
The Farm as a System Worksheet

“Systems thinking concepts can aid in all aspects of our learning cycle and can help
us explore, understand and act.  We build models or theoretical constructs in order

to make familiar what is unfamiliar.  This is a means to help us diagnose and
 improve more effectively and efficiently.” J. Wilson, Changing Agriculture

Reflecting on your farm as a whole provides an opportunity to identify the potential for better
utilization of farm resources, to discover production bottlenecks, and consider new or more profitable
products.  Creating a systems diagram of your farm is an easy way to clarify the relationships on your
farm and help you think through questions about how an enterprise fits in your whole farm system.

Systems diagrams are easy to make!  You can draw a simple box diagram of your farm by drawing a
big box on a sheet of paper that represents your farm property boundary.  Draw and label smaller
boxes inside the farm boundary box to represent the different enterprises that you manage and the farm
resources that you use to manage them.  The area outside the farm boundary box represents the rest of
the world surrounding your farm.  On the outside of the farm boundary box, draw smaller boxes and
label them to represent any energy, materials or services you depend on or bring onto the farm, any
markets that you sell to and any wastes that you dispose of off  farm.  Once you have this basic
systems diagram of the on-farm and off-farm resources your farm enterprises depend upon, you can
begin using the diagram to map out the ways that different parts of the farm system relate to one
another.

Before you start a systems diagram for your own farm, it may be helpful to read the Flow Diagrams
section of the ICRA Guidelines for Systems Diagrams and review the farm system flow diagram
examples.

You may find it particularly useful to sketch out systems diagrams for your farm that show three
different kinds of relationships:

1. Start by making a simple box diagram as described above that shows all major enterprises and
associated resources needed to manage those enterprises (material and energy inputs, crops,
livestock, soil, water, on-farm processing, markets, wastes, etc.).  You may want to make copies
of this diagram to use as a template for the next two diagrams described below.

2. a diagram that shows the flow of materials (soil amendments, water, crop materials, products,
livestock wastes, etc.) between the major enterprises, on-farm and off-farm resources and
markets, and,

3. a diagram of the services provided through interactions between enterprises and resources on
the farm.  For example, if you keep bees to market honey and also grow vegetables, your bees
provide pollination services to your vegetable enterprise.  Likewise, if you have livestock and
compost their manure for use on the vegetables, your livestock provide fertilizer services to
your vegetables.

You can also use the simple box diagram of the farm system (#1 above) to construct a farm system
labor table by filling in the table on the next page.  This table can be very helpful in identifying high
and low labor periods on your farm and can aid in the selection of enterprises that make optimum use
of available farm labor throughout the year.



FARM SYSTEM LABOR TABLE

Farm Enterprises

Month

January

February

March

April

May

June

July

August

September

October

November

December

* To complete this table, label the head of each column with a farm enterprise that you have included
in the simple box systems diagram of your farm.  Working down the column, place a check by each
month with a significant labor requirement related to that enterprise.  You may find it helpful to use
multiple check marks to denote labor intensity – the more checks, the greater the labor requirement.
Refer to a standard production guide, available on the internet, if you need more information about the
labor requirements of an enterprise to complete the table.

*  Complete the table for each major enterprise on your farm.  A careful review of the completed table
will  reveal useful management information such as low and high labor periods created by the specific
mix of enterprises planned for the farm.


