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Agricultural Advocacy – A morning with Trent Loos 
Dr Peter Smith, Principal Research Associate, Centre for the Study of Rural Australia 

 

Introduction 

Although Trent Loos describes himself as ‘a cowboy 

from Nebraska’ he is in fact a wonderful public 

speaker with a clear set of thought provoking 

messages. Trent is a sixth generation rancher who 

has made an important part of his life advocating for 

agriculture, which he believes is under attack from 

several quarters. He travels the USA and the world 

making presentations advocating for agriculture.  

I had the pleasure of spending a morning listening to 

Trent address a crowd of students and industry 

people at Marcus Oldham College in Geelong on 27 

February, 2014. The podcast of that address is 

available on the Marcus Oldham website at 

http://www.marcusoldham.vic.edu.au/events/lunch

eon-with-mr-trent-loos and, as a piece of advocacy 

of my own; I’d encourage you to listen to it. What I 

have written in this article is my synopsis of the 

themes that Trent developed in his address. 

You can also Google Trent Loos and gain further 

information – including pursuing a dialogue with him 

on social media. 

Theme 1: We need to do it ourselves 
Perhaps the overriding theme that Trent identifies, 

and that underlies any form of successful advocacy, 

is that we have to be out there doing it. We need to 

be promoting or “talking up” agriculture, we need to 

be proud of our industry, and we need to be ready 

to counter views that we see as being incorrect 

portrayals of our industry. This is an important 

theme, and is based round the observation that 

Trent has made in the US, and that is as true here in 

Australia - farmers and farming families have an 

unshakeable belief in getting on with the hard work 

of farming and minding their own business. 

The argument that Trent makes here is that this is 

not enough. There are well-organized groups in our 

society that have definite objectives 

counterproductive to much of agriculture. Animal 

activist groups are but one example of committed 

people who are very well organized, who have full-

time and highly educated organizers, advocates and 

spokespersons, and who make intelligent and 

strategic use of new social media, as well as making 

effective use of more conventional news outlets 

such as newspapers, radio and television. 

Supermarket chains also publicise images and 

messages about agriculture that are unhelpful and at 

times harmful to our industry, but that they believe 

hit the right notes with consumers in their objective 

to maximize sales, serve their customers, and attract 

new customers. The supermarket chains also make 

very sophisticated use of the public media, 

organized by people for whom that is a full-time job, 

and for which they have had considerable training. 



 

 

 

That marketing knowledge is only used to promote 

the agricultural story when it will also promote the 

supermarket sales objectives. 

But just because these activists and supermarkets 

are committed and get their message out 

intelligently, that doesn’t mean the message is 

necessarily correct.  There are many counters to 

these messages and we need to articulate those 

counter-arguments and get them out there.  

A crucial point that Trent makes here is that, 

although a part of advocacy is having space in the 

public media, and having speakers with a profile that 

commands an engaged audience, another part of 

advocacy that is just as important is how we as 

individuals behave and project ourselves and our 

industry.  We also need to speak up for agriculture in 

social gatherings, in conversation and in our other 

social relationships.  We need to project pride in our 

industry and in its importance in feeding the world. 

Trent made the useful distinction here between 

‘confronting’ and being ‘confrontational’. What is 

being advocated here is that when we hear 

inaccurate assertions and claims made about 

agriculture, particularly where those claims are 

damaging, we should confront those claims and 

provide a different perspective that is more 

favourable.  That means putting other facts and 

arguments forward – it does not mean becoming 

hostile and heated about the claims being made.  To 

quote Trent here: 

“Anytime you lose your cool, your face gets red, you 

say something stupid, you lose. But if you confront 

without being confrontational, you can learn. You 

can listen, and you can figure out what it is that’s 

moving people.” 

The opportunity to argue the case with an opponent 

needs to be grasped whenever appropriate, since 

that sort of discussion forms a sort of practice and 

opportunity to develop your own advocacy skills, but 

also forms a test bed for your own ideas. 

 

Theme 2: Agricultural leadership is 

essential 
A second theme that Trent highlighted was how we 

need leaders who can work to counter negative 

influences that work against agriculture, and we 

need leaders who can seize the day with ideas and 

arguments that are currently run by others. 

For example, sustainability of agriculture needs to be 

defined by agriculturalists – not by the supermarkets 

and fast food chains.  The sustainability concept is a 

strong one in our community – strong enough to 

enable marketers to link it with powerful emotive 

words and idea(s) that place restrictions on 

agricultural production. 

Trent made the observation that: 

“No matter what business you’re in today whether it 

be quite frankly education, food production, 

insurance, or a member of parliament, where do all 

citizens of the world turn if they have a question.  

Google it. And in the world of agriculture when 

people Google what’s happening in modern farms 

and type in a couple of key buzz words like factory 

farm or hormone or whatever the case maybe they 

find images that may or may not be accurate, into 

today’s modern food production systems.” 

Ideas become associated together by marketers 

wanting to be able to increase prices.  A good 

example here is the relationship created between 

‘free-range’ and ‘sustainable’ such that we are led to 

believe that anything farmed free-range is the 

product of more sustainable farming. Effective 

leaders and advocates for agriculture can help to 

counter that view, but also to provide more 

information on what is really meant by ‘free-range’ 

in legal and in production terms, and how that legal 

and technical concept of free-range is not likely to 

be the same as the one held by the consumer, nor 

the one promoted by the imaging on the food 

package. 

Trent’s contention is that we need leaders who 

know what is great about agriculture and its 

products, and who believe in those products and in 

our industry, and who can articulate that, and 

inspire our industry and its consumers with those 

thoughts. We don’t really need leaders who only 

want to reflect consumer opinion and cater to that 

as it changes and moves.   

In summary, Trent believes that good leaders in 

agriculture will know what makes consumers happy, 

and what makes communities respect agriculture, 

and it is these leaders we need most of all, as 

opposed to other people, such as marketers and 

politicians, who want to cater to the wishes of 

consumers as they are expressed at any one time. 

As agricultural producers we all need to be more like 

some of our opponents and be vocal, and let people 

know what we think is important.  Trent Loos is 
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hopeful of this. He sees that older folk are more 

content to listen to him speak, then to tell him ‘it 

was a great speech and somebody should do 

something about all that’. Trent believes younger 

folk, in contrast, are more impatient with that 

attitude and are much more likely to say: 

“We’re going to make that happen – we’ve been 

quiet for too long.” 

Recognising that we’ve been too quiet for too long 

and resolving to do something about it unifies 

Trent’s first two themes – we need to get out there 

and do it ourselves; and we need leadership that can 

do that, and support others who do it. 

Theme 3: Our industry needs to get the 

facts out there 
Agriculture is about life – without it we could not 

sustain ourselves.  To quote Trent again here: 

“Agriculture is the conversion of natural resources - I 

like to say the God given natural resources – into the 

essential(s) of life; food, fibre, pharmaceuticals and 

fuel.  Agriculture does not produce widgets that 

people buy if they have a little disposable income at 

the end of the year – agriculture sustains life.” 

Particularly in nations where the essential of life 

come easily, and their production is disconnected 

from the consumer, people do not know enough 

about where their food comes from.  Apart from 

advocating the importance of agriculture in 

producing this food, advocacy is also needed to 

counter the stories that are put in place as a 

substitute for knowledge about food production.  

Supermarket chain marketing strategies and 

marketing personnel generate stories that enable 

them to value-add to prices – such as ‘hormone 

free’, non-GM’, ‘free-range’ and so on. 

A major goal of agricultural advocacy needs to 

simply be setting the facts straight about the food 

supply chain and the importance of agriculture as 

the basis for and generator of that supply chain. 

Trent makes the argument that only about a half of 

one percent of Australians live on the land.  What 

the others know about agriculture comes mainly 

from Google or from what somebody else has told 

them, unless they are one of the few who have 

friends or relations with a property so that they 

derive some first-hand knowledge. Otherwise, their 

knowledge is, at best, second-hand and probably 

even further removed than that. 

Effective leadership can bring those stories closer to 

people so that the food consumers know more 

about the food producers and the ways that food is 

produced.  

It is people in agriculture who know about 

agriculture, and who are the experts in sustainable 

agriculture. Why would these people wish to 

participate in an unsustainable industry? 

The productivity growth in agriculture is quite 

awesome and forms an important part of the 

sustainability argument.  Trent made this point using 

beef production in the US as his example: 

“In the United States I just got these numbers this 

week so I’ve got to brag about them and Australia 

would not be much different. We now have the 

record low number of beef breeding animals that 

we’ve had since 1951. We’ve had drought similar to 

what you’ve experienced in terms of extended 

drought and the number of beef animals in the 

United States is now a record low since 1951 and 

we’ve produced 3 times more total beef in 2013 with 

less than half the animals we had in 1951 because 

we’ve minimised stress on the animal.” 

This notion of stress in the animal is quite central to 

understanding the success and sustainability of our 

industry.  Trent makes the point that animals under 

stress lose weight, they reduce their milk 

production; they reduce their reproduction, 

including the egg laying capacity among chickens.  So 

his question is why would farmers want to increase 

stress in animals if that stress increase leads to all 

those profit-destroying outcomes? Trent’s answer is 

that farmers do not wish to do that, since they have 

been very successful at reducing stress with 

powerful positive outcomes such as the increased 

beef production figures quoted above. 

A further example of this increase in agricultural 

production is the historical comparison that, at the 

beginning of the twentieth century, it took five acres 

of land in the US to feed one person. In 2013 it took 

half an acre. 

Setting the facts straight about farm production and 

animal husbandry (welfare) is important, but not 

easy. Powerfully emotive images surround the 

animal welfare arguments, and the natural intuition 

people have about animals also works to support 

those powerful images. It is not unusual for people 

to suppose that chickens prefer to be out in the 

open in a free-range environment as opposed to 

being more confined. 

To make this point, Trent drew the audience 

attention to a package of eggs purchased from a 



 

 

 

local supermarket for $9.60 a dozen. The price of 

$9.60 was able to be set because the eggs claimed to 

be free-range, and claimed also that no animal by-

product had been used to feed the chickens.  

However, a note from the marketer tucked inside 

the package told an interesting story.  That note 

advised that because of recent hot weather 

conditions the company veterinarians had advised 

that the stress experienced by the chickens would be 

reduced if they were fed some animal proteins, and 

that because of predators in the district the chickens 

had been housed in barns.  The point here is that 

these actions were taken to reduce the stress of the 

chickens – and yet they are the direct opposite) of 

the production conditions that were claimed in the 

packaging to represent ”Free-Range”.  

And, by the way, in case you are wondering, the 

price of $9.60 per dozen hadn’t been reduced due to 

changed production conditions! 

In conclusion 
In Trent’s view, agriculture faces headwinds in its 

capacity to continue to provide productivity 

improvement due to the activities of third parties 

who have no on-farm involvement in agriculture nor 

any detailed knowledge necessarily. Politicians, food 

marketers, and other lobby groups make policies, 

and make claims about agriculture that are not 

necessarily correct and that reduce the capacity of 

our industry to provide the food the world needs 

 

If we are to counter those well organized, high 

profile, educated and well-resourced groups we 

need to: 

• Become much more successful advocates for our 

industry and counter negative views whenever 

we can; 

• Identify, celebrate, and support leaders who 

understand our industry and its consumers and 

who can help to close the gap between food 

producers and food consumers; 

• Use our advocacy and our leaders to ensure the 

story of agriculture as essential to life, 

sustainable, respectful to animals, and highly 

productive is spread widely and counters 

arguments made by other groups not well 

disposed towards our industry. 

 

 

A final word with Trent Loos  
After Trent’s presentation I asked him how he could 

argue that farmers are the experts when we had 

some very highly visible failures for all to see.  I was 

thinking in particular of the deforestation in south 

east Western Australia and the consequent 

disastrous salination of previously fertile agricultural 

land – a failure visible to all who fly from the eastern 

States of Australia to Perth.   

His answer was interesting. 

What he said was that we are always learning and 

that farmers are similarly always learning – and that 

means from mistakes as well.  He made the example 

here of the great dust bowl disaster of Oklahoma 

and parts of Texas in the 1930’s, where overzealous 

ploughing of land for cropping combined with a 

severe drought to produce those dust bowls.  We 

learned from that, he said, and in the first several 

years of the twenty-first century rainfall in those 

areas was actually lower than it had been in the 

drought of the 1930s – but the experience of the 

dust bowl was not re-created. 

Trent is not arguing that our industry always gets it 

right – or that our critics are always wrong.  What he 

is arguing is that we are expert and confident 

enough to get it mostly right most of the time, and 

that we need to get that message out there and 

counter alternative views. 

 

 

Dr. Peter Smith joined the Centre for the Study of Rural 

Australia at Marcus Oldham in 2009 and has a special 

interest in the deployment of new knowledge on farms, 
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farming decisions. His career has been in mining and in 

vocational education prior to joining Deakin University in 

1998 where he was an Associate Professor. He has written 

over forty research papers for publication and co-authored 

several books in the field of learning for work. 
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