on 
its practices. Adoption of organic farming during this period 
encompassed a variety of reasons, including philosophical, 
political, and safety-related motives; the initial absence of 
pervasive financial motivation for organic farming is nota-
ble. Many of the barriers faced by organic farmers related 
to agronomic production, public perception, marketing, 
labor intensity, and information deficits. Learning organic 
production and surmounting its challenges were addressed 
through independent and collaborative experimentation and 
innovation, as well as growers’ association and University 
resources.

There are apparent gaps in knowledge about the US 
veganic farming experience. The dearth of qualitative lit-
erature that explores the human dimensions of a potentially 
sustainable, safe, and ethical approach to agriculture is a 
major impetus for this article.

Methods

Recruitment

Potential participants were identified using an online map of 
US veganic farms (Seymour 2018b). This resource included 
all veganic operations known to its author, who compiled 
map data via extensive web searches and communications 
with farmers. When recruitment began in January 2018, 
56 farms were represented on the map. The study’s sam-
pling frame included farms that sold any dollar amount of 
produce, and omitted hydroponic farms and non-diversi-
fied farms given the study’s scope; it comprised 44 farms. 

Recruitment efforts began with a focus on eligible farms in 
"veganic hotspot" regions of the United States—the West 
coast and the Northeast. Over the first half of 2018, recruit-
ment broadened to other regions and additional farms to 
increase participation. A total of 39 veganic farms across the 
country were targeted. Farmers were contacted up to three 
times via email, social media, and/or telephone with invi-
tations to participate. This stage of contact included basic 
information about the study’s purpose, goals, and survey 
and interview methods; and the offer of a $25 stipend for 
completing the entire study. Nineteen farms completed par-
ticipation in the study. Two additional farms completed the 
survey but did not participate in the interview.

Survey

The online platform KoBoToolbox was used to build and 
deploy a pre-interview survey to collect information about 
the farms and their owners or operators. The survey link 
was disseminated via email. After giving informed consent, 
respondents were prompted to complete around 35 ques-
tions on basic farm information (e.g., acreage, products), 
farm financials, and respondent demographics. Survey data 
were collected between February and July 2018 for 21 farms 
(Table 1). Of the 19 farms that completed participation in 
the study, all had ten acres or fewer under cultivation, and 
most (74%) were growing on two acres or less. A major-
ity (84%) grossed under $40,000 in 2017, with about half 
(47%) grossing under $10,000, though six respondents indi-
cated that these amounts were less than anticipated due to 
lower productivity than expected that year, personal or fam-
ily health problems, or other issues. In 2018, only one of 
the 19 fully participating farms held a veganic certification 
(the Stockfree certification), about a quarter (26%) held an 
organic or similar certification, and over half (58%) had no 
certification, though two were in transition. Most (79%) of 
full participant farms utilized direct marketing methods, par-
ticularly community-supported agriculture (CSA) programs 
and farmers’ markets. All farms produced at least some veg-
etables, which was commonly reported as the most profitable 
crop type, with many also growing berries, tree fruits, herbs, 
and/or flowers.

Interview

Interviews were conducted between March and July 2018 
with 25 participants representing 19 farms. In five cases, 
a farm manager or co-owner/operator joined the survey 
respondent for the interview. In one case, the recent for-
mer owner and the new owner of the same farm were 
interviewed (separately). At least four respondents oper-
ated their farms with a partner who was not present at 
the interview. Interviews were completed in-person by 
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1 3

the more geographically proximate author, or via phone 
or video conference call if visits could not be arranged 
(n = 6 farms). Interviews lasted between 1 and 4 h, with 
the average interview taking around two hours. In three 
cases, truncated interviews were performed due to con-
siderations for a farmer’s health or schedule.

Interviews were semi-structured and implemented 
using a two-part guide. The first portion concerned: 
farmer experiences and beliefs, with questions related to 
participants’ history with gardening and farming and their 
introduction to veganic approaches; their understand-
ing of veganic farming and the motivations and rewards 
they associate with it; their veganic learning process; 
the veganic challenges they have experienced; and their 
thoughts about supporting and formalizing veganic agri-
culture. The second part of the guide explored: farming 
practices, including soil health and fertility; weed, dis-
ease, and pest management; product sourcing; and mar-
keting. The researchers also took field notes on conversa-
tions that occurred before and after the formal interviews.

Informed consent was obtained via signature for in-
person interviews and verbally for remote interviews. 
All interviews were audio-recorded. Recordings were 
uploaded to Temi, an online speech-to-text transcription 
service, and transcripts were subsequently edited by the 
authors to improve accuracy. Transcripts were uploaded 
to Dedoose, a cloud-based application for qualitative and 
mixed-methods research, for coding and analysis. A code-
book was developed containing deductive codes informed 
by interview questions and inductive codes that emerged 
from the data. The authors satisfactorily completed an 
inter-rater reliability assessment prior to commencing 
coding, and coded each other’s interview transcripts.

Profiles for the 20 interview participants who were 
also survey respondents are presented in Table 2. These 
respondents ranged in age from 28 to 69 at the time of the 
study, with most (about 60%) being in their 30s and 40s. 
The majority of the respondents identified as male (65%) 
and exclusively as white (75%). Most were from non-
agricultural backgrounds (80%), and most had received 
no formal education in agriculture (75%). Those who 
reported formal education related to agriculture iden-
tified a range of levels, from some community college 
coursework to advanced degrees. At least four respond-
ents had completed farming internships or farmer training 
programs outside of academia. Eight respondents (40%) 
began their farming careers in a veganic system. Eleven 
respondents (55%) had been farming for at least 10 years 
at the time of the study, including five who had been 
farming veganically for at least 10 years.

Results

Defining veganic agriculture

When asked to offer a definition of veganic farming, sev-
eral participants were uncertain and were hesitant to pose 
a definition. A few others alluded to the definition varying 
from person to person or being unclear. As Mary said, “I 
can tell you the definition of permaculture much like I 
can tell you the definition of veganic—neither of them are 
a legal certification, so I think they’re vague.” However, 
most participants directly asserted a definition; all identi-
fied the exclusion of animal products as the foundation 
of veganic farming and about a third (n = 9) specified the 
nonuse of byproducts and wastes from farmed animals or 
livestock.

A number of participants shared further thoughts and 
raised questions about the types of animal products that 
might be allowed in a veganic system. Several volunteered 
that incidental waste from free-living animals—such as 
droppings from deer passing through their fields—would 
be consistent with veganic growing. Inputs including 
worm castings, bat guano, and manure from sanctuaried 
animals appeared to be ambiguous and contested. Some 
participants took a hard line against all deliberately-
introduced animal products, some suggested the key to be 
whether the animals were being confined or exploited, and 
others indicated uncertainty or ambivalence. Participants 
from three farms reported knowingly incorporating bat 
guano and worm castings into their operations, and four 
farmers indicated that their bought-in composts and pot-
ting soils might contain some meat scraps, eggshells, or 
other animal byproducts.

While most participants offered rather brief definitions 
of veganic agriculture hinging on the use of animal inputs, 
some broader ideas about farm ecosystems emerged. 
Notions of “working with nature as opposed to against 
it,” creating “a symbiotic relationship with the land you 
cultivate,” and “that wildlife is supported as part of the 
entire ecosystem” were parts of the definitions offered by 
Jenny, Tony, and Mary respectively (see Fig. 1). Eileen 
specified that part of veganic is not “killing what are gen-
erally considered pests … not harming the wildlife that 
may also exist in your field and in your produce, from 
field mice to gophers to birds…”. This mirrored questions 
posed by other farmers about whether killing insects and 
promoting the deaths of “pest” animals through predation 
are veganic-consistent practices.

About a quarter of participants (n = 6) explicitly refer-
enced “organic” in their definition of veganic. For instance, 
Nancy framed veganic as “organic farming but then it’s 
combined with the vegan aspect where you are not adding 
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anything that is an animal byproduct.” Though not included 
in their definition of veganic, other participants described 
specific organic practices within their broader conceptual-
ization of veganic. And other farmers used phrases such as 
“veganic and organic”, suggesting that they view these as 
separate sets of practices. Luke, for instance, expressed “the 
way I think of veganic is not necessarily organic … like for 

the Stockfree certification, [a separate] organic certification 
is required. … I really just kind of singularly look at the 
animal input as what makes it veganic or not.” Some gave 
indications that they have not strongly considered how the 
two ideas relate. However, some form of organic, chemical-
free, or natural farming was practiced by and clearly salient 
to all participants in the study.

Fig. 1  The use of pollina-
tor strips to attract beneficial 
insects. a In the foreground, 
adjacent to diverse fruit and 
vegetable crops, at farm 18. 
Photo by Alisha Utter b Along 
the base of the high tunnel 
housing tomatoes at farm 9. 
Photo by Mona Seymour
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Notably, not all participants identified strongly with the 
term veganic. It was new to participants from two farms, 
who had been calling their method “vegan”, “no kill”, or 
“organic” farming, but who were open to the label. Par-
ticipants from four other farms mentioned that they prefer 
to use another term (such as “plant-based”, “biorational”, 
or “eco-organic”) or that they identify more closely with a 
method such as Shumei Natural Agriculture that is inciden-
tally veganic.

Learning to farm veganically

Most participants entered veganic farming via two general 
avenues. Nine farms were established or run by farmers who 
had begun their farming careers veganically or had switched 
to veganic production within one year of beginning to farm. 
These respondents had been farming for between one and 
33 years at the time of the study. All 12 participants attached 
to these farms reported having some experience with culti-
vation before becoming veganic farm owner-operators or 
managers. The majority had gardening experience (veganic, 
organic, and/or chemical-based), at least four had completed 
organic or sustainable agriculture coursework or programs, 
and several had interned or worked on organic or veganic 
farms. Seven farms were owned or managed by participants 
who had transitioned from organic to veganic agriculture. 
The length of time that these participants had farmed organi-
cally (whether certified or not) before transitioning ranged 
widely, from just a few years to upwards of 20 years. Five 
of these nine participants volunteered that they underwent 
a slow transition process, marked by a gradual phasing-out 
of animal products over several farming seasons. And, five 
recalled their transition from animal-based to plant-based 
fertility programs as being relatively easy, though not with-
out a learning curve. Two of the remaining three farms were 
owned by farmers with farm-scale horticultural experience 
(e.g., flowers, native plants) who had changed tracks and 
entered veganic agriculture. One farm was owned by farm-
ers who transitioned from conventional or chemical-based 
farming to veganic production.

Participants drew on three general categories of resources 
to varying degrees throughout their learning processes. First, 
veganic resources included an array of print and electronic 
references (veganic books, websites, magazines, farming 
standards, YouTube videos, and DVDs) that were typically 
associated with the Vegan Organic Network. Over half of 
the participants (n = 16) described connecting with other 
veganic farmers for informational purposes, including via 
direct personal communication as well as through veganic 
Facebook groups and other online veganic communities.

Second, participants drew from a range of non-veganic 
resources including: agricultural research literature; agri-
cultural experts; farming books and websites; and online 

and traditional coursework and workshops on various top-
ics including soil science, permaculture, market gardening, 
and sustainable agriculture. Participants described the work 
involved in adapting some of these resources for their own 
use. Kaitlyn, who was working on a certificate in sustainable 
agriculture through a local community college, explained “I 
went to school and started learning about sustainable agri-
culture [and] we started applying it at home, but because 
we’re already vegan there are things that we don’t want 
to use that we used at school: the blood meal, the oyster 
shell, whatever. … And so, you know, we would just take 
the concepts we were learning at school and apply them 
here … going online and saying ‘ok what’s an alternative 
this?’ or ‘what’s an alternative to that?’ kind of thing.” Mary 
remarked on the usefulness of the research literature to her 
own process: “So I’m always reading scientific journals … 
and the articles won’t directly speak to my problems, but 
indirectly. So I just scoured the no till literature and scoured 
the cover cropping [literature], because if you can figure out 
how to get the nutrients out of a cover crop then, you know, 
there’s your plant based fertilizer.” In a few cases, partici-
pants described consulting organic or sustainable farming 
researchers, instructors, and mentors who were able to sug-
gest appropriate plant-based amendments or comment on 
the viability of a veganic fertility program. Many farmers 
identified internet searches as an important initial pathway to 
finding answers to specific questions about soil fertility and 
amendments, as well as to finding more in-depth resources, 
whether veganic or not.

Finally, most participants (n = 19) described an aspect 
of self-reliance in their veganic learning processes. This 
included a variety of practices such as extrapolating from 
accumulated farming experience, experimenting with plant-
based fertility and mineral amendments, and taking a trial-
and-error or learn-as-I-go tack to veganic farming. Ford, 
who understands veganic as “not using animal byproducts 
and using as little insect control as I can manage to still end 
up with a result”, described his insect management program 
as based in trial-and-error, as he learned strategic timing 
for planting crops to avoid insect problems. In some cases, 
farmer self-reliance was borne of self-confidence. Other 
cases stemmed from necessity, such as in response to the 
lack of veganic informational resources, a challenge that is 
discussed further below.

Veganic farming motivations, benefits, and rewards

Participants identified diverse motivations for farming 
veganically, with discussion encompassing why they began 
to farm veganically and the direct and tangential rewards and 
benefits of the approach. Five major themes around veganic 
values were identified.
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The first emergent theme was the consistency of veganic 
agriculture with veganism. Sixteen of the 25 interview par-
ticipants self-identified as vegan and all of these farmers 
reported some aspect of their veganism as a key reason 
for farming veganically. Steven, like others, observed that 
veganic production was a natural extension of his vegan-
ism: “When it comes to farming…[Kaitlyn and I] have 
just been doing vegan, just based on our lifestyle.” All but 
one vegan participant described a commitment to animal 
rights or welfare as an impetus for their veganism, and thus, 
many articulated further thoughts on farming veganically 
to reject violence toward animals or to avoid the support 
of animal agribusiness. Denny noted “the greater ramifica-
tions of when you get manure from a chicken factory … 
What you’re doing, what you’re putting dollars toward, what 
you’re supporting, is a horrendous horrible atrocity.” Several 
vegan participants noted farming in line with their values to 
be rewarding because of the relationships with free-living 
animals that ensued, based in tolerance or enjoyment rather 
than lethal control.

Avoiding food safety issues was another key motivator 
for eliminating animal-based fertility. Participants expressed 
concerns about the use of manures, blood meals, bone meals, 
and other animal products. They cited the potential for 
transfer of antibiotics, growth hormones, GMOs, bacteria 
(particularly E. coli from insufficiently or incorrectly com-
posted manures), and diseases (e.g., with reference to past 
outbreaks of mad cow disease) to soil, plants, and ultimately 
consumers. Joe recalled that “I didn’t like that idea [of using 
inputs from concentrated animal feeding operations] because 
I was reading studies that the antibiotics that were used in 
that system are coming right through the soil, through the 
composting, into the plant material itself…”. According to 
Tony, “The other cool thing about veganic agriculture … is 
that there is a high reduction in outbreaks of cross contami-
nations. Like you don’t have to worry about chicken manure, 
you are just worrying about fermented plants, decomposed 
plants.” Several farmers commented that non-use of animal 
products diminished the time and effort required to comply 
with food safety rules/regulations and agricultural certifica-
tions, and Kelly remarked that it is “very rewarding to be 
able to tell people that ‘Hey, our product, you don’t have to 
worry about recalls or E. coli outbreaks and any of that type 
of stuff, because we don’t even use any of that.’”

A third theme emerged around plant and soil health. Par-
ticipants discussed various drawbacks of animal-based fer-
tility and benefits of plant-based fertility, particularly with 
respect to soil health, nutrient cycling, plant viability, and 
yield. Manure and blood meal in particular were implicated 
for quick release of nutrients into the soil and excessive 
macro-nutrient levels, leading to nutrient leaching, subop-
timal environments for soil life and fruit trees, and insect 
pressure. Mary recalled that she “had actually realized, like 

[my partner] Doug, that there were problems using manure 
… I was using manures quite a bit … and realized that we 
were having soil [nutrient] excesses, in especially nitrogen 
and phosphorus. So I decreased using manures and saw that 
I could get away with it. … Ten years ago I believed that you 
needed to use manure to have organic production that would 
be sustainably competitive with conventional production 
and now I don’t believe that that’s true.” Veganic fertility 
inputs such as green waste and compost, on the other hand, 
were linked to soil building, healthier soil fungal webs and 
worm populations, and more flavorful fruit. Trent explained 
that “composted manure or other animal waste products … 
seems like a less stable soil addition than green manures. 
With the animal waste, you’re ending up with more erosion, 
I see. And with green waste there’s more of a binder … it 
doesn’t run off and it doesn’t deplete as quick…”. Other 
participants noted that lower nitrogen levels and/or slower 
nutrient release lead to fewer insect problems and lower dis-
ease susceptibility.

Observations about food safety issues and plant and soil 
health were often linked to goals or rewards of providing 
“good food” to customers. Farmers variously described 
their produce as healthy, pure, nutrient-dense, high-quality, 
medicinal-quality, flavorful, and as a contributor to com-
munity wellness. As Doug recalled, “It was the early years 
when I was using manure and … getting the flavor in the 
fruit was what was the most important thing. It was way 
easier to do that with the green waste compost. The manure 
was tricky. It would make yield, but it wouldn’t make flavor. 
I don’t know. Fruit is nuances. And it was just like I got to a 
point where it was like, okay, I’m doing all these things and 
yeahhhh, this fruit is good.”

Another theme emerged from participant views of 
veganic agriculture as a more environmentally-friendly 
form of production than agriculture involving farmed ani-
mal inputs. Farmers pointed out the connections between 
animal agriculture and climate change, ocean deadzones, 
and other environmental harms; as well as between the use 
of animal manures and soil, air, and water pollution. With-
holding financial support from the industry and avoiding 
its environmentally harmful waste products were important 
motivators for veganic approaches. Luke explained that “The 
logic was, it would be really really silly for us two people 
to go vegan, and have that be our effort to help the environ-
ment, but then we’re going to buy literally [a] ton of blood 
meal to spread into this field. … if you’re buying blood meal 
or bone meal, you’re basically supporting the meat industry, 
[which] in our diet we were trying not to do, but through our 
business we would have spent thousands and thousands of 
dollars supporting them.”

Tied to this theme of environmentalism were ideas 
about resource use and the sustainability of veganic prac-
tices. Some participants problematized the land and water 
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resources required to raise the animals from whom a farmer 
might source fertility. Dan, a practitioner of biointensive 
farming, stated “I farm veganically because I know it uses 
less resources … just by taking animal products out of the 
equation. There’s only 9000 square feet per person on the 
planet if you [divide] it all up fairly and give everyone a fair 
shot. This country [has] a lot of land and a lot of resources 
and we are lucky, but that’s not going to last forever, so we’re 
looking for those long term solutions …”. Others pointed 
out the loss of nutrients through animals’ digestion of plant 
matter as well as through the composting process, suggest-
ing that it is more efficient to directly apply a green manure.

A final major theme emerged around the actual and poten-
tial marketing advantages of veganic; these were framed as 
benefits of, rather than motivations for, growing vegani-
cally. Most participants identified the vegan community 
as a natural market for veganic produce. About half of the 
farms (47%) were using the term “veganic” in their market-
ing materials and labels at the time of the study, typically 
in order to target local vegan communities and buyers with 
products “uniquely marketable” to vegans. This reportedly 
led to “ecstatic” reactions from vegan shoppers at farmers’ 
markets and gains in vegan CSA members, though other 
customers sometimes viewed the veganic angle neutrally 
or with confusion about its meaning or necessity. Six of 
those farms reported customers being less interested in the 
“vegan” dimension of veganic and more interested in the 
“organic” aspect, whether this meant Certified Organic, 
CNG, non-GMO, or no pesticides. Participants from farms 
not incorporating “veganic” into their marketing materials 
usually perceived that it would not be of interest to most 
customers in their localities, as they lacked prominent 
vegan communities. However, Catherine commented on 
a marketing edge in the broader (non-vegan) community, 
saying that “I feel, honestly, in the marketplace [veganic] 
can only be a plus because it’s like everyone has tomatoes, 
[and] yours look good but they are also veganically grown. 
Just having that extra little thing to say to someone passing 
by like, ‘We grow stuff without any additives. We use green 
manure, so it’s good for the soil.’” Interestingly, a number 
of farmers (n = 9) were ambivalent about using “veganic” 
as a marketing tool—including some participants who were 
currently marketing with the term and some who were not. 
While they all acknowledged its potential to attract vegan 
customers, these farmers cited concerns about the potential 
for exchanges with “militant” or “judgmental” vegans who 
might attack them for incorporating bat guano or selling 
chicken eggs; the possibility that the term might be stigmatic 
and repel potential non-vegan customers; and the time that 
might be required to explain the unfamiliar term to farmers’ 
market patrons or “quibble with” people over the meaning.

Several minor themes, as well as numerous rationales 
articulated by only one or two participants, also emerged 

around participant motivations and valuations. Table 3 pre-
sents these ideas to demonstrate the wide variety of values 
that participants perceived in veganic farming. It is perhaps 
noteworthy that participants who defined “veganic” as incor-
porating organic methods tended to reflect more narrowly 
on the vegan aspect of the practice, so ideas about organic 
agriculture did not emerge as strongly as might be expected, 
and appear in Table 3 instead of above.

Challenges to farming veganically

All participants mentioned facing challenges that any eco-
logical/organic or small farm might face, such as herbivore 
pressure, weed and plant disease management, poor soil, 
and time and financial constraints. Several of the beginning 
farmers in the sample noted that they were struggling with 
the basics of learning how to farm. All but two participants 
described experiencing veganic-specific challenges as well.

The most pervasive veganic challenge concerned sourcing 
products that were animal-free as well as organic, including 
transplants, potting soil, compost, and fertilizers. As Eileen 
noted, “That’s actually one of the most challenging things 
that I see questions on nonstop from people who want to gar-
den veganically or grow veganically. ‘What’s on the market 
that’s vegan?’ Well, there’s all these seedling mixes but no 
potting mixes …”. In response, participants described start-
ing their own plants from seed, mixing their own potting 
soil, and either making their own compost or buying it in, 
which was sometimes associated with additional difficulties. 
Some participants were unable to make enough of their own 
compost, and others raised concerns with the quality and 
contents of bought-in compost or with the effortful process 
to locate compost that was both organic and vegan. Sourcing 
non-GMO plant-based fertilizers was also challenging; for 
instance, farmers observed the difficulty of locating organic 
cottonseed and soybean meals. Ultimately, cost played into 
product acquisition atop availability, with a few participants 
remarking that vegan inputs were more costly than non-
vegan versions.

Several farmers noted the issue of unclear or inadequate 
product labeling as a factor making it even more difficult to 
source veganic inputs, as in this exchange between Denny 
and Suzanne.

Denny: Most farmers don’t understand what happens 
when they buy a bag of peat moss, for instance. Like, 
every bag of peat moss, if it has a pH adjustment, has 
manure in it, if it’s organic.
Suzanne: And they don’t tell you that.
Denny: And so you wouldn’t know. Most of it’s not 
labeled that it has a charge. And you call them and 
say, "Does it have a charge?" And they say, "Well, it’s 
insignificant." So they don’t label.
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Another participant likened his experience of navigating 
fertilizers with that of navigating food labels as a vegan, 
noting the challenges of hidden ingredients and commonly 
added animal products such as blood meal.

Several farmers mentioned the difficulty of finding 
veganic nitrogen-rich fertilizers, given the exclusion of 
blood meal and fish meal, two common sources of relatively 
quick-release nitrogen. Particularly, finding nitrogen rapidly 
available to specific crops and under certain seasonal condi-
tions was a challenge. For example, Jason expressed that “In 
the wings of the season, like the fall and the spring, when 
it’s really cold … it’s really tough to get soluble nitrogen 
to the plants when there’s not a lot of biological activity in 
the soil, which is [what breaks] the soybean [meal] down 
into plant available form. So it’s, it is really tough and we 
have traditionally … used some Chilean nitrate, which is not 
ideal, but sometimes necessary.”

Some locational specificity in sourcing challenges and 
solutions became apparent as well. One farmer felt “a lit-
tle spoiled” farming in California’s Central Valley, as there 
were numerous companies nearby that produced plant-based 
amendments for the heavily agricultural region. Recreational 

cannabis legalization in Oregon (2014) helped some Oregon-
ian participants to more easily learn of and access veganic 
products developed for veganic cannabis production.

Access to veganic-specific knowledge emerged as a 
second major challenge. Figuring out fertility for crops, in 
terms of nutrient cycling as well as optimal nutrient sources, 
was described as a difficulty by many participants (n = 10). 
Mary, though an experienced veganic farmer, felt that she 
and her partner were just beginning to understand nutrient 
cycling for perennials using only plant-based materials. Oth-
ers stated that they lack information on the best plant- and 
mineral-based sources for different nutrients such as nitro-
gen and magnesium, or how to use them in combination. 
A dearth of knowledgeable contacts appeared to be at the 
base of this for some participants: farmers identified exten-
sion agents, the United States Department of Agriculture, 
and other members of the veganic community as resources 
that they had consulted for assistance with veganic fertil-
ity and no-kill pest control but who were unable to field 
their questions. Paul recalled that “a couple of years ago, 
our Jerusalem artichokes came up and they just never were 
the big bright green vibrant … and so we had our ag agent 

Table 3  Other motivations, benefits, and rewards of veganic farming indicated by participants

Minor themes Veganic farming is a way to farm naturally
E.g., “…we could pump chicken manure juice out there and we would have bigger plants. But to me it’s like this 

seed has this idea of expressing itself and it’s going to express itself in an unnatural environment that I’m going 
to be providing for it. … [Instead] I want to build the soil in a way that it’s got the materials that are its own 
ecosystem and then I’m going to plop in a seed or a plant to grow …” (Paul)

Farming veganically is more economical (labor, money) than importing animal-based fertility
E.g., “I find [I am] overall doing less work, because my greenwaste, and any additions to that I may need, can be 

produced on site.” (Trent)
E.g., “We didn’t have any large animal feeding operations around there so trucking [that] material in was an 

enormous cost.” (Joe)
It is rewarding to pioneer veganic approaches
E.g., “It was rewarding to know that we took that risk, and it did work out, and you can grow food [veganically], 

and so, to know that we’ve kind of proven it.” (Luke)
Other motivations and values “I practice or value veganic farming because…”

It is instinctive/intuitive to avoid animal products
It is rewarding to educate others about veganic agriculture and related issues
I want to demonstrate/promote veganic agriculture
I am concerned for human rights/welfare (e.g., slaughterhouse workers)
I want to avoid disgusting or hazardous animal products
It is consistent with organic objectives
It aligns with spiritual/religious teachings or commitments
It is consistent with a lifestyle objective of self-sufficiency
It is a way to improve the world for humanity
It can empower communities to grow their own food
It can enhance food security for families who do not own livestock
It is rewarding to share veganic produce with vegans
It is rewarding to receive positive/supportive responses from the vegan community
I enjoy the challenge of growing veganically
It contributes to the continuance of a farm’s veganic legacy
Continuing to farm veganically avoids demonstrating failure
It aligns with my partner’s farming practices
The approach is incidental/accidental
It is a way to be a part of veganic history
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over and he said … ‘Oh, you just, you know, just spray it 
with some chicken manure.’ It’s like the conversation to get 
advice is very limited.” Reflecting on how lack of access 
to veganic-specific information might be a barrier to new 
veganic farmers, Abe said “It’s pretty hard for new begin-
ners because every book you go to, you’re like ‘OK so I 
have a nitrogen issue’ or ‘I’ve got a this issue,’ and they go 
‘Oh you bone meal this, and chicken manure that, or vermi-
culture this’ …” As mentioned further above, this required 
many participants to “translate” non-veganic resources into 
applicable information.

Some minor themes around veganic challenges emerged 
too, as presented in Table 4.

Although all but two farmers described experiencing 
difficulties with farming veganically, seven participants 
volunteered that “veganic itself is not terribly challeng-
ing” (Jenny). These farmers perceived that they had mostly 
figured out their method, and faced minor veganic-specific 
annoyances, if any. Jenny continued, “Once you get it down, 
it’s good. Like I said, most of my challenges, I think, are 
just the normal ones you would find in regular farming. The 
issues that I complain about are the same ones that conven-
tional farmers would [complain about too]. Farming itself is 
a pain in the butt! Veganic itself, it’s just a different method.”

Discussion

The results above are reflective of the perspectives and 
experiences of a sample of US veganic farmers, offering an 
enhanced understanding of this population. They also pro-
vide some basis on which to consider the future of veganic 
agriculture in the United States.

Farmers’ thoughts on how to define veganic agriculture 
yielded both consensus and inconsistencies. There was clear 
agreement that veganic farming refers to the exclusion of 
animal products, suggesting that for most farmers, veganic 
is (or at least includes) a set of fertility practices. Eileen had 
noted this, remarking that “the conversation around veganic 
[is] almost always centered around not using animal amend-
ments.” Aside from this, several discrepancies and gray 
areas emerged, which point to unresolved definitional ques-
tions in the US veganic community. Are there particular ani-
mal products that might be permissible in veganic farming? 

What is the relationship between veganic and organic agri-
culture? Is veganic agriculture a fertility program or a more 
holistic approach concerning aspects such as farm ecosystem 
care, “pest” management practices, non-renewable resource 
use, and use of on-farm versus bought-in resources? And, 
is there a philosophy or a value system underlying veganic 
agriculture that serves as an interpretable guide for practi-
tioners, or is veganic a set of clear-cut practices? Resolving 
these questions will become important if veganic agriculture 
were to formalize in the United States.

The experience of the US organic movement suggests that 
definitional and thus, applied differences in veganic farming 
could persist unless and until a groundswell of interest in re-
establishing a US-based veganic certification occurs. [CNG, 
a US-based peer-inspection certification program, offered a 
Certified Veganic Program for several years, circa 2008. It 
was suspended due to low enrollment (Veganic Agriculture 
Network 2011b).] As demonstrated in the US organic move-
ment, arriving at a mutually agreeable definition and set of 
standards may be a lengthy, contentious process, particularly 
if done at the national level (e.g., DiMatteo and Gershuny 
2007; Guthman 2014; Obach 2015).

Study participants identified an astounding range of prac-
tical and ideological motivations and advantages of veganic 
growing, including and beyond those noted in the exist-
ing literature on veganic farming and comparable in their 
diversity to the motivations of early organic farmers. Most 
participants identified a personal or political commitment 
to veganism as a primary reason for their veganic approach. 
Media coverage of veganic agriculture and discourse in the 
international veganic farming and gardening community 
often focuses on vegan motivations for veganic production 
as well. However, this study underscores that though some 
farmers grow veganically within a broader animal rights/
liberation framework, veganic agriculture is not exclusive to 
the vegan farming community or to vegan concerns. Other 
commonly articulated values, such as food safety, plant and 
soil health, and environmental impact, demonstrate that 
veganic methods should be of interest to the broader sus-
tainable agriculture community.

Absent was any evidence that participants pursued 
veganic farming primarily to take advantage of a price pre-
mium derived from the vegan dimension of their produce. 
Yet, communicating to potential veganic farmers that there 

Table 4  Other challenges, barriers, and limitations related to veganic farming

Minor themes Labor: veganic farming is labor intensive (particularly in the making of plant-based mulches, composts, potting soils); it is 
difficult to find employees/interns with interest in or knowledge about veganic approaches

Pest management: managing insects and rodents in a veganic framework is ethically challenging/murky
Soil fertility planning: selecting appropriate inputs is challenging; managing fertility veganically is more difficult due to the 

slower release of nutrients from plant-based inputs
Response from farming community: harassment, teasing, lack of support from organic and animal farmers is challenging/dis-

appointing
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is money to be made from veganic production was identi-
fied by participants as one strategy to expand veganic agri-
culture. Farmers also suggested that cultivating the vegan 
market (such as through educating vegan consumers about 
the use of animal products in organic production) would 
be an important activity to grow veganic farming. Indeed, 
there is indication that once educated on veganic production 
methods, vegans and vegetarians tend to support stockfree 
organic agriculture, and thus may buy such products (Jürk-
enbeck and Spiller 2020). Vegans and vegetarians may pur-
chase veganic products in a show of support for the produc-
tion method, beyond doing so for ethical and environmental 
reasons; and may be willing to pay more for biocyclic-vegan 
products than for organic products (Jürkenbeck et al. 2019). 
Clear communication between farmers, retailers, consumers, 
and other actors will be an important component of market 
expansion. For instance, as illustrated by the UK media inac-
curately describing what “vegan organic” means and why 
farmers grow this way (Hirth 2020), accurate messaging will 
be critical for cultivating public understanding and accept-
ance of veganic agriculture.

Participants often connected the topic of veganic certi-
fication to marketing and consumer education/awareness 
advantages. While only one participant farm held a veganic 
certification (Stockfree), most participants did express some 
level of interest in certification, usually for those reasons. A 
US-based certification, or widespread use of the Stockfree 
or Biocyclic-Vegan certifications in the United States, could 
enhance the domestic marketability of veganic produce, pos-
sibly both introducing a price premium for certified farm-
ers and increasing the visibility of veganic to consumers. A 
price premium or other pull factors (e.g., rising consumer 
awareness of produce safety issues) may also attract price-
seeking or market-seeking new farmers and veganic con-
verts, mirroring the shifting motivations for farmer entry 
into the organic movement decades ago. However, expan-
sion, formalization, and commercialization of veganic agri-
culture in the United States may bring corporate co-optation 
and the dilution of its roots or meaning (contested even 
now), a point that several participants broached with refer-
ence to the legacy of organic agriculture (e.g., Jaffee and 
Howard 2010; Guthman 2014; Obach 2015).

Despite the perceived and observed advantages of veganic 
farming, it is apparent that veganic farmers face some con-
siderable challenges. These pressures include various on-
farm obstacles that the broader populations of small farmers 
or ecological farmers are prone to, and likely also include 
the structural barriers set forth by the prevailing agrifood 
system. However, other challenges were veganic-specific, 
requiring a different class of effort and ingenuity. Veganic-
appropriate product sourcing and access to information 
about veganic fertility best practices were by and far the 
most vexing, and are concerning not only for their impacts 

on farmers’ time budgets and crop viability, but also as bar-
riers to potential new entrants into veganic production.

These challenges spotlight the dearth of veganic agricul-
ture educational and training opportunities and resources 
in the United States. Several US veganic farms do offer 
workshops, courses, and internships (though these do not 
always seem to be well-publicized); as do supporting organi-
zations throughout North America and the United Kingdom 
(sometimes oriented toward gardening rather than farm-scale 
production). However, there appear to be no US university 
courses or extension agents dedicated to veganic methods, 
reminiscent of the situation of organic agriculture several 
decades ago (Parr et al. 1983; Heckman 2006; Sriskandara-
jah et al. 2006). Availability of such forms of institutional 
support for veganic farmers would almost certainly alleviate 
the challenge of acquiring technical knowledge and lower 
the knowledge barrier to entry by new or transitioning farm-
ers—as well as increase awareness about the existence of 
veganic as a possible farming approach to pursue, as several 
participants suggested. In the meantime, better publicization 
of the Stockfree and Biocyclic-Vegan certifications in the 
United States could raise visibility of what are ostensibly 
educational resources.

Grassroots organizing is another approach to address-
ing the difficulties of veganic product sourcing and the lack 
of access to technical knowledge. A number of study par-
ticipants suggested that better connectivity between farm-
ers, such as through an online message board, a veganic 
farming conference, or a phone hotline, would facilitate the 
sharing of practices and advice. Regional farmers’ associa-
tions also have potential utility; decades ago, these served 
as “clearinghouses for information on organic methods” for 
the farmers who organized them before university and gov-
ernment support emerged (Obach 2015, p. 56). While not a 
farmers’ association, the Förderkreis Biozyklisch-Veganer 
Anbau e.V. (Association for the Promotion of Biocyclic 
Vegan Agriculture) provides services including information 
and support for farmers considering the Biocyclic Vegan 
Standard and consumer and retailer education on biocyclic 
vegan agriculture in German-speaking countries (Vegcono-
mist 2019). The work of BNS Biocyclic Network Services 
Ltd. includes sublicensing the right to use the Biocyclic 
Vegan Quality Seal, providing agricultural consulting ser-
vices, and maintaining the Green List of permissible inputs 
under the Biocyclic Vegan Standard (Adolf Hoops Society 
n.d.-b). In the United Kingdom, Stockfree Organic Services 
fields questions from farmers who are, or are consider-
ing, growing stockfree (Stockfree Organic Services n.d.). 
No such associations exist in the United States for veganic 
agriculture. The present density of veganic farmers—even 
in “hotspot” regions like the Northeast—is so low that there 
may not be a critical mass of farmers anywhere to organ-
ize in a regional manner and actualize member meetings, 
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field trips, and other forms of in-person contact. However, 
a national-level association could: facilitate connections 
between more experienced veganic growers and newer ones 
for knowledge transfer; assist farmers in navigating veganic 
inputs by maintaining supplier and product lists; support a 
US-based certification system or adoption of Stockfree and 
Biocyclic-Vegan standards; advocate for or organize veganic 
farmer training programs; publish online content on veganic 
techniques and innovations; and serve the farming commu-
nity in other ways.

Conclusion

This article presents baseline empirical research on the 
veganic farming community in the United States. It is not 
without limitations. For instance, previously unidentified 
farms were discovered after data collection concluded 
(e.g., the Seventh Day Adventist community is more heav-
ily involved in veganic farming than was apparent during 
recruitment); the community is evolving, with new farms 
emerging and at least two participant farms shuttering after 
data collection ended4; and an unknown number of farmers 
are growing veganically yet not self-designating as such or in 
a way that allowed researchers to locate them. Thus it is pos-
sible that some themes relevant to this loose-knit commu-
nity’s perspectives and experiences are not reflected herein.

Looking toward further research on the human dimen-
sions of veganic agriculture, theorization of veganic stands 
out as an approach that would provide a deeper and more 
contextualized understanding of veganic agriculture in the 
United States and beyond. For instance, the use of social 
movement theories would help to explore veganic agricul-
ture as an agrifood movement. Relatedly, a comparative 
study of the veganic and organic movements may illuminate 
some lessons for the former as it continues to develop. An 
enhanced understanding of the relationship between veganic 
agriculture and other sustainable agriculture paradigms and 
movements (for instance, agroecological or regenerative 
approaches) might shed light on compatibilities, suggesting 
opportunities for coalition-building.

The greatest need may be for expanded research on 
veganic soil health and plant-based fertility systems. As 
Eileen emphasized, the most important form of support 
for the US veganic farming community may be for “farm-
centered universities to get onboard with doing the research 
behind fertility from a strictly plant-based standpoint.” This 
could include topics such as plant-based fertility inputs, 
soil microbial activity and carbon in plant-based cropping 

systems, on-farm nutrient cycling within veganic systems 
(e.g., biocyclic humus soil), and anaerobic digestion using 
plant materials (e.g., Schmutz 2012). Expanded research 
would help to diminish knowledge barriers to practicing 
and potential veganic farmers and is a necessary step toward 
broadening educational and training opportunities in veganic 
agriculture and improving technical assistance services (e.g., 
University Extension). Simultaneous and subsequent to the 
developing research base will need to be improved fund-
ing and grant opportunities that are inclusive to veganic 
agriculture. For instance, development of a federal grant 
program for veganic research akin to the Sustainable Agri-
culture Research and Education (SARE) program, or dedi-
cation of SARE funds to plant-based agriculture, would be 
a considerable step forward. Additionally, nonprofits such 
as the Organic Farming Research Foundation may be well-
positioned to adapt to prioritize veganic research. Actively 
including the insights of farmer participants to ensure the 
relevance of the research will be essential.

This is a particularly interesting time to expand research 
on veganic agriculture given changing attitudes toward ani-
mal agriculture. In the Global North, recent years have seen 
unprecedented criticism of the greenhouse gas contributions, 
resource use, and threats to food safety and security linked 
to industrial animal agriculture; and an intensified moral 
reckoning with the production and consumption of animals 
as food. The COVID-19 pandemic has cast a spotlight on the 
relationship between animal consumption and public health, 
as well as the labor conditions in industrial slaughterhouses. 
There are rapidly growing markets for plant-based milks, 
eggs, and meats, and expanding research and development 
for cultured meats. Some industries, such as dairy, are now 
contracting. All of this raises questions for the future avail-
ability of the dominant animal-based fertilizers, and points 
to an impetus for further research into veganic production 
methods: the practicality of having well-articulated plant-
based agricultural methods ready for mass deployment.

The foundational insights presented in this article fore-
shadow further farmer-led advancement of veganic agricul-
ture and highlight perspectives and opportunities for advo-
cates, researchers, educators, and policymakers. Veganic 
agriculture holds great promise in realms including envi-
ronmental sustainability and ethics and has much potential 
to grow in recognition and application as an alternative agri-
cultural approach.
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