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Abstract. Mississippi harbors a strong culture of industrial agribusiness. Though agriculture is 
the state’s main industry, it provides little food for in-state consumption. Within the last ten 
years, Mississippi has seen a surge of small-scale farmers interested in growing organically and 
selling locally. This is a case study of the rise of Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture Network 
(MSAN), a web of sustainable farmers interested in improving or creating local food systems in 
their own communities. We use the case of MSAN and the farmers involved in it to illustrate 
how connectivity and redundancy are critical to the creation of ecologically resilient local food 
systems. 

 

I. Introduction 

Mississippi is an agricultural hub of the United States. It is also one of the highest poverty rates 
in the nation. It seems counter-intuitive that a land so rich in natural resources could also be so 
impoverished. Many have credited the current food system with creating this contradiction. 
The commodity crops that dominate Mississippi’s production prove to have little to no profit 
margin for farmers, and do not produce the foods Mississippians want or need. An abundance 
of cheap commodity crops are exported, and Mississippi communities import high-cost, low-
quality food.  

Not all farmers accept this system. The last ten years has seen a rapid increase in the number of 
farmers who grow healthy food and sell locally. Native Son Farm in Tupelo, Mississippi and High 
Hopes Farm in Cedarbluff, Mississippi are two such farms. The emergence of farms like these 
have in turn generated the momentum to create Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture Network, 
an organization that connects farms with sustainable missions to consumers, markets, and each 
other.  

Though agriculture is Mississippi’s top industry, it is not growing a healthy local food supply. 
Ninety-two percent of the state’s agricultural output is composed of just ten crops, not all of 
which are even edible. Mississippi is home to industrial agriculture giants such as Tyson Foods, 



Inc., Georgia-Pacific, and Borden, Sanderson Farms, and Wayne Farms.1 Some of our 
interviewees fault Mississippi agricultural policy for making the state too friendly to large-scale 
agri-business at the expense of small farmers. Since most of these industries do not produce 
edible crops and are not intended to be sold locally, even highly agricultural Mississippi 
communities often lack a local food system. As a result of exporting cheaply-produced crops 
and importing low quality food for consumption, Mississippi has one of the highest obesity 
rates in the country at 12.4 percent, as well as the highest poverty rate in the nation. 

Meanwhile, in order to grow a single crop en masse, farmers in Mississippi spend $2.3 billion a 
year to import fertilizers, pesticides, and other inputs. Even though farmers are producing more 
than ever, and spending more to do it, the average net cash income per farm has decreased 
from $29,000 in 1973 to $6,141 today.  Based on 2007 U.S. Agricultural Census data, 42 percent 
of farms in Mississippi actually lost money.2 While farmers spend more and more on inputs and 
receive less and less money for growing commodity crops, they become less profitable.  

The dilemma farmers are facing weighs heavy on the overall economy of the state. Agriculture 
employs 29 percent of Mississippi’s population and generates $7.4 billion per year statewide. 
However since most of the products grown are commodity crops, most of farm income actually 
comes from federal payments. Furthermore, these crops are mainly exported. As a result, 
approximately 90 percent of food that is consumed in Mississippi is from out-of-state, and the 
$6.5 billion spent on that food each year leaves Mississippi’s economy. On top of economic loss, 
imported foods and poverty contribute to Mississippi’s diabetes epidemic, which, at 12.4 
percent of the population, is the highest in the country. Treating diabetes costs Mississippians 
about $2.7 billion each year. Through the current agricultural system, Mississippi loses $8.5 
billion annually.3 By creating local food systems, Mississippi could help its farmers generate 
better profits, make communities healthier, and contribute to an ecologically resilient state. 

This study examines strides that are being taken to make Mississippi’s food system more 
ecologically resilient. It is one of eight case studies of resilient local food systems in recalcitrant 
areas in the Southern United States. Ecological resilience is a measure of 1) how much change a 
system can undergo before fundamentally changing; 2) the extent to which a system can self-
organize; and 3) an increasing capacity for adaptation.4 5 A resilient system goes through four 
phases based on natural cycles: 1) growth (r); 2) conservation (K); 3) release (Ω); and 4) 
reorganization (α).6   

Though there is ample literature on ecological resilience, past studies have primarily focused on 
indicators of resilience. The eight case studies propose a causal model of ecological resilience 
composed of eight factors: modular connectivity, local organization, building assets, 
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redundancy, complementary diversity, conservative innovation, ecological integration, and 
periodic transformation. This case study, which examines how networks of farmers are arising 
to create healthy local food systems, and specifically the Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture 
Network (MSAN), considers how local food systems may alter the state’s resilience. In 
particular, it focuses on the modular connectivity and redundancy we observed through a series 
of interviews and on-site observation.  

 
II. Two Case Studies in Connectivity 
 
While conducting interviews with farmers throughout Mississippi, there were repeated claims 
that current Mississippi agricultural policy provides more support for large-scale conventional 
farms than small-scale or sustainable agriculture. While some organizations, such as MSAN, 
have emerged to address Mississippi policy, individuals are also working to provide more 
opportunities for small farmers and to support one another. The cases of Native Son Farm and 
High Hopes Farm illustrate how individual farmers can contribute to the ecological resilience of 
Mississippi’s local food system, and how farmers working together as a network can contribute 
even more. 
 

 
Native Son Farm 

 
At the fringes of Tupelo, Mississippi, Native Son Farm aims to build community around local 
food. The farm was launched in 2010 by Will Reed, a Tupelo native, and his wife Amanda.  It has 
grown from three-quarters of an acre to over 20 acres. They grow a variety of vegetables and 
fruits for a 250-person Community-Supported Agriculture (CSA) network. On their Certified 
Naturally Grown farm, the Reeds are attempting to raise demand for local food in Mississippi. 

The Reeds see it as their most fundamental mission to serve the people and land around them 
in an environmentally responsible way. “We have values that we’re not going to compromise,” 
Will said. “We’re not going to use synthetic chemicals or pesticides or herbicides.” Another 
value of Native Son Farm is giving back to the community. Though they have found little 
demand for local or organic food within Tupelo, they are trying to generate demand for their 
product by incorporating consumer education into their business model.  Groups from local 
schools often come to help out on the farm as a form of volunteer service. The University of 
Mississippi also uses land on Native Son to conduct agricultural research. In giving back to their 
community, the Reeds have also received. 

Native Son has had some advantages in getting started. Will’s family backed the initial 
purchases of land and equipment for the farm, and Will feels that being a Tupelo native has 
helped him establish himself in the community despite his unconventional product. However, 
for all of the good fortune the farm had, it is now facing extreme obstacles. 

The first of these obstacles emerged in 2013, when the farm, which is Certified Naturally-
Grown, was accidentally sprayed with 2,4-Dichlorophenoxyacetic acid (2,4-D). Thousands of 



tomato plants were damaged and considered inedible by the farm’s standards. The same year, 
there was an infestation of crickets. Will and Amanda tried using cricket traps, but found them 
ineffective. Native Son chose not to use synthetic chemicals, and as a result, the farm incurred 
$1,300 of loss from cricket damages. A tornado also tore through Tupelo in the April of 2014. 
Though the Reeds consider themselves lucky in comparison to some of their neighbors, the 
storm tore up some crops and damaged the irrigation system. Hardest of all, three days before 
the tornado, their young daughter Magnolia was diagnosed with a malignant tumor in her 
chest. Since Magnolia’s diagnosis, Will and Amanda have spent most of their time away from 
the farm at the children’s hospital in Memphis.  

However, with each new challenge, Native Son found support from family, friends, community 
members, and fellow farmers. After the tornado, a network of volunteers, interns, and farmers 
helped Native Son get cleaned up again in a matter of days. Volunteers and interns also 
continue to run the farm in Will and Amanda’s absence, with occasional help from family, 
friends, and nearby farmers.  

Being connected to other farmers has played an enormous role in the success of Native Son. 
During the first winter of their leap into farming, the Reeds attended a conference of the 
Southern Sustainable Agriculture Working Group (Southern SAWG). There they found 
inspiration, advice, and information, as well as connections. Before attending Southern SAWG, 
Will thought Native Son was one of the only organic farms in his area. Now, however, Native 
Son is well-connected to nearby farms with similar missions. Will also acts as Chair on MSAN’s 
Board of Directors, and other MSAN members have helped Native Son by working directly on 
the farm or networking the Reeds with other farmers who have similar missions. 

Will said that he sees other local food businesses in the area not as threats but as allies who 
help raise awareness of the benefits of eating local. Sam McLemore, from Bountiful Harvest 
Farm in Starkville, works at Native Son about three and a half days a week. Beaver Dam Farms, 
in Cedar Bluff, distributes Native Sons’ CSA shares in their area. Yokna Bottoms Farm is another 
connection Native Son holds. Will credits Daniel Doyle, now statewide Coordinator of MSAN 
and the first manager of Yokna Bottom Farms, with networking them together.  

Now that Magnolia has fallen sick, these other farms, family, friends and volunteers have 
helped out around the farm and raised money for Magnolia’s treatment. It seems without a 
doubt that Native Son has faced one hardship after another, with Magnolia’s sickness being the 
latest and most tragic. In spite of this, the web of connections Native Son has made within the 
community of Tupelo, among other farmers, with interns, and with family has acted as a net to 
protect the Reeds from hard falls. “I don’t know that I’d say we would not be in existence 
without these other people, but I think it definitely makes us a lot stronger and it makes it 
easier for us through hard times,” Will told us. 

Though still a young enterprise, Native Son is already embracing several of the eight 
components of ecological resilience. By concentrating their efforts on building local demand for 
their product, Native Son is perpetuating local organization. They are also building assets, or 
cultivating more non-monetary resources, by continuously focusing on their soil health, 
accumulating more land over time, growing their CSA from 15 people to 250 people, and 



investing in more equipment over the years.7 Complementary diversity, or a variety or practices 
and products that build off of one another, is present on the farm as well. Native Son keeps 
some chickens in addition to their fruits and vegetables, and uses fertilizer from its chickens to 
naturally enrich the soil. It grows a variety of crops as well and rotates the plots to balance out 
the toll crops can take on soil. This is also an example of ecological integration, or using 
elements of the naturally-occurring environment to enhance the farm’s functioning. Other 
examples of ecological integration at Native Son include using crops to enhance soils and 
reduce erosion (known as cover cropping) and crop rotation. Redundancy, or creating multiple 
actors that fulfill the same role, is also somewhat present at Native Son. Though the farm is 
young and the Reeds do not yet have a plan to pass on their farm, by training the various World 
Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms volunteers (WWOOFers) and young interns that work on 
the farm, they contribute to creating a new generation of sustainably-minded farmers.  

Native Son also practices conservative innovation, or innovation tempered by conventional 
practices and knowledge. The Reeds show their creativity in their attempt to tap the new local 
food market of Tupelo, Mississippi, and by creating demand through consumer education. In 
learning from other organic or local farmers, Native Son is also practicing conservation. When 
they announced their plans to start a small organic farm in Mississippi, the Reeds were given 
just about every form of discouragement. They were told that the land would flood, that their 
crops would be eaten by animals and pests, and that there was no market for local organic food 
in Mississippi. “It turns out all those obstacles have really been opportunities,” said Will. “Being 
where we are in Tupelo, Mississippi, I do not feel we could be in a better place for doing this, 
for our family. People see our commitment to what we’re doing. As far as keeping the energy 
going, we don’t stop. We don’t stop working, and we don’t stop trying to improve things, and 
don’t stop trying to make things more professional.” Turning barriers into opportunities has 
spurred innovation at Native Son Farm. It has also helped the farm adapt and transform to 
changing situations. 

Periodic transformation is certainly present at Native Son. Periodic transformation is occasional 
change in structure in order to adapt to changing conditions. While a farm or enterprise would 
ideally institute these changes intentionally, the transformation at Native Son Farm has largely 
been forced by unfortunate circumstances. Critically, though, the farm has adapted its structure 
(e.g., largely managed now by volunteers and interns) instead of shutting down while the Reeds 
are away. The Reeds have also created transformation within their farming community by 
helping to found Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture Network, an organization that has made 
vastly increased connectivity for other farmers like themselves.  

Modular connectivity describes an actor or system that has many beneficial relationships to 
other actors or systems, but is not dependent on those relationships for survival. Native Son 
Farm and the network it sits in is a strong illustration of connectivity. Although there was little 
demand for a local CSA in Tupelo, and although everyone told them that sustainable agriculture 
simply couldn’t survive the harsh conditions of Mississippi, the Reeds found a web of farmers 
who shared a similar vision. Starting with Southern SAWG, Will and Amanda discovered that 
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sustainable agriculture was happening in Mississippi. They also found a community of farmers 
and organizations that were eager to be a resource to young farmers. Less than five years later, 
the Reeds have become a resource themselves. They train volunteers and interns, as well as 
hire farmhands from within the community. They have been eager to help other farmers in the 
area, culminating with the creation of MSAN. Since Will grew up in Tupelo, he has a relationship 
with the people of the town too. “We have created something that is more resilient than just 
capitalism, trading vegetables for dollars,” Said Will. “We’ve had over a hundred volunteers on 
our farm since we got relocated to Memphis for Magnolia’s health, and people have donated 
money to us…We have worked hard to do this as sustainable as we can do it. People in our 
community are glad to have a farm there. They want to see us survive.” 

 

 
 

 
 
 

High Hopes Farm 
 
The Wrays, of High Hopes Farm, are also members of Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture 
Network with Will Reed and Native Son Farm. Through MSAN and Southern SAWG, they have 
not only sought resources for their sustainable ranching business, but also acted as a resource 
for young farmers. Like Native Son Farm, High Hopes is an illustration of the emerging web of 
sustainable agriculture in Mississippi, and how the strength of individuals multiplies when 
joined together. 
 
In 2008, Johnny and Deb Wray moved to Cedarbluff, Mississippi to begin what they call their 
second career: High Hopes Farm. High Hopes is 30 rolling acres of pasture and forest devoted 
primarily to raising grass-fed beef cattle free of antibiotics. Though Johnny had worked with his 
grandfather on a farm growing up, neither he nor Deb had raised beef cattle until they decided 
to retire and invest their resources in developing a piece of land that Johnny had bought in 
1980. That land is now their home and pasture, barely a mile from where Johnny’s grandfather 
used to farm.  
 
To feed cattle a nutritional grass diet, the Wrays use rotational grazing. Rotational grazing is a 
farming technique where animals are systematically moved to fresh land on a regular basis. In 
the case of High Hopes, the Wrays’ land is divided into paddocks. Cattle are brought to fresh 
paddocks every day, and each paddock is filled with a variety of different grasses. Johnny likes 
to experiment with cultivating different types of grasses and asking for customer feedback 
about the taste differences in the beef. To avoid harmful herbicides in the beef, the Wrays 
weed the paddocks by hand. In the case of rotational grazing, weeds are considered anything 
that might be bad for the cattle, or that the cattle refuse to eat. Since pulling weeds out by the 
roots halts their spreading, weeding becomes less and less work over time. The Wrays also keep 



some forest around their land to provide shade for the cattle against the brutal Mississippi 
heat. In this way, ecological integration is critical to the success of the Wrays’ farm. 
 
The operation is small, but not for lack of demand. One of the Wrays’ biggest struggles is filling 
all of the orders that come their way. High Hopes beef is more expensive than conventional 
beef, but the Wrays try to maintain the balance between keeping the operation financially 
sustainable and keeping it affordable. However, for high-quality, grass-fed and antibiotic-free 
beef, there are plenty of customers who find the product worth the price tag. Most of their 
sales are made in Starkville, Mississippi, though some customers come long distances to visit 
the farm.  The farm holds local control as a value. By selling locally and supporting other local 
farmers, High Hopes supports the agricultural autonomy of Starkville and other nearby towns. 
Luckily, the farm is also within close range of a processor, which can be a huge obstacle for 
ranchers. By contributing to local autonomy, High Hopes aids Starkville’s modular connectivity. 
Modularity in particular refers to being independent enough of connections to withstand 
sudden isolation from those connections.  
 
High Hopes is also a center of connectivity within the Starkville area. According to the Wrays, 
High Hopes Farms sells more than just meat—it sells an experience. The farm does tours for 
school kids regularly, and is open to any customers who wish to visit or volunteer. The Wrays 
also host an annual fatted calf party for their customers and friends. As a result, a sense of 
community has formed around High Hopes. The Wrays have gotten to know many of their 
customers personally and developed relationships with them. Although the Wray’s enterprise is 
more or less unique in the area, many community members want to see them succeed. Johnny 
Wray told us that one of their greatest struggles has been finding a network of other farmers 
with similar missions who he can consult for advice, such as on how to treat sick cows without 
the use of antibiotics. However, one nearby veterinarian has taken an interest in High Hopes’ 
mission and has tried to learn more about antibiotic-free treatment in order to help the Wrays 
out. The Wrays have also received support from making connections at Mississippi Sustainable 
Agriculture Network, of which they are a part, and from Gaining Ground Sustainability Institute 
of Mississippi (GGISM). GGISM, a Starkville-based center for education, research, and outreach 
on sustainability, has helped the Wrays immensely with marketing High Hopes Farm.  The 
Wrays now have to worry about marketing their products less and can focus on production and 
coordinating sales.  
 
In turn, the Wrays hope to provide support for others—especially young farmers with a similar 
mission. Johnny and Deb know firsthand how difficult it can be to break into farming without a 
support network, especially when farming in an unconventional way. Johnny feels that 
neighboring states not only provides better policies for small farmers, but also provides more 
grants. As far as Johnny is aware, Mississippi has nothing like that. 

On the contrary, the Wrays, like several other of our interviewees, feel that Mississippi state 
policy is extremely unfriendly to agribusiness and often even antagonistic to small farmers. 
They also question the lack of transparency in industrial agriculture. In 1998, Mississippi 
instituted a law against the Disparagement of Perishable Agriculture or Aquaculture Food 



Product.8 The effects of this law have been compared to the “ag-gag” farm protection bills that 
prevents journalists and other media from investigating industrial agriculture facilities.9 Though 
the Wrays choose not to be certified organic, they consider complete transparency to be their 
mark of quality. They also try to compensate for what they feel are large obstacles facing 
aspiring sustainable farmers in Mississippi by acting as a resource. 

Most notably, High Hopes has used some of its extra land to host Beaverdam Fresh Farms, run 
by Ali Fratesi and Dustin Pinion. Beaverdam specializes in poultry, pigs, and tomatoes. The 
Wrays were customers of Beaverdam, so when Dustin and Ali began searching for land, Johnny 
and Deb offered to host them. The chickens have been a beneficial addition to the Wray’s 
rotational grazing cycle, further enhancing the farm’s ecological integration. Chicken tractors 
are moved into a paddock after steer have been there. The chickens eat grub and spread out 
the manure with their scratching. Their own manure adds nitrogen to the paddock, resulting in 
a healthier pasture. Johnny told us that he’s already seeing a difference in the health of the 
grass and soil. Dustin and Ali keep their pigs at High Hopes in the Wrays’ eight acres of woods, 
and grow tomatoes on another property. They help bring the farm more complementary 
diversity. “Beaverdam is a wonderful model of a small farm with many different products to 
sell, so that throughout the seasons you have a product for your customers,” Deb said. In turn, 
the Wrays are contributing to the redundancy of sustainable farming in Mississippi.  

The Wrays’ vision is a community of small farmers, making good use of the rich land around 
them. However, according to the Wrays, the State of Mississippi is far from friendly to that 
vision. In terms of beef cattle, the Wrays find it frustrating that there is no longer a processing 
plant in Mississippi they can bring their steers to, although there used to be one just 60 miles 
away. Mississippi also has an on-farm processing limit of 1,000 birds, whereas most states have 
a limit of 20,000.10 Dustin Pinion and Ali Fratesi have launched a petition to change that. 

“Actually, we wish we had 100 or 150 acres so we could hold three or four Beaverdams here,” 
said Johnny. “All of them would be doing something different. Someone could have a CSA or 
two, and we’re trying to get a beekeeper. We’d love to have someone do sheep. But having just 
30 acres plus eight acres of woods, we’re a little limited on that.” The Wrays told us that it can 
be hard to get land when you’re starting out as a young farmer, and their partnership with 
Dustin and Ali is one way they can contribute to the next generation of young farmers. “We’re 
really committed to farming and trying to get young people into it,” Johnny said. “I don’t think 
Mississippi is a terribly farm-friendly state, at least as far as agriculture. It certainly is for 
agribusiness.” 

High Hopes is a strong example of how connectivity can make sustainable farming in an 
otherwise recalcitrant area more accessible. Their own connections have helped them find a 
bountiful local customer base, market their products, and connect with other farms with a 
shared mission. The Wrays said they would ideally have several other sustainable ranches 
nearby, to both help support the demand and to compile knowledge with. They also deeply 
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care about the future of agriculture in Mississippi and explicitly seek to get more young farmers 
involved. For the Wrays, connectivity, and the desire to be even more connected, has begotten 
redundancy. In order to help create the network of sustainable farmers they wish surrounded 
them the Wrays have provided land for Beaverdam Fresh Farms. This powerfully contributes to 
the redundancy of sustainable farming in the Starkville area. Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture 
Network, which the Wrays also participate in, has a similar strategy. 
 

 
III. Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture Network 
 
Mississippi Agricultural Network arose out of the need for sustainable farmers to connect. 
According to Daniel Doyle, statewide Coordinator of MSAN, for the last 60 years legislators have 
taken advantage of Mississippi’s high agricultural value and prioritized corporate farms over 
small farmers. It is in part because of the poverty of the state that legislators are often willing to 
change whatever policy necessary to accommodate corporate interests and mass-agriculture. 
As a result, sustainable farming struggles to thrive in Mississippi. The culture of industrial 
agriculture has made many communities in Mississippi less receptive to organic or locally-
sourced foods. MSAN works toward being a resource for farmers who are challenging this 
culture. 

In order to support agricultural resilience, MSAN sets four core actions for itself. One is that it 
amplifies the voice of farmers by creating forums for political advocacy, idea and know-how 
exchanges, and equipment sharing. It also facilitates connections between farmers by keeping a 
database of both farmers and consumers in its network and locally-specific agricultural 
knowledge. Another goal is connecting farmers with both markets and consumers. Finally, 
MSAN uses workshops, events, forums, farm tours, demos, and mentorship programs to spur 
the growth of sustainable farming in Mississippi. 

As part of their programs, MSAN identifies working models of what they consider sustainable 
agriculture throughout the state. However, every model they find is less than ten years old, and 
most are less than five. Daniel Doyle sees this at least in part as a testimony to how recently 
attention has shifted toward sustainable farming in the South. He has also observed that most 
of these farmers are college-educated young people that actively seek to create a culture shift 
toward resilient agriculture. Will and Amanda Reed are an example of this trend. 

The Reeds started Native Son Farm with the intention of contributing to a more ecologically 
responsible food system. To some degree, they have had to create Tupelo’s local food system 
themselves. However, through networks like Southern SAWG and MSAN, the Reeds have 
become connected to several other farmers with similar missions. These are some of the 
farmers who have helped Native Son bounce back from disaster after disaster. During Magnolia 
Reed’s treatment, MSAN has helped raise support from other organizations, such as the Whole 
Foods in Memphis, Tennessee, which is providing food for the Reeds while they stay with 
Magnolia at the hospital. Including efforts from MSAN, about $30,000 has been donated by the 
community for the Reed family, plus food and help on the farm. 



The Reeds are also an example of the educated young farmers that are among the leaders of 
sustainable farming in Mississippi. Though Native Son is still young, Mississippi State University 
nominated Will as an expert on sustainable agriculture. As part of this partnership, the 
university currently uses parts of Will’s fields to test crops and breeding. Though Will told us 
that he has yet to see how farms like Native Son benefit from partnering with universities, it 
seems that universities are taking an increasingly large role in Mississippi’s sustainable 
agriculture scene.  

MSAN has several connections to the University of Mississippi, affectionately known as Ole 
Miss. Daniel Doyle is one such a connection. Although Daniel does not at present work for the 
university, he attended school there. After graduating, a professor from the school recruited 
him to launch Yokna Bottoms Farm, one of the first organic CSAs in Oxford, Mississippi.  The 
MSAN Board of Directors has several ties to Ole Miss, including a few professors who are on the 
board themselves. MSAN also draws from the ever-growing pool of students at Ole Miss 
interested in local food for interns. 

Ole Miss is located in Northern Mississippi in Oxford. The region is widely seen as a leader in 
Mississippi’s local and organic agriculture movement. During one of Alabama Sustainable 
Agriculture Network’s (ASAN) regional forums, Daniel Doyle asked speaker Viktor Kahn his 
thoughts on why Northern Mississippi is rapidly becoming a hotbed of sustainable agriculture, 
while most of Mississippi still holds fast to industrial agriculture. Viktor Kahn theorized that 
since both Mississippi and Alabama are characterized by very flat land, rich soils, and abundant 
water, large-scale mono-cropping has become a part of the culture. However, Northern 
Mississippi is fairly hilly, and as a result, it never drew as much industrial agriculture, and had to 
fight that culture less than other parts of the state.  

MSAN itself has its roots in Northern Mississippi’s Hill Country. The foundations for it were laid 
eight years ago with an alliance between Yokna Bottoms Farm, Native Son Farm, Isis Garden, 
and Sam and Lauren McLemore’s Bountiful Harvest Farms. The four farms had heard about 
each other through local news and attended conferences like Southern SAWG together. After 
years of discussing the need for a sustainable agriculture group for Mississippi farmers, MSAN 
was finally incorporated in 2013.11 Its purpose is not only for farmers to stay connected to and 
share resources with each other, but also to act as a voice for sustainable farmers statewide. 
The organization’s first move was to hold listening sessions in every region of Mississippi to 
introduce farmers to the network and understand how it can better serve sustainable farmers 
throughout the state. After eight years of working together, the four farms that primarily 
launched MSAN are still working to improve resources and community for sustainable 
agriculture in their region. One potential next step is launching a Hill County co-operative 
where farmers in Northern Mississippi can buy items in bulk and share the costs. MSAN helps 
coordinate groups of farmers seeking to buy in bulk together, but there is not yet a formal co-
op. 

Through their programs, MSAN pushes for changes in Mississippi agricultural policy that are 
friendlier towards small-scale and local farmers. They also introduce aspiring or beginning 
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farmers to a web of other like-minded farmers to share information and resources. Programs 
such as group purchasing and equipment sharing makes farming more financially accessible to 
young farms. For those wanting to advance their skillset, MSAN provides workshops, forums, 
demos, and tours. In this way, MSAN perpetuates the redundancy of local food systems across 
Mississippi. 

MSAN and its farmers also highlight the importance of connectivity in building ecologically 
resilient local food systems. Native Son Farm and High Hopes Farm have both strived to be a 
network and resource for other farmers, and both have been the better for it. While Native Son 
helped establish MSAN and continues to act as an agricultural learning center for young interns 
and volunteers, it also continues to thrive in part because of its connections. The same 
volunteers and farmers that Native Son has helped in the past now continue to run the farm as 
the Reeds are away in Memphis. High Hopes has also benefited from its network. Though the 
Wrays seek to help young farms like Beaverdam Fresh Farms out of the desire for a stronger 
local food network, the partnership has improved their land and their business. Likewise, being 
connected to MSAN and other networks like Gaining Ground helps the Wrays share resources 
with and learn from other farmers with similar missions. MSAN, the organization that both 
farms are a part of, was created by networks of farmers, and it was made in turn to help 
perpetuate those connections.  

IV. Conclusion: Connectivity and Redundancy in Mississippi’s Budding Local Ag Network 

The creation of Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture Network was a response to the need for 
stronger connections between sustainable farmers in Mississippi. Sustainable agriculture makes 
up only a miniscule fraction of all agriculture in Mississippi, and cannot currently provide 
enough produce to feed all of Mississippi. Most communities, accommodated to their histories 
of industrial agriculture, don’t have the demand to support a local agriculture network. 
Sustainable farms emerging in those areas must not only produce food, but also generate a 
demand for their products, often through educating the populace around them as Native Son 
Farm did. On the flip side, there are still too few sustainable farms to support full-fledged 
demand for local agriculture, as High Hopes Farm illustrates. The Wrays find that they can’t 
support the local demand for grass-fed, antibiotic-free beef alone. However, the proliferation of 
sustainable farmers requires two critical changes: more resources for young farmers and a 
cultural shift. 

One of the greatest obstacles for redundancy in Mississippi’s local agriculture system is the 
expenses and burdens it places on aspiring and beginning farmers. Investing in land and 
equipment requires major initial investments that often pushes farmers into debt. Through 
strategies like equipment sharing, MSAN helps reduce this burden. Resources that provide land 
to young farmers at little to no cost, such as High Hopes Farm, also make a significant impact on 
the accessibility of farming. As it stands, current Mississippi policy favors large-scale industry 
over small farmers. This is evident through laws such as the poultry processing limitations 
discussed by the Wrays, which place obstacles in front of small and mid-sized farms while 
encouraging commodity crops. To overcome these obstacles, Mississippi’s sustainable farming 
community has begun to organize. 



Mississippi Sustainable Agriculture Network is but the latest development in the connectivity 
that characterizes the state’s sustainable farmers. Farms like High Hopes and Native Son have 
advanced to the point where they are able to act as resources for other farmers, but they 
continue to benefit, grow, and stand resilient with the help of their many communities. In 
ecological resilience, connectivity is not a one-way relationship of giving or taking. It is a 
dynamic network of exchange, mutual reinforcement, and growth. Together, the network that 
sustainable farmers are forming has a shot at changing Mississippi policy and enhancing 
Mississippi’s overall ecological resilience. 

 
 
 
 


