The Vision and the Details
By Kate Yegerlehner

	This year, 2010, marks the tenth anniversary of on-farm processing and direct marketing for us at the Swiss Connection.  We have done some things right and some things not as well.  The goal, of course, is to continue progressing with what is good while learning from and improving upon our mistakes or weaknesses.
 We entered the market at an opportune time, when there were very few 100% grass-fed dairies period, let alone those making cheese.  But it won’t always be that way, and in fact has already begun to change.  So we would be wise to reflect more purposefully on where we are and where we are going.
	In one of the recent editions of Allan’s Observations, a business was compared to a three-legged stool in which the legs correspond to skills in production, marketing, and finance.   We must be fluent in all three to be successful.	
I began thinking about the fact that we have the production down pretty well (even while acknowledging that we are always learning).  New ideas constantly provide fodder for experimental adaptations, but we know how to produce high-quality grass-fed milk and tasty cheeses.  Marketing and finance, however, don’t come quite as naturally in our skill sets.
We have a better handle on marketing than when we began.  Still, we were producing a product rare enough that business came to us to a considerable extent for several years.  This past year was one of transition for us.  It has been about readjusting our focus and waiting on the Lord for direction.  Dad and I were talking about this today.  He described this past year being in some ways akin to treading water because when you’re waiting for God to reveal His plans for you sometimes it’s hard to also go about business as usual.  We came to the conclusion that somehow, in order to maintain a successful business even in “the waiting” we must remain purposeful yet malleable.
I have a feeling we are entering a phase where we will need to put more effort into marketing.  Farmers market sales in urban areas 45 to 100 miles away from our farm have comprised a significant portion of our income over the years.  And while we love serving our customers no matter where they live, a part of our vision is in being a part of a more self-sufficient community.  One where much of what people eat can be obtained nearby.  It may be time to start focusing more on local education and marketing.
	The financial leg is challenging for us as well.  We are among those farmers who “restarted.”  We are recovering commodity farmers… of milk, corn, and soybeans, mainly.  I say “recovering” because of the debt load we still carry from the years of borrowing money and buying many things that rust and depreciate.  But we did not sell out and start over; we simply got rid of some things and started making gradual changes.  Doing this while continuing to derive our sole income from the farm has made for a big hurdle to overcome.  We are making progress on getting out of debt, but it is slow going.  We haven’t borrowed any more money since 2000 when we consolidated and refinanced existing debt and Swiss Connection start-up debt.  However, our lack of understanding (or much time to learn) about finding creative access to capital (other than borrowing) has been a limiting factor in our growth and profitability.
Usually when I encounter the same or similar message multiple times through something I read or hear I recognize that God may be trying to tell me something.  Shortly after reading Al’s Obs, I began a book by Rick Joyner called Leadership: The Power of a Creative Life.  I recognized the three-legged stool in part of his message; only he detailed five essentials to successful management of any enterprise.  They are the Product, Administration, Marketing, Resources, and Timing.  These readings have opened my eyes to some of our own blind spots and are inspiring me to pay more attention to addressing them before they become problematic.
Another interesting concept Joyner presents in his book is the distinction between leaders and managers.  In short, leaders are the big-picture people and managers take care of carrying out the details.  An enterprise must have both types to be successful for the long-term (it is rare to find both qualities strongly residing within one person… Napoleon and Wellington are two examples he gave of men who possessed both incredible leadership and management skills).
This provided some clarity to me about our own business.  When we all get overwhelmingly busy with the day-to-day carrying out of details around our farm it doesn’t leave much time or energy for analyzing how we are doing with the larger goals.  One of the jobs of the leader is to inspire his or her managers with the vision of where they are going.  That inspiration is pretty powerful and can spur us on long past what we thought we were capable of.
The past couple years have brought significant changes to the way we manage our grazing.  This has created its own challenges that I’m trying to overcome, from animal performance to weed problems.  Animal performance last year was much better than the year before, though some of the individuals from the calf crop that first year are even now smaller than they should be.  As for the weed problems, I believe with a minimum of effort we can reduce the weed population this year through immediate rest periods on grazed areas and leaving adequate trampled residual on the surface.
Since we produce dairy and beef products from the same herd of cattle, our genetic focus has been towards dual purpose.  I have learned that knowing what phenotype you’re looking for in a grass-fed dual-purpose animal isn’t nearly as complicated as getting there with your own existing genetics.  I have much more to learn about how to select for and attain this, which is particularly evident now in late winter when any weaknesses seem to manifest themselves to the greatest extent.  Managing the cows is my forte and is what I enjoy most about my work.  Implementing leadership is what will enable me to stay on course towards the goal and hopefully avoid chasing rabbit trails!
Last year we also experimented with some new varieties of cheeses.  Some were successful, some were not.  We’ve learned that experimenting is good, but experimenting on a larger scale is risky.  If a 150-lb batch doesn’t turn out, there’s a whole lot of cheese that has no market but pig food, a considerably lower return on investment (pigs or chickens think it’s pretty awesome, though!).  Trial and error is inevitable in any learning process.  But certain errors can be more costly than others.  We must keep the big picture ever before us:  putting an enjoyable, high-quality, nutritious product out there that will enhance the quality of life of those who eat it.
Raw milk cheeses must be aged a minimum of 60 days by law before being sold.  This parameter alone requires vision.  Especially if you have much differentiation in your product.  Deciding which cheese to make that will be in demand two or more months in the future has at times been a pure guessing game for us (then there are the aged cheeses that go a year or more before getting sold).  Sometimes I think we make too many cheeses.  But it becomes a balancing act…where is the line between focusing on that which we can do exceptionally well, adding diversity to increase profitability, and avoiding burnout?  We don’t have it figured out yet.  Perhaps this ties in with our weaker financial leg.
With the end of winter near and the onset of calving on the horizon, the seasonal luxury of having much time to think and dream and plan while not being harried by the demands of details is rapidly flying by.  But that doesn’t mean that when spring comes we have to stop thinking “big picture” so we can manage details of the farm and business.  We need that vision constantly guiding us, leading us into the future with purpose.  It’s impossible to succeed for long without it.  Still, lest I overemphasize the role of leadership, it must be stated that excellence in management is what gets us where the vision directs us to go.  Mother Teresa said, “Be faithful in small things because it is in them that your strength lies.”  To me these words indicate that when we conscientiously attend to what is before us now it will prepare us for even greater things to come.
Stay tuned, as next time I will address how we are going about trying to improve our profitability and effectiveness through examining and clarifying our vision, along with becoming better managers of our resources and market potential.
