Agriculture: Farmers get real about farm life
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Why is this shovel

different?
New Tripoli ﬁrm designed it for women;
the company has the science to prove it
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Digging in
New company ﬁnds success building shovels
and other farm tools designed for women
By Lisa Scheid
Reading Eagle

T

asked with helping design a shovel for women,
the Penn State University graduate student
watched a few of them digging, and felt embar-

rassed for them.
.

“They are all digging wrong,” he whispered to Liz Brensinger as they observed the volunteers pushing a shovel into
the ground. As part of the design process, they videotaped
scores of women farmers and gardeners. The most noticeable difference was the extreme angle of the shovel.
But, it wasn’t the women who were wrong, it was the
shovel, said Brensinger, co-owner of the company that commissioned the study.
“It wasn’t what he was used to so he thought it was wrong,”
said Aaron Yoder, the former Penn State engineering professor who oversaw the graduate student. Yoder, an expert
in designing tools and machinery for disabled farmers, has
worked with Brensinger and her partner Ann Adams in developing several tools speciﬁcally for women.
Until Brensinger and Adams stepped in, tools marketed
to women were usually modiﬁed ﬂimsy children’s tools, or
men’s tools painted pink. There was little research on what
women needed,
weaker upper body strength,” Yoder said. “Typically, women
have better lower body strength than men.”
The grip on Green Heron Tools shovels, pitchforks and spades is
patented.
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“Women use their lower body strength to make up for
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Green Heron Tools owners Liz Brensinger and Ann Adams with their spading fork and shovels.

Finding a niche
Ultimately that research
became HERShovel, an ergonomically designed hybrid of
a shovel and a spade. And that
shovel launched Brensinger
and Adams’ Green Heron Tools
LLC. Released in 2011, it’s been
featured in publications as
diverse as The New York Times
and Modern Farmer. It remains
Green Heron’s top seller.
Since 2009, Brensinger and
Adams have built their New
Tripoli, Lehigh County, company on the conviction that
the pain and injury sometimes
worn as a badge of honor by
farmers is unnecessary. With
more than $800,000 in Small
Business Innovation Research
grants from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, they’ve
focused their efforts on making
tools for women, an underserved but growing niche.
The number of women farmers is rising even as the number
of farms is decreasing, About 14.3
percent of Pennsylvania farmers
are female, slightly higher than
the nationwide percentage, according to an analysis of the 2012

Census of Agriculture by the
Center for Rural Pennsylvania.
The average age of female farmers in Pennsylvania was 53 years
in 2012. Brensinger estimates
that nationwide there are about
a million women who farm and
more than 40 million who garden.

Winning friends
Brensinger and Adams have
leveraged the research grants
with $200,000 of their own
money to commercialize the
inventions.
“In essence we applied our
non-proﬁt/public health
perspectives to a for-proﬁt
venture; we saw a problem, researched it, proposed solutions
and have been moving forward
to apply them ever since,”
Brensinger said. “We’ve very
much appreciated USDA’s support in enabling us to address
the issues in a really substantive way.”
Brensinger said Green Heron’s tools have received support
from women’s agriculture organizations around the United
States, especially in Pennsylva-

Green Heron Tools spading fork and spading shovels.

nia, Vermont and Oregon.
“Women’s ag networks in
those states have organized
focus groups for us, publicized
our surveys, written letters
of support for our grants,”
Brensinger said. “Others, like

the Women, Food & Agriculture Network in Iowa, have
also been very supportive. We
remain very grateful to all of
these organizations, without
whose support we probably
would not be in business.”

power makes it lighter than a
gas roto-tiller, and it requires
less ﬁddling.
The conical blades pull the
tiller forward instead of the
operator pushing it. It has less
noise and vibration and is easier
to control, but the company
struggled with mass producing
it. Making it completely in the
United States and keeping it affordable is a challenge, Adams
and Brensinger said. They could
not ﬁnd a U.S. company to make
the blade. They are aiming for a
$1,500 price. Potential customers in surveys said they’d pay 15
percent more for products that
were scientiﬁcally designed and
made in the U.S., Adams said.
But what people say in a survey
and what they do at checkout
can be different.
“Sometimes good ideas aren’t
simple or cheap to produce,”
Yoder said.
Brensinger and Adams have
faced other marketing challenges. The shovel comes in
three sizes, but most stores
don’t want to stock all three
and can’t easily ﬁgure out
which ones to carry.
“I think the market exists,”
Brensinger said. “The challenge
is reaching that market.”

A painful truth
The two women, who ran
their own small market farm
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“What’s ironic about this
Danielle Marvit, who runs a
shovel is that it’s the ﬁrst shovel
seedling nursery and demongrabbed by any of our helpers,”
stration garden in Pittsburgh,
she said. “They ask ‘Where’s that
discovered Green Heron when
lady shovel?’ It’s efficient and efshe attended a seminar Adams
fective and easier on one’s body.
and Brensinger gave on proper
“I love the wider step, It gives
body mechanics at a Mother
you better leverage in digging.
Earth News fair several years
With a conventional shovel I
ago. (To see examples of good
would have to jump on it to get
body mechanics: http://bit.
it in good and deep. I love how
ly/2mkb4bd) She’s become a
they designed it curved: It’s not
huge fan of the tools, so much
so that she’s invited them to her only excellent at cutting in, but
it is also like a scoop.”
garden center to teach other
Yoder, the engineer, agreed
women about using tools. Womthat people with various body
en need to think about taking
types can use it, too. Older or
care of themselves, she said.
smaller stature farmers and
“There are lots of female
gardeners like it.
urban farmers here in city of
“I like to tell people it is dePittsburgh, “ Marvit said. “We
signed for women but smart
(women) are the fastest growmen can use it too,” Yoder said.
ing sector of farming and we
are also the ones that think
A new idea
about ourselves last.”
In 2012, for both the comThe company began selling a
monwealth and the nation, a
similarly designed HERspadmajority of female farmers op- ingfork in 2015. It is developing
erated smaller farms, with sales a manure fork and also develand government payments of
oped a prototype for a batteryless than $50,000, according to powered tiller, that company
the 2012 ag census.
officials hoped to bring to marMarvit said using the HERket themselves but opted to
SHovel took some getting used
license to a manufacturer.
to. She had to retrain her body.
The walk-behind tiller could
A lot of farming involves rebe a game changer. The tilpetitive tasks, and it wears your ler screws through the top of
body down. Having a tool that
the soil instead of chopping it,
works with your body, Marvit
which Adams and Brensinger
said, makes a huge difference.
said is a better way to prepare
And men like it, too, she said. it for planting. The electric
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Green Heron Tools has designed a tiller that is battery-powered and lightweight. It tills from both sides horizontally instead of employing a rolling tiller in the front.

before starting Green Heron,
spent a lot of effort educating
consumers. Brensinger has a
master’s degree in public health,
and Adams is a registered nurse.
Their recent research in
developing material handling
tools for livestock farmers
revealed how painful farming
can be,
“Musculoskeletal disorders
— low back pain, joints, bursitis,
repetitive motion injuries like
carpal tunnel — are epidemic
among farmers,” Brensinger
said. “They think being sore is
just a part of farming. We want
to help farmers understand its
not an inevitable part of farming.”
“Chronic conditions can affect your bottom line,” Adams
said.
In their latest research proposal to the USDA, Brensinger
and Adams noted researchers
have called musculoskeletal
disorders agriculture’s “most
widespread health and safety
problem,” and conservatively
estimated direct health care
costs to farmers from MSDs
exceeded $167 million a year
at the turn of the 21st century.
The ﬁgure did not include costs
from lost productivity “or the
economic and human costs to
the employers, workers, and
families afflicted.”
Women farmers, in particular, may be at higher risk for
MSDs because of certain anatomical and physiological traits,
Brensinger and Adams wrote.
Farming is the occupation most
often associated with MSDs in
women, and MSDs are associated with the second highest
severity of disability of all occupations among women.
The new tool, funded by the
company’s fourth USDA grant,
is a year or two away from market.
The HERshovel pays for itself, but Green Heron doesn’t
make a proﬁt for its owners. Six
years in, and Green Heron is
still on a mission and a learning
curve.
Green Heron was never
about making lots of money,
Adams and Brensinger insist.
It has been about making a difference.
“Until it’s out in the world we
really don’t know if its going
to make a difference,” Adams
said. ❂

