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The key to making the transition to organic farming is to return to the root of the problem: bring 

the soil back to life. 

Since 1980, Joe Scrimger has been the expert that farmers turn to when they need help 

understanding the land, where they grow their food or raise animals. Will Straathof of Hilhof 

Dairy Farm in Hersey sought Scrimger’s consultation when he was overwhelmed with sick cows 

and wanted to know if organic farming methods could save his farm. 

“Healthy soil has a complex ecosystem of its own,” Scrimger said. “It’s boiling with microbes and 

tiny plant and animal life, which all depend on one another for their existence. The activity of 

these billions of tiny life forms keeps the soil aerated and provides the nutrients for healthy 

crops.” 

Scrimger owns and operates Bio-Systems, a soil-testing and consulting business in Marlette. He 

serves those who live in the Great Lakes area with a farm, orchard, greenhouse, garden or any 

related agricultural business. 

The soil testing rates run from $35 to $275, with an additional consulting charge of $500 per 

day. Consultations vary and can include soil sampling, field evaluations and other 

recommendations. 

When Scrimger tests the soil, he looks at its fertility and what farmers need to do to improve 

crop production. The mineral balance of the ground determines the fertility of the soil. Humus 

and microscopic life are affected by the treatment of the soil.   Over the years, Scrimger has 

noticed how many farmers get stuck in the vicious cycle of repeatedly using chemicals in large 

doses that destroy the life of the soil in the long run. 

Chemicals such as fertilizers, insecticides and herbicides will eventually decrease the amount of 

nutrients in the ground. The soil will become more compact and the crops grow more vulnerable 

to insects and blight, Scrimger explained. When crop production decreases, farmers mistakenly 

add more chemicals into the ground and therefore worsen its fertility. 



Scrimger understands life on a farm because he grew up on a 250-acre dairy farm with 25 cows 

in the thumb of Michigan. After graduating from high school in 1967, he studied mechanical 

engineering for four years at Western Michigan University. He later continued his agricultural 

education, which included courses on soils at Michigan State University and a variety of lab and 

soil testing seminars. He has also attended and instructed numerous programs on organic and 

biological farming in the U.S. and Canada. 

In 1972, he purchased a 160-acre farm with his wife while selling and servicing farm equipment 

and doing custom harvesting. By 1975, Scrimger purchased more land and transitioned 280 

acres of his farm into the organic program. Today he grows corn, hay, beans and spelt 

organically on shares with his neighbors. 

In 1984, the North Branch Jaycees gave Scrimger the Young Farmers Award. By 2002, he 

received a Lifetime Achievement Award and a Public Service Award in 2006 from the Michigan 

Organic Food and Farming Alliance. 

Scrimger said initially he sought to help farmers with food production, which in the long run 

would help the consumers and their immune systems. Scrimger said he believes there are links 

to cancer when it comes to poor food quality. When he started the business, many of his 

relatives had the disease. 

What it really comes down to is performing production properly, which is a three- to four-step 

process, but necessary for farmers to thrive, Scrimger added. 

“The work we’re doing, we hope it will lead to better food quality,” he said. “Local food can be 

better if it’s produced properly.” 

Scrimger is also part of Michigan Thumb’s Organics, a cooperative of more than a dozen organic 

farmers who have pioneered production of organic commodities such as beans, spelt and 

popcorn. Many of these farmers are moving into direct sales of vegetables and chicken at local 

farmer’s markets. 

Scrimger is inspired by the number of organic farms in the lower Thumb area, adding that there 

are a lot progressing with local food production. 

“There are some great changes that are happening in agriculture in response to consumer 

demands,” he said. “People are demanding better food.” 



In 2010, a video story featuring farmers from Michigan’s Thumb Organics was uploaded to 

YouTube. Many farmers shared the benefits of improving their soil and practicing organic 

farming methods. 

Randy Hampshire of Kingston reminisces about how when he was a kid, he would walk the plow 

fields with his father and grandfather and see worms in the soil. 

“After I came back from college, we started using a lot of different pesticides and we didn’t see 

those things. The life in the soil was not there, but it’s back and it comes back fast when you start 

treating the soil correctly,” he said. “And that’s where it all begins.” 

Chuck Oliver of Fostoria agreed. “Basically the soil is life … soil and water. If you don’t have 

healthy soil, you don’t have healthy animals,” he said. “By growing most of our own feed, I 

haven’t had a veterinarian on the farm since ’78 since we’ve gotten away from the chemicals.” 

Donald Brockriede of Columbiaville added that what the farmers are doing on the local level is 

working. 

“We are very sustainable on our farms, but also, we don’t have to be threatened by the 

competition of conventional farming,” he said. “People would prefer us to them. So we have a 

niche that is sustaining.” 

 
http://www.ourmidland.com/news/michigan-organics-making-a-smooth-transition-into-
organic-farming/article_1042238d-5ed8-5088-ab86-af24eaf54209.html 
 

http://www.ourmidland.com/news/michigan-organics-making-a-smooth-transition-into-organic-farming/article_1042238d-5ed8-5088-ab86-af24eaf54209.html
http://www.ourmidland.com/news/michigan-organics-making-a-smooth-transition-into-organic-farming/article_1042238d-5ed8-5088-ab86-af24eaf54209.html

