Making the Tough Call
The past year has seen some interesting, and frankly troubling, developments in the world of commodity pricing.  Ordinarily, when one commodity is down another is trending upward to help soften the blow, but now it seems that most every Ag commodity is suffering through some sort of downturn.  Some friends have shared that they liken this year to the collapse in farm income of the 1980s.  That is a scary thought.
These are tough times, especially in the dairy industry where profit margins are thin to the point of anorexia or fully in the red.  Downturns also are signaled by farm owners seeking answers, leading some to ask “what am I going to do?”  It may seem a bit callous but I wonder where that question goes during good times?  While you might be tempted to say that good times make for good managers, I think probably the opposite is true.  Good times can cover up poor decisions or alleviate the pressure to make a decision at all.
My wife and I faced a very hard decision in the summer of 1998.  We were 13 years out of college and happily milking cows on my parents’ farm in Southwestern Virginia.   June 4, 1998 changed all of that.  By mid-afternoon, an employee of nearly 30 years had died.   My parents were aging and the prospects for finding good laborers for the future were not promising.   We were looking at replacing our aging parlor, updating our machinery, and buying or leasing land to offset some estate issues.  After some sleepless nights, we chose to sell the herd and continue the farm in another direction while seeking employment off the farm.  When the cows left, we shed more than a few tears after all, running the dairy was all I had wanted to do since I was 9.  Dairy cows had shaped my career and led me to VA Tech where I met my wife, a dairy farm girl from West Virginia.  We owed a great deal to our families and the dairy industry.  Shuttering the dairy was a tough decision but it was also the right one for our family.  We didn’t have any debt and my wife and I were young enough to start new careers; we had options. To be clear, our decision is NOT for everyone, but I do think that one directional choice for every farm should always be “what if we didn’t do this anymore?” 
So what AM I going to do? Recently, I helped with the Holistic Management and Risk Assessment Workshop for Dairy Farmers in the Southern Region conducted by Dr. Gonzalo Ferreira and Dr. Alex White of Virginia Tech’s Dairy Science Department.  While the program was focused on dairy farmers, really the principles of business and enterprise evaluation could be applied to most any personal scenario.  One slide in the second session struck me in particular… “BE BRAVE…Be a Manager!”   Under that heading Dr. Ferreira had four bullet points that should be thought through with great seriousness.
Move Forward.  Moving forward with little to no money may seem to be impossible, but one thing is for sure, standing still and continuing to not change in the face of economic ruin is not an option either.  Often during dairy meetings of the past, I would hear colleagues say, “Just let me produce. That is what I know how to do.”  The issue wasn’t the amount of milk they could ship but the amount of money they could pocket.  Too often (and especially as we get older) we tend to fall back on what we know.  Change is a very scary thing, but it is also the only certain thing in business and in life.  As a farmer, I have no love for the word “quit,” but I also agree with the statement that “quitting while one is ahead isn’t the same as quitting.”   It isn’t retreating if you decide to move forward in a new direction.
General Colin Powell in his book It Worked for Me in Life and Leadership shared “When in charge, lead!”  Not making a decision IS a decision; you have decided to not decide.  You may be afraid of what others will think or how others might feel, but by not making a choice, you create operational limbo.  Employees, family members and subordinates do not takes chances to be great because they don’t want to be on an island when you decide to go in another direction.
When analysis is done, half the work is done.  Difficult decisions are easy to put off or ignore altogether, but once made, a tremendous weight is often lifted.  Once a clear pathway forward has been decided, work is not only easier, it is more efficient.  For example, many dairies have made the decision over the years to purchase forages rather than grow them.  Once that decision is made, many other decisions fall into place. Equipment replacement or repairs, manure handling and nutrient management, or storage needs all follow the decision to not grow forages anymore.  
Making the call also makes life easier for those around you.  Family members and employees can see the vision and direction of the farm and have the benefit of helping the farm and its dependents move in the same direction and move with purpose.  One thing my Dad instilled in me was the necessity to be positive on the job.  Griping about decisions is like injecting poison into your operation and everyone involved in it.  Not only is it unproductive, it is downright tiring!  Pulling together makes the workdays more efficient.
Avoid paralysis by analysis.  Middle School and Cable TV are good examples that one can have way too many choices.  A good manager cuts through the clutter, makes a decision and rolls on.  It may be wise to set some time limits on decision making if there seems to be a deadlock on getting a final call.  The longer a decision, no matter how crucial, is postponed the more likely an equally crucial call will roll up against it.  
The trouble with paralysis by analysis is that it mimics negativity in that it spreads.  It damages your outward attitude as seen by others.  If you are stymied by making a decision, the chances are high that your family or staff follow suit.  People like to be associated with winners, perceived or real.  I call this the “ball cap” syndrome.  Kids will flock to buy hats of the latest championship team, even if they have no personal connection to the team or locality whatsoever.  Being tough minded and making sound decisions in a timely fashion will draw others to you.  
 “Avoiding failure is to avoid progress.”  I suppose that there is merit in avoiding clichés and old adages but I can’t help but think that if a saying or phrase carried such truth as to be repeated enough to become cliché, it’s probably because  it’s true!  In that spirit, Benjamin Franklin said “Nothing ventured, nothing gained.”  That said being “adventurous” doesn’t give you a blank check to act recklessly.  John Wooden explained it this way, “Failing to prepare is preparing to fail.” 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Let’s just get this out of the way.  Not every decision you make is going to be correct in the long run.  You are not perfect; you will make mistakes.  Sports teach us all manner of lessons on the art of winning.  One thing you learn in running track is that if you look back to see who is catching up, you automatically slow down.  You are going to lose some races.  You are going to make some decisions that turn out to be mistakes.  Those mistakes are most magnified if you use them to keep you from making decisions that prove to be so good as to overcome those miscues. A good manager doesn’t second guess themselves, knowing that even if the decision proves to be wrong, corrections lie in the future not in the past.  
If you are unsure what to do, look for solutions that offer flexibility.  An all-in, go for broke option may lead to just that.  Any management decision that risks your family living carries too high a price tag in my opinion. Taking calculated risks is not the same as being risky.




