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The Economics of Small Farms

Secretary of Agriculture Bob Bergland
elevated ‘‘structure’’ to center stage in
the farm policy debate during the Carter
Administration. The debate dealt with
questions of desirable size, number,
type, tenure, and legal organization of
farms; as well as with market conduct
and performance of firms dealt with by
farmers in their buying and selling activi-
ties (/). The farm structure issue has
been muted within the Reagan Adminis-
tration, but continues among the various
publics concerned with agriculture. The
issue is likely to reemerge on the future
political agenda.

A central issue in the structure debate
is the role of the small farm in American
agriculture. In this article 1 take as
hypotheses to be tested the following
more or less conventional assertions
concerning small farms:

1) Small farms provide a higher quali-
ty of life to operators and their families
than do larger farms.

2) Small farm operators take better
care of their soil than do larger farm
operators.

3) Small farms are more energy effi-
cient than larger farms.

4) Small farm preservation and en-
couragement avoids the trauma of outmi-
gration of farm people to cities.

5) Society would be better off if pub-
licly supported research and extension
education were focused on small farms.

6) Federal government programs have
hastened the demise of small farms.

7) Small farms provide the social and
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economic support necessary to maintain
vitality of nearby towns and cities.

8) Preservation of small farms is es-
sential to economic competition because
it avoids concentration of production on
a few large farms which would practice
monopoly pricing and raise food costs.

The weight of the evidence is brought
to bear on each of these hypotheses in
the following pages.

For purposes of this analysis, small
farms are defined, unless otherwise indi-
cated, as units with crop and livestock
receipts of under $40,000 per year. In
1981, farms with $20,000 to $40,000 in
sales averaged $360,000 in assets (ex-
cluding dwelling) and about 135 hectares
(2). However, assets and hectares vary
widely within sales classes from, for
example, intensive cattle feedlot opera-
tions in the Texas Panhandle to exten-
sive cattle ranching operations in Neva-
da.

Evaluation of Hypotheses

Small farms provide a higher quality
of life. Coughenour and Christenson (3)
empirically examined the ‘‘small is beau-
tiful”’ thesis by relating farm size to
attitudes about personal well-being,
community well-being, and perceived
adequacy of community services. They
found no evidence that small farmers
were more satisfied than large farmers
with their personal life, with the social
aspects of community life, or with the

21. D. H. Janss and T. L. Ben, J. Natl. Cancer Inst.
60, 173 (1978).

22. P. J. Gehring, P. G. Watanabe, C. N. Park,
Toxicol. Appl. Pharmacol. 44, 581 (1978).

23. C. Maltoni and G. Lefemine, Ann. N.Y. Acad.
Sci. 246, 195 (1975).

24. N. A. Littlefield, J. H. Farmer, D. W. Gaylor, J.
Environ. Pathol. Toxicol. 3, 17 (1980).

25. K. G. Brown and D. G. Hoel, Fund. Appl.
Toxicol., in press.

26. R. Stumpf G. P. Margison, R. Montesano, A.
E. Pegg, Cancer Res. 39, 50 (1979).

27. A. E. Pegg and G. Hui, Biochem. J. 173, 739
(1978).

28. M. A. Pereira, F. J. Burns, R. E. Albert, Cancer
Res. 39, 2558 (1979).

29. P. I. Adriaenssens, C. M. White, M. A. Ander-
son, ibid., in press.

social services available to them. Small
differences that did emerge from the
study suggest that farmers on commer-
cial, family-size units with sales of
$40,000 or more expressed a higher level
of perceived well-being than did small-
scale farmers.

On the basis of a detailed study of
approximately 800 rural families in Iowa
and North Carolina from 1970 to 1972,
Harper and Tweeten (4) found that in-
come, occupation, education, and age
were the principal determinants of per-
sonal well-being. Early studies (5) re-
vealed that persons on small, low-in-
come farms were characterized by ano-
mie—feelings of alienation, demoraliza-
tion, and pessimism. It seems likely that
anomie prevalent on small farms is more
the product of low income than of small
farm size per se. Able-bodied, full-time
operators of small farms have a high
incidence of low income, and it is diffi-
cult to separate positive feelings of inde-
pendence and pride of ownership of a
small farm from negative feelings arising
from poverty and underemployment.
Small farms with sales of $20,000 to
$40,000 per year received operator-fam-
ily labor income from farming that aver-
aged less than $4000 per year from 1975
to 1981; smaller farms received even
less.

If full-time small farms are providing a
low quality of life, we should observe a
mass exodus from these farms or a shift
of operators from full-time to part-time
status. That adjustment is precisely what
we observe in Fig. 1, which shows trends
for U.S. farms with sales of $2500 to
$20,000 per year (6). The upper graph
indicates that continuation of the 1959—
1969 or 1959-1974 trends would leave no
full-time, able-bodied small farm opera-
tors by the early 1980’s. With stability or
growth in numbers of small farms with
aged operators (lower graph) and part-

The author is Regents Professor, Department of
Agricultural Economics, Oklahoma State Universi-
ty, Stillwater 74078.

1037



time operators (middle graph) and with
stability or small decline in the number
of small farms with full-time, able-bodied
heads, the number of small farms can be
expected to grow—a turnaround appar-
ent in the 1978 Census of Agriculture
data (7). The additional small farms in
1978 are not back-to-nature subsistence
operations but are an extension of the
urban-industrial process to the farm as
evidenced by the dominance of part-time
operations.

veal significant differences in soil erosion
rates on cultivated cropland among non-
corporate tenure groups. For those who
operated only land that they owned,
higher income levels were associated
with lower rates of erosion both national-
ly and within five out of ten regions of
the United States. For example, mean
levels of erosion for landowners report-
ing net farm incomes between $3000 and
$9000, $10,000 and $19,999, and $20,000
and $49,999 were respectively 3.0, 3.3,

Summary. The role of the small farm in American agriculture has been the focus of
much public discussion since Secretary of Agriculture Bob Bergland elevated farm
structure to the national political agenda during the Carter Administration. Eight
hypotheses based on common assertions concerning the alleged advantages of the
small farm were tested in the light of available empirical evidence. No basis was found
to accept any of the eight hypotheses. There may be reasons to preserve and even
encourage small farms but they are not the reasons commonly given for political
initiatives and public policies favoring small farms. Although it is questionable whether
any size of farm can be viewed as optimal, the strongest case is for the typical
moderate-size family farm of today rather than for small farms or large industrial-type

farms.

In short, small is beautiful mostly for
farm operators who have substantial in-
come from off-farm sources.

Operators of small farms and owner-
operators take better care of their soil
than do other farmers. Studies prior to
1960 indicated that soil conservation was
inhibited by crop share leasing arrange-
ments, small farm size, low income, high
time discount rate, and owner resistance
to cooperation (8).

In a recent and far more comprehen-
sive study, Lee (9) analyzed merged data
from 37,000 completed land ownership
questionnaires, providing basic data reli-
able for the nation and for individual
states on land use, land quality, potential
cropland, and erosion. The results re-
vealed no significant differences nation-
ally in mean soil losses on cultivated
cropland among different types of farms
as measured by legal organization. In
none of the ten regions of the United
States did average rates of erosion by
nonfamily corporations exceed those of
other types of ownership. In the South-
east region, family ownerships averaged
14.3 metric tons more soil loss annually
per hectare than did nonfamily corpora-
tions. Almost 57 percent of land owned
by nonfamily corporations in this region
was operated with soil-conserving mini-
mum tillage or residue practices, where-
as only 36 percent of land owned by
families used these practices. Yet the
need for conservation practices as mea-
sured by erosion hazards was as great or
greater on land owned by families.

Nationally, Lee’s analysis did not re-
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and 5.2 metric tons per hectare less than
for farm landowners reporting annual
incomes of $0 to $2999. In the Corn Belt,
landowners with net incomes of $20,000
to $49,999 averaged 21.1 metric tons per
hectare less erosion on cultivated crop-
land than did owners with $0 to $2999 of
net income. The pattern was similar in
the Northeast and in the Delta and
Mountain regions where full-owner oper-
ators who experienced net income losses
had the highest reported erosion rates.

In a subsequent extensive analysis
covering the nation, Lee and Stewart
(10) found that 44 percent of full-owner
operators used minimum tillage on culti-
vated cropland as opposed to 52 percent
of part owners and 51 percent of non-
operator landlords. Nationally, only 40
percent of farms with under 57 hectares
compared to 47 percent of farms with 57
to 284 hectares and 61 percent of farms
with over 284 hectares employed mini-
mum tillage on cultivated cropland.

The above studies did not examine
environmental impacts of chemical pesti-
cides and fertilizers. The lower total in-
put cost per dollar of output on large
farms is partly due to greater use of
chemicals. Although chemical use could
be reduced under proper management
without loss of yields, a large reduction
in chemicals or major increase in the
proportion of farmland operated by small
farmers with current efficiency would
reduce productivity and require exten-
sion of cropland to erosion-prone soils to
maintain food output.

In short, the foregoing results gave no

basis to conclude that tenants have more
soil losses than full- or part-owner opera-
tors. Small farms and low income, often
associated with the small farms, are fac-
tors in poor soil conservation practices.

Small farms are more energy efficient
than large farms. Estimates from the
1974 Census of Agriculture of total cost
of petroleum fuels for the farm business,
of commercial fertilizer, and of weedi-
cides and pesticides ranged from 6 cents
per dollar of farm sales on farms with
gross receipts of over $500,000 to 24.5
cents per dollar of sales on farms with
gross receipts of $2500 to $5000 per year
(11). For the eight farm size classes
considered, energy costs per dollar of
gross receipts per acre and per unit of
production expenses were consistently
higher for the smaller of any classes of
farms compared.

These data may underestimate the en-
ergy inefficiency of small farms because
they do not include all energy used for
nonbusiness purposes. A population dis-
persed on many small farms requires
greater transportation energy for school
buses and for shopping and other trips to
town than does a small population on
larger farms. In the unlikely event that
energy supplies become so short that on-
farm energy production is economically
feasible, large farms would have an ad-
vantage because of size economies in
alcohol or methane production from crop
residues, manure, grain, or other stocks.

In short, small farms are less energy
efficient than large farms and higher en-
ergy prices are unlikely to improve the
competitive position of the small farm.

Small farms offer an alternative to the
trauma of outmigration of farm people to
cities. This issue has two components.
One is whether small farms offer an
alternative to outmigration and the sec-
ond is whether outmigration has been
traumatic.

The great farm-urban exodus is over
and comparatively few established farm-
ers leave farming except for retirement
in town. As indicated earlier, small farms
are growing in numbers primarily be-
cause town and city workers choose to
reside on the farm. These people do so
despite the recognized lower economic
efficiency (to be discussed later) of small
farms because people are willing to use
their nonfarm income to pay for consum-
ing the farm way of life, because tax
benefits accrue from having a farm busi-
ness, and because rural services are sub-
sidized by taxpayers.

Charging residents the full cost of now
subsidized water, electrical, telephone,
mail, and school bus services would slow
urban sprawl, promote orderly develop-
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ment, and reduce the need for land-use
planning and zoning. Fewer part-time
small farms entering agriculture would
leave more land for expansion of estab-
lished farms into economic size units.

The second component of this issue is
whether rural people became worse off
when they moved to the city. It is well
recognized that the heaviest migration
from farms was by youth who were
never farm operators and who had fewer
problems adjusting to a new environ-
ment than did families who formerly
were established farmers.

A review of studies of rural-urban mi-
grants, most of whom were formerly
established on farms, revealed that all
studies were in agreement that objective
measures indicated a better life off the
farm (12):

Migrants substantially increased their real in-
come and national income. Farmers who re-
mained at home also received higher incomes
because they could farm larger units and did
not have to share the home farm operation
with others. Available data also show that
migrants in vast majority improved their
housing and medical and welfare service op-
portunities, as well as educational opportuni-
ties for their children. Very few became part
of the urban unrest problem.

Subjective measures such as the mi-
grants’ perceptions of whether they were
better off for leaving the farm also sup-
ported the conclusion that the exodus
improved quality of life.

Middle-class migrants quickly adapted
to urban middle-class culture, but adjust-
ments were often difficult for the lower
class. Especially for the latter, inade-
quate human investment in the form of
job information, training, and general
schooling created undue friction in the
great farm-urban exodus. But given the
choice between staying with the poverty,
discrimination, underemployment, and
squalor left behind and a move with
inadequate preparation, the exodus was
more attractive to the disadvantaged and
disenfranchised.

Redirection of publicly supported agri-
cultural research and extension can save
the small farm and redistribute benefits
from the rich to the poor. An estimated
85 percent of publicly supported agricul-
tural production research was scale-neu-
tral in 1979 (13). Of the 15 percent of the
public agricultural production research
that was scale-related, 7 percentage
points were directed to farms under
$20,000 gross sales, 5 percentage points
were directed to moderate size farms,
and 3 percentage points were directed to
large farms with over $100,000 in gross
sales. The payoff from agricultural pro-
duction research and extension (R & E)
has been exceedingly high, typically av-
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Fig. 1. The number of small farms in the
United States by category for the census
years 1959 to 1974 (6).

eraging a 50 to 100 percent rate of return
on investment. This return is achieved
by savings in conventional inputs such as
land and irrigation water, by lower food
and fiber costs to consumers, and by
foreign exchange earnings through ex-
ports.

Farmers who adopt the results of
R & E early benefit from it but the com-
petitive farming industry on the whole is
unable to retain the benefits. Farm pro-
ductivity gains averaged 1.7 percent per
year from 1970 to 1978, saving consum-
ers over $2 billion annually in food costs.
If productivity gains were solely on small
farms, productivity advances as mea-
sured by output per unit of conventional
inputs on farms with under $20,000 in
sales would need to average at least 20
percent annually or, on farms with sales
of $40,000 or less, would need to average
9 percent annually to produce benefits
comparable to current benefits. Such
productivity gains are unattainably and
absurdly high even if R & E could some-
how be confined only to small farms.

Because publicly supported R & E is
mainly related to biological sciences and
output-increasing, its impact on farm
structure is modest, serving mainly to fill
the growing demand for food without
increasing conventional production in-
puts. This contrasts with private machin-
ery firms which emphasize labor-saving
technology such as the tractor and its
complements. Private investment would
continue to expand farm size and dimin-
ish farm numbers even if public R & E
were terminated for large farms. But
output-increasing R & E from the land
grant university system would no longer

produce benefits that lower real spend-
ing for food, expand exports to earn
foreign exchange, and save soil.

Data for 1974 show that public agricul-
tural research alone supplied $12.37 in
benefits for each tax dollar provided for
such research by U.S. families with in-
comes of under $5000 and $1.20 of bene-
fits per tax dollar provided for such
research by families with incomes of
over $20,000 (14). Thus taxes to support
R & E have redistributed income from
the rich to the poor.

Research and extension is not an effec-
tive tool to redistribute income to small
farms. Part-time farmers, now the modal
small-farm category, are often distracted
from improving farm productivity by
lack of time, scale, or need for additional
income; aged farmers have short earn-
ings horizons which detract from their
commitment to make needed invest-
ments in greater productivity. Full-time,
able-bodied small farm operators often
have limited human and material re-
sources to raise output and income sub-
stantially from R & E. I am by no means
contending that R & E should not be for
small farmers but rather that agricultural
R & E has the highest payoff to society
by emphasizing scale-neutral practices
and technology made available to all
farms, including of course the largest
300,000 farms which account for nearly
three-fourths of farm output. In short,
public R & E is for consumers, and if it
is to benefit consumers it must work
through the mid-size and large farms that
account for 83 percent of farm output as
well as through small farms.

Federal government programs have
hastened the demise of small farms. Of
the major federal government programs,
only three categories are considered
here—credit, commodity supports, and
aggregate demand expansion.

The Farmers Home Administration,
the major federal credit agency for farm-
ers, provided 22 percent of its farm loan
volume to farms with sales of under
$40,000 in 1979 (I/5). These farms ac-
counted for 12.3 percent of all sales of
farm commodities in the same year,
hence lending was much more concen-
trated on small farms than on large farms
as measured by farm receipts. Loan sub-
sidies were even more concentrated than
loans on small farms because interest
rates were lower for small than for large
farms.

Government commodity price and in-
come support payment benefits average
much more per large farm than per small
farm. But overall income benefits are
larger per dollar of output on small farms
than on large farms. Economies of size
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may be measured by a unit cost curve
(by size of farm) defined as all costs
(including opportunity costs of operator
family labor, management, and equity
capital) divided by gross farm income
from receipts and government payments.
By this measure, commodity programs
flatten the unit cost curve, reduce econo-
mies of size, and diminish incentives for
expansion.

On the other hand, government pro-
grams provide price security and pay-
ments that enable a given net worth to be
leveraged further than under a free mar-
ket to purchase a larger farming unit.
The two effects tend to offset each other.
This is one reason why the most compre-
hensive analysis to date of the impact of
commodity programs on farm structure
concluded that ‘‘On net, the mass of
data, evidence and professional judg-
ments provide little basis for any conclu-
sion other than that government price
and income payment policy has general-
ly been neutral in its effect on farms of
varying sizes producing program com-
modities’’ (16).

Government monetary-fiscal policies
to stimulate aggregate demand and pro-
mote full employment have been a major
source of inflation. Inflation has created
severe cash-flow problems for farmers
and raised barriers to entry into farming
but has not significantly influenced
growth rates in net worth of established
farms (/7). Because small farmers re-
ceive most of their income from off-farm
sources, they have been less restrained
by farm cash-flow problems than other
farmers. Mid-size family farms have
been most disadvantaged by cash-flow
problems stemming from inflation be-
cause they have less off-farm income
than small farms and less access to debt
and equity capital than large farms. This
is one reason why numbers of mid-size
family farms have declined while num-
bers of small farms have increased in
recent years.

In summary, the empirical evidence
provides no support for the proposition
that the three major government pro-
grams or policies considered above have
hastened the demise of small farms. The
two principal forces requiring farms to
grow larger are labor-saving technology
and growth in labor income. Regarding
the latter, with given prices and technol-
ogy, farms must grow in scale for their
operators to keep abreast with growth of
personal income in other sectors. The
contribution of each of the two forces to
annual growth in farm size by decade is
shown in Table 1 (/8).

Farms needed to grow 5.6 percent
annually on the average owing to tech-
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Table 1. The contribution of technology and
personal income to annual growth in farm size
by decade (/8).

Percent annual growth
required per farm due to

Decade
Personal
income

Tech-
nology
1940 to 1949
1950 to 1959
1960 to 1969
1970 to 1979

Average

W W W W W
ENGCRRRC NN
T
v coibva

nology and income growth in the 1940—
1979 period. Thus labor-saving technolo-
gy was half again as important as income
growth to ‘‘keep up with the Joneses’’ in
accounting for farm growth from 1940 to
1979.

The social and economic vitality of
rural towns and small cities is drained by
farm enlargement and consolidation.
Dating at least from the famous Gold-
schmidt study of Arvin and Dinuba, Cali-
fornia, in the early 1940’s, the socioeco-
nomic relation of the rural town or small
city to its surrounding farming area has
been of interest. Those who inferred that
results for Dinuba showed that commu-
nity vitality was favored by small farms
failed to realize that Dinuba was a town
surrounded by family-size farms (slightly
larger than average size) and not by
small farms (/9). Many towns in the
South are surrounded by small, low-
income farms. These communities fre-
quently display lack of economic and
social vitality and are hardly models to
be emulated. Given the importance of
income and employment to well-being,
the socially optimal size of a farm from
the standpoint of the community is not a
small low-income farm.

Much of the decline in rural nonfarm
population attributed to the decline in
farm population would have occurred in
the absence of farm consolidation and
enlargement. The principal reason for
the decline of the small town is the
improvement of transportation—auto-
mobiles and roads. The impact not only
influenced the local general store but
also schools and medical facilities, be-
cause people could afford to travel great-
er distances to obtain a higher quality
and variety of services.

Rural communities have shown re-
markable vitality in the face of declining
farm employment. Since 1970, employ-
ment and population have grown more
rapidly in rural communities than in met-
ropolitan communities. The well-docu-
mented demographic transition is char-
acterized by employment and population

growth not only in counties adjacent to
metropolitan counties but also in hinter-
land counties. Mostly because of the
dispersal of nonfarm industry to rural
communities, the probability of towns of
1000 inhabitants growing was as great as
the probability of larger towns and cities
growing even in the 1960’s (20).

Preservation of small farms is essen-
tial to preserve competition and avoid
concentration of production on a few
large farms. Small farms with sales un-
der $40,000 in 1981 accounted for 72
percent of all farms but for only 12.6
percent of all farm receipts. The remain-
ing 694,000 farms of larger size alone
constitute a highly competitive market.

For selected commodities, concentra-
tion is much greater than for the farming
industry as a whole. The most concen-
trated major component of animal agri-
culture is broiler chicken production and
processing. An estimated 97 percent of
all broilers are produced under vertical
coordination—90 percent under produc-
tion contracts and 7 percent directly by
integrated broiler processing firms (2/).
In 1975, 30 percent of broilers were
processed by the eight largest firms and
50 percent by the 11 largest firms.
Through production contracts with
growers or company-owned growing op-
erations, these firms could effectively
control broiler production for their pro-
cessing facilities. Despite or because of
this high degree of concentration, broiler
production efficiency has increased more
rapidly than efficiency in beef and pork
production and the cost savings have
been reflected quite fully in wholesale
broiler prices. From 1955 to 1970, for
example, wholesale price per pound of
broilers fell from 42 cents to 25 cents
while cost of production fell from 36
cents to 27 cents.

My intent is not to make a case for
concentration of production among few-
er firms, but to indicate that agricultural
production in the foreseeable future is in
no danger of being concentrated in so
few firms that monopoly pricing or re-
duced efficiency will be a problem. Fur-
thermore, small farms contribute too lit-
tle to aggregate production to be an
effective source of market competition.

Is the Optimal Farm a Small Farm?

A large number of studies of econo-
mies of size indicate that small farms
produce less efficiently than large farms
but most production economies are real-
ized by farms with sales of approximate-
ly $60,000 per year (22). Modest market
economies in the form of input price
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discounts and product price premiums
continue to accrue to sales of $100,000
and more. The optimal size of a farm
varies a great deal by individual (or fam-
ily) and commodity. For example, in
cattle and broiler feeding operations as
well as in processed fruits and vegeta-
bles, the size needs to be larger than
indicated above. In tobacco and selected
fresh fruit and vegetable production,
economies of size are few and an ade-
quate income can be realized on smaller
farms. However, the average small farm
produces labor-extensive enterprises,
mainly grains and beef cattle, similar to
enterprises emphasized on larger farms.

The optimal size of farm depends not
only on production and market econo-
mies but also on the marginal utility of
resources and income. As farm size ex-
pands to approximately $100,000 of sales
(a size normally providing a labor-man-
agement return to the full-time operator
near the median income of nonfarm fam-
ilies), economic efficiencies are obtained
which are passed on to consumers to
increase their utility. As farm size ex-
pands further efficiencies are minor but,
given declining marginal utility of in-
come, total utility from farm income
declines (23). That is, $20 billion of la-
bor-management income produces more
total utility when received by 1.2 million
farm operators than by 1000 farm opera-
tors. Relying on a system of smaller
farms would not reduce utility of the
farm population from the optimal level of
$100,000 of sales per farm if farm people
continue to have off-farm jobs to bring
income of smaller farms on the average
to that of optimal size farms—as appar-
ent in farm income statistics. But con-
sumers would experience substantial
loss of utility because of lower farming
efficiency and attendant higher cost of
food.

Nuinerous studies of farm-community
interactions reveal that moderate size
farms are most closely consistent with
the well-being of rural communities.
Middle-class families support churches,
schools, clubs, and commercial busi-
nesses. Although the optimal size of a
farm, if there is one, varies widely and
no one size fits all conditions, the size of
farm consistent with increased well-be-
ing of society as best measured with our
crude tools is neither a small nor a very
large farm but rather is a moderate-size
family operation.
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In short, the optimal size of farm to
increase well-being as best that can be
measured appears to be the typical-size
commercial farm of today—approxi-
mately $100,000 in sales and $1 million in
production assets. The nation could cur-
rently support approximately 1.2 million
such farms, or twice the existing number
of family-size farms (24). All persons do
not possess the human resources to be
family farmers; some must begin as hired
laborers, renters, and part-time owners.
There is much value in a heterogeneous
farming economy that keeps options and
opportunities open to the working class
as individuals and society strive to im-
prove human and material resources.

Conclusions

The evidence provides no basis to
accept any of the eight small farm
hypotheses tested in this article. Valid
reasons may exist to maintain and even
encourage small farms, but they are not
the reasons commonly given and embod-
ied in the eight tested hypotheses.

The foregoing analysis emphasizing
central tendencies necessarily abstracts
from the heterogeneity which character-
izes small farms. After reviewing the
diverse characteristics of small farms, I
concluded in a recent publication ‘‘that
the small-farm sector is no longer an
anachronism of farmers destined to get
big or get out, but rather is a dynamic,
growing part of agriculture’” (25). Small
farms will continue to be a useful option
for families who find such units the best
way to use their resources. Many fam-
ilies who treasure the rural way of life
exercise the option of residing on a small
farm even at considerable sacrifice in
economic returns to labor and capital.
Many small unit operators as well as
large farm operators practice organic
farming and in other ways exercise spe-
cial care for the environment and the diet
of people on and off the farm. Some
small farmers make efficient use of frag-
mented holdings that, because of scat-
tered urban development, natural barri-
ers, and terrain, cannot be farmed in
commercial-size units. Small farms also
may contribute to regional self-sufficien-
cy and provide otherwise unavailable
quality fresh fruits, vegetables, and oth-
er farm products to their urban neigh-
bors.

References and Notes

. See U.S. Department of Agriculture, A Time to

Choose: A Summary Report on the Structure of
Agriculture (Office of the Secretary, Washing-
ton, D.C., January 1981).

. For farm income and balance sheet data report-

ed here and elsewhere in this article, see U.S.
Department of Agriculture, Rep. ECIFS 1-1
(U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Re-
search Service, Washington, D.C., August
1982).

. M. Coughenour and J. Christenson, ‘‘Is life on

the small farm beautiful?’’ Paper presented at
the Sth World Congress for Rural Sociology,
Mexico City, August 1980.

. W. Harper and L. Tweeten, Am. J. Agric. Econ.

59, 1000 (1977).

. L. Tweeten, Processed Series P-590R (Agricul-

tural Experiment Station, Oklahoma State Uni-
versity, Stillwater, July 1968).

; C. Cilley, 1. Popoola, South. J. Agric.
Econ. 12, 77 (1980).

. Using Oklahoma as an example, the number of

farms with sales of $2500 to $40,000 increased
10,000 or approximately one-fifth from 1974 to
1978. See U.S. Bureau of the Census, /978
Census of Agriculture (AC 78-A-36. Govern-
ment Printing Office, Washington, D.C., May
1981), vol. 1, part 36, p. ix.

. See B. Held and J. Timmons, Res. Bull. 460

(Agricultural Experiment Station, Iowa State
University, August 1958).

9. L. Lee, Am. J. Agric. Econ. 62, 1070 (1980).

20.

21.
22.

23.
24.

25.

26.

and W. Stewart, ibid., in press.

. D. Holland, paper presented at annual meeting

of American Agricultural Economics Associa-
tion, Pullman, Wash., August 1980.

. L. Tweeten and G. Brinkman, Micropolitan

Development (Iowa State Univ. Press, Ames,
1976), p. 92.

. H. Carter, W. Cochrane, L. Day, R. Powers, L.

Tweeten, Research and the Family Farm (Agri-
cultural Experiment Station Committee on Or-
ganization and Policy, Cornell University, New
York, 1981), p. 7.

i4. F. White, B. Eddleman, J. Purcell, IR-6 Inf.

Rep. (Office of Technology Assessment, Work
Group II, Washington, D.C., 1980), p. 73.

. U.S. Bureau of the Census, /1978 Census of

Agriculture (AC 78-SR-6, Government Printing
Office, Washington, D.C., 1982), vol. 5, part 6.

. R. Spitze, D. Ray, A. Walter, J. West, Public

Agricultural-Food Policies and Small Farims
(Paper I of NRC Small Farms Project, National
Rural Center, Washington, D.C., 1980), p. 67.

. C. Eginton, thesis, Department of Agricultural

Economics, Oklahoma State University, Still-
water (1982).

. L. Tweeten, in Food and Agriculture Policies

for the 1980’s, D. Johnson, Ed. (American En-
terprise Institute, Washington, D.C., 1981), p.
117. For another interpretation, see Y. Kislev
and W. Peterson, Am. J. Agric. Econ. 63, 562
(1981).

. S. Sonka, in Structure of Agriculture and Infor-

mation Needs Regarding Small Farms (Nation-
al Rural Center, Washington, D.C., 1980), part

2.
G. Fuguitt and C. Beale, Agric. Econ. Rep. No.
323 (U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic
Research Service, Washington, D.C., 1976), p.
7

D. Reimund, J. Martin, C. Moore, U.S. Dep.
Agric. Tech. Bull. No. 1648 (1981), p. 3.

T. Miller, G. Rodewald, R. McElroy, Agric.
Econ. Rep. No. 472 (U.S. Department of Agri-
culture, Economic Research Service, Washing-
ton, D.C., 1981); L. Tweeten and W. Huffman,
in Structure of Agriculture and Information
Needs Regarding Small Farms (National Rural
Center, Washington, D.C., 1980), part 1.

For estimates of marginal utility of income, see
Harper and Tweeten (4).

L. Tweeten, in Research Management, R.
Goldberg, Ed. (JAI Press, Greenwich, Conn.,
1981), vol. 2, p. 4.

. , U.S. Dep. Agric. Misc. Publ. No. 1422
(July 1982), p. 6.

Professional paper of the Oklahoma Agricultural
Experiment Station. The comments of L. Lee,
D. Ray, and K. Scearce were helpful; the author
is solely responsible for remaining shortcom-
ings.

1041





