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Learning Goal
• Most USDA data on farm income and the farm economy focuses 
on reporting the averages or totals

• Learning Goal: Look at the distribution around these averages
• Focus on how do “small” farms do relative to larger farms?
• See that rural poverty is a part of agriculture



Source: https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/ag-and-food-statistics-charting-the-essentials/farming-and-farm-income/

Peak of 6.8 million farms in 1935

2.05 million farms in 2017



https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-economy/farm-sector-income-finances/highlights-from-the-farm-income-forecast/

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/farm-economy/farm-sector-income-finances/highlights-from-the-farm-income-forecast/


• Family farms accounted 
for 98% of all US farms

• Most are “small” farms

GCFI < $350,000

GCFI ≥ $350,000, <$1 million

GCFI ≥ $1 million

Non-Family Farms 
Non-family members in partnerships 
Private, non-family corporations
Farms hiring unrelated manager
Publicly held corporations
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/95547/eib-214.pdf

• Retirement                   12.4%
• Off-Farm Occupation 40.5%
• Farming Occupation   36.8%

• Sales < $150,000    31.7%
• Sales $150-$350       5.1%

89.7

https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/95547/eib-214.pdf


Value of Production Land Operated

https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/95547/eib-214.pdf

https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/95547/eib-214.pdf


Summary of Productivity
• Small Farms 90%: produce 21% of all production using 48% of the land

• Retirement Farms 12.4% (250,289 farms)
• Off-Farm Occupation 40.5% (819,208 farms)
• Farming Occupation, Sales < $150,000: 31.7% (640,223 farms)
• Farming Occupation, Sales $150,000-$350,000: 5.1% (102,708 farms)

• Midsized Family Farms: 5.5% (111,486 farms), produce 21% of all production 
using 21% of the land

• Non-Family Farms: 2.1% (41,550 farms) produce 12% of all production using 
12% of the land

• Large-Scale Family Farms: 2.7% (55,454 farms) produce 46% of all 
production using less than 20% of the land (where the productivity occurs)



https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/95547/eib-214.pdf

https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/95547/eib-214.pdf
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Unearned income: 
interest, dividends, 
Social Security, other 
govt payments, 
alimony, annuities, 
private pensions, 
estates, …

https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/95547/eib-214.pdf
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How much is $57,626?
• Assume a family of four: Ma, Pa, Boy, and Girl
• US poverty threshold in 2020: $26,200
• https://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty-guidelines
• Eligible for SNAP (food stamps) and free school lunches if less than 130% of 

poverty level = $34,060
• Eligible for Reduced Cost school lunches if less than 185% of poverty = 

$48,470
• https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/aspe-files/107166/2020-percentage-poverty-tool.xlsx
• Main point: many kids from small farms qualify for free or reduced school 

lunches and/or food stamps

https://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty-guidelines
https://aspe.hhs.gov/system/files/aspe-files/107166/2020-percentage-poverty-tool.xlsx


Poverty in the USA

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-poverty-well-being/

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-poverty-well-being/


County-Level Poverty Rates in Rural Counties

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-poverty-well-being/

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-poverty-well-being/


Summary
• Most of the focus is on averages for farm income
• The reality is that there is a lot of variation around the average and median

• Many farmers do better and many do worse and it varies from year to year
• Rural poverty rates are worse than non-rural poverty rates
• Rural poverty is a reality for many in agriculture
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