5till Waiting for the Farm Boom
Family farmers worse off desplte

high prices

Timetliy A. Wise

Since late 2006, crop prices have risen
dramatically, reversing a decades-long
trend that saw persistent declines in
agriculnaral commeodities prices. U5,
Dieparonen: of Apnculure officials talk
regnlarly about bomn dmes for U S
farmers, citing their meost recent figures
on the economic performance of the farm
sector. Recent reports point o records i
net farm incomes.

But arz small-to-rmid-scale farnily
farmers really benefiting from the boom?
Mot according to the Latest of three smd-
ies by Timothy A Wise, who has locksd
behind the plowing headlines on the farm
sectar as a whole o examine how fam-
ily farmeers have fared in this hiph-priced
environment. The report was released
jointly with a report froon farm advocacy
proups showing that credit tiphtened
considerably for family farmers after the
finaneial erisis.

Uzing readily available USDA data
that breaks dowm the widely diverss
range of working and non-workang
farme inclnded in appregpate stadstics,
Wize shows in “5dll Waidng for the
Farm Boom: Family Farmers Worse Of
Deespite Hiph Crop Prices’” that small-
to-mid-zeals family farmers —those
with pross sales between 5100000 and
£250 000 per year farming an aver-
age of about 1,100 acres—have seen a
decline in net farm income with hish
prices. Expenses have risen to gobble up
higher zales revenues, and povemment
pavments have declined becanse some
are miggered by lowrer prices. With the
receasion, off-farm income has declined
dramatically, leaving family famm house-
heolds worse off than they were earlier
when crop prices were low.

He finds that for 2009 (the most re-
cent year of data available), these Samily
farmers:
= Had bousehold incomes 28 percent be-

low 2007 levels and 21 percent lower

than the averape for 2000-2006, when
crop prices were considerably lower.

Fhaic by Joamna Fugy

Saw averape eammings from farmming

of just $19.274, incloding povernment
payTnents.

Felied on off-farm income o sustain
the family, providing on averape about
535 000; but this represented a decline
of 24 percent from 2007,

Saw net cash farm income po dowm

18 percent from the lower price years
2000 to 2006. Farm zales were np 10
percent, bat expenszes increased 8 per-
cent.An 58 000 decline in povemment
payments put these family farm basi-
nesses below their et incomes from
the earlier period.

The larpest farms, those with sales
maore than $500 /000 per year, accounzed
fior 73 percent of the net cash income for
the U5 farm sector as a whole. That fig-
ure mises to B8 percent if one includes the
relatvely small group of “non-family™
farms, those that are Mcorporated or
operate as oiher tvpes of business. These
are the clear winners from high crop
prices.

A5 in his earlier smdies, Wise recom-
mends that policy-makers and the media
stop relying on only the USDHA's nadonal
farm stadstics, which provide 2 mislead-
ing pictare of the farm econonty in gen-
eral and family farmers in pardcular.

For the full report, see www.ase nifts.
cati/gelae/ Prbsirp/PBII-01 Farmin-
romeMarch201] pdf by Timoithy A. Wise,
GDAFE Policy Brigf I1-01, March 2011

Chifter resources include waww farmaid.
org, GDAE, the research instnee at
Tugfts Umaversity wwnw.ase gty eadwgdas’
policy_research/USAgPolicy konl and
wwwase s edi sdaspolicy_research/
elobalizanion homl.

2010 Family Farm Report

The majority of U5 farms are small
family farmes with anrmal sales kess than
£230 000, according to the 2010 Fannily
Farm Fepon conducted by the Econommic
Reszearch Service (ERS) branch of the
USDA. However, even thouph small
family operations make np B8 percent of
U5 famms, they only account for 16 per-
cent of the coumiry's agriculoral cutput.

Om, the fip side, lazpe-scale family
farms {plus non-family farms) make op
12 percent of U5, farms, and they ac-
court for 84 percent of the value of U S.
agniculnwal producton. Larps-scale farms
are also more viable busmesses than sl
famuily farms, with mors posidve profic
maTging across the board. The average
operating profit marpin of small farms
was lower, with a few operang at hisher
profit marging of at least 20 percent.

Agddidonally, the recent farm smdy
finds that net farm incomes are 46 percent
hipher i 2007 than in 2006, averaging
£35,100 per farm. Farms that have an-
nual sakes of 51 million or more maks
up two percent of all U.5. farms (there
are appromimately 47600 US. fanms
that are million dollar farms). Million-
diollar farmes aceount fior 53 percent of
the value of production and produce 60
to 7O percent of hiph-value crops, hogs,
dairy, pouloy and beef. Five-million-
diollar farms account fior 35 to 45 percent

of beef, milk, and high-value crops. Most
mullicr-dollar famms and fve million-
dollar farms are family operations.

Fuobert Hoppe, stady co-anthor and an
soonornist for the ERS, says that high-
value crops, like vepetables, frits, and
dairy play a miner role on small farms,
and a much more sipnificant role (44 per-
cent of producton) on very laroe famms.
COm the other hand, small commercial
famns foens on commodides that do nos
necegsarly require a full-dme commit-
ment of labor—likes pouloy, beef, hay,
orain, and soybeans.

Many small-farm families ke on a
second of third incones fromn ancther
source. In fact, most small farmers do
not eamn the majerity of their income
from fanmimg . 3611, small farms account
for 23 percent of the value of production
for cazh grains and sovbeans, 51 percent
for hay, 34 percent for tobacco, and 22
percent for beef—all significant shares
of production for these specific com-
moditdes.

Interesungly, whils farming is often
thoupht of a5 a nral pastime, 39 percent
of farms acmally exist in megopoliGn
areas. Also ineresting is the advanced
ape of proneipal farm operators —about
28 percent are at least 65 years old. Why?
Miany fanmers call the farm their bome,
which makes late retirement possible.

10 Co-op Community News, May 2011

The Cascade Cuts wholesale nurs-
ery opens its doors to the public just
ane day every year as a fundraiser
for Sustainable Comnections” Food S
Farming Program_ The plant zale of-
fers more than just plants. It's a day
full of smashing bargains and de-
light: shoppers can hear music from
local folk musicians wafting throngh
the preenhonses as they shop, talk
with local plant experts and master
gardeners, and all for a preat canse.

“I look forward to thiz sale every
wear. It's 50 much fun to search the
greenhouses for unigne fowers and
herbs and the hanging baskets are
beautiful,” says Edn MeCain-Ander-
son, events coordinator with Sustain-
able Connections. “The voluntzers
and staff are so helpful and everyone
has such a great ime.”

Full of cmamental plants, hanging
bazkets galore, nadve plant varietes,
and more; many regular shoppers
wait for this sale to buy most of their
plants for the year. Flower-lovers
will find the walkways and preen-
houses at Cascade Cuts packed with
anmuals and perennials familiar and
unusnal, in every size, color, and
shape. Tucked in the greenhouse cor-
neTs are inmpuing oddites for view-

Cascade Cuts Plant Sale
Saturday, May 21, 9 am— pm
632 Montgomery Road i King Mountain neighborhood)

ing pleasure, including coffes mees,
hops, and compost t=a machines.

“This onee-a-year opporumicy to
sCOre some amazring plant bareains
is just part of our enthusiasm for this
event,” said Shellis Dezmond, who
volunteers at the event with her hus-
band John, each year. “Supporting
those whe support Sustainable Con-
nections has been an important part
of our lives since we moved bere six
vears ago. Kudos to Cascade Cuts!™

Plant sale shoppers will support
local farms when they buy plants
because the Cascade Cum Flant Sals
is the bigpest fundraiser of the year
for Sustainable Connections” Food
fz Farming Propram. This fundraiser
supports the projects that cormect
people to local farms and Whatcom
apriculture, such as the Whatcom
Food & Farm Finder, the annnal
Whatcom County Farm Tour, and
other events that celebrate the food
from local famms.

Parkang for the plant sale is lim-
ited — carpooling and’or alternative
transportanion is enconraged.

For more informarion, see waw,
sustainableconnecnons org or call
JE0-547-7003.

Amnd fanms with an older
principal farmer are cfizn
mult-peneradonal, with
FOUDEET OPeTRIors pIesent
as well.

“In farming, the busingzs
is also a place of residence,
50 it's easy for a fammer o
pradually phase out over a
number of vears and retire
later i life” say: Hoppe.
From a historical perspec-
trve, the number of farms overall peaked
in 1935 at 6.8 million, baz then fell sharp-
Iy umdil the early 19703 as apriculnare
prew in productvity, farms weere consoli-
dated, and farm operators left farmming
to work in the nordarm econorry. Farm
numbers stabilized betwesn the 19708
and 2007, larpely due 0 an imcrease in
very small farmes that made np for the
declines i midsiped farms. Today, there
are appromimately 2.2 million farms
the 1.5 Median farm-opemator honsehold
income m 2007 was £54,000. Net faom
income averaped 333,100 per farmin
2007, which was 46 percent higher than
in 2006,

In another related report conducted
carlisr in 2010, “Small Famms in the
United States: Persistence Under Pres-
surz,” Hoppe and his co-anthors found

that U5, farm production comtinues to
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shift to larper operations, while the nom-
ber of suall conunercial famms and their
share of farm sales confinne a long-t=rm
decling. In the futare, competitve forces
will lik=ly continne to reduce the mumber
of small cormmercial farms and shift pro-
ducton to lareer farms

“Mew farmers have wradidonally come
from farming families. It is more difficult
o famn en a small scale than it was in the
past, but there are s6ll people whe want
o pet into farming that do not come Tom
farmming families, and they are doing it on
a soeall scale. There ars sonee fammezs that
like the regidental Efestyle of the farm
and are not necessarily n it for the proft,”
says Hoppe. “Farming can s46ll be a good
job.”

Sowrce: Phil Lempert s Facts, Figures
& the Fumire. For the full ERS report, see
wwwers usda govpublicationsabss.

www.communinyfood.coop



