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What are "small family farms"? Their virtues have been embraced throughout history.
Recently, there have been many attempts to "save" them. But, there is little
agreement about the definition of "small farm" or "family farm." Are 20 percent of
California's farms small?...or 82 percent? Depending on the definition, either
figure could be used. If policies and programs are to serve small farms, there
should be a usable, standard definition.

DEFINITIONS OF "SMALL FARM" AND "FAMILY FARM"

A number of very different concepts fall under the classification of "small" or
"family" farm. A "small" or "family" farm can describe:

. A. A farm from which the family's total income is derived.

B. A farm on which the family is trying to remain as farmers, but one or more family
| members work off the farm to produce a liveable income.

C. A hobby farm operated by someone (often a professional) who has a full-time, off-
farm job.

D. A farm used as a tax write-off to reduce non-farm income.

E. A family-owned farm with sizeable sales and/or acreage and sizeable family
income.

F. A large family-owned farm corporation, such as Bruce Church, Inc., D'Arrigo
Brothers Company, Inc., or J. R. Norton Company, Inc.

Small Farm Viability Project and Small Farm Center Definitions:

In 1977, the Small Farm Viability Project (SFVP) sponsored by the California
Governor's Office of Planning and Research, defined "small farm™ as one on which:

- the farm family relies for all or a substantial portion of its livelihood;

— the farm family individually or in partnership with other farm families controls
and operates the farm, contributing at least half the farm labor (except in peak
seasons); and
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Other criteria for defining small farms are gross annual sales of less than $20,000
(1) or less than $40,000 (2). In 1981, USDA considered $40,000 gross sales a
minimum income for an acceptable standard of living (10). These gross sales could
include groups A through D. A farm with gross sales under $100,000 could range from
0.6 acres of mushrooms to 257.7 acres of dry beans (8). See Table 1.

Table 1. CROP PRODUCTION VALUE PER ACRE

Number of Acres to Produce:

Value per $20,000 $40,000 $100,000

Crop Bearing Acre Gross Sales Gross Sales Gross Sales
Mushrooms $162,536 ol o2 .6
Strawberries 26,287 .8 145 3.8
Tomatoes, fresh 4,886 4.1 8.2 20.5
Grapes, table 2,980 0T 13.4 33.6
Tomatoes,

processing 1,815 190 22.0 Bl
Oranges, navel 1,809 191 22.1 5503
Cherries 1,436 13.9 27.9 69.6
Almonds 969 20.6 41.3 103.2
Rice 539 3 o1 4.2 1855
Corn 4u2 45.2 90.5 226.2
eans, dry 388 515 103.1 251N

Source: Security Pacific Bank, California's Agriculftural Trends and Issues.

Table 2 illustrates the small farm concepts encompassed by each definition.

Table 2. FARM TYPES UNDER DIFFERENT DEFINITIONS

Small USDA USDA Less Than
Farm Ctr. Family Farm Small Farm 160 Acres $20,000 or $40,000
A A
B B

TEO QW=
TEO QW=
O aw=

POLICIES BASED ON FARM SIZE

Because of the confusion about terms, little data is available and few policies are
aimed specifically at small or family farms. The current Congressional Declaration
of Policy in the Agricultural Adjustment Act is to help "farmers" obtain parity
prices and parity of income. However, Congressional policy in the Agricultural Act
of 1961 listed one of its purposes as preserving and strengthening the structure of
agriculture. It specifically recognized the "importance of the family farm as an
efficient unit of production and as an economic base for towns and cities in rural
areas" and determined to "encourage, promote, and strengthen this form of farm
enterprise" (emphasis added).







Table 3. NUMBER OF FARMS USING DIFFERENT DEFINITIONS

Number of Percent of
Definition California farms California farms
A1l Farms 82,000 100.00%
Family Provides Majority
of Labor 40,000 48 .80%
Acreage: 180 acres
or less 66,000 80.49%
Annual Gross Sales
$ 20,000 or less 50,000 60.98%
$ 140,000 or less 58,000 70.73%
$100,000 or less 67,000 81.71%
Annual Gross Sales
and Farming as the
Principal Occupation
$ 20,000 or less 16,000 19.51%
$ 40,000 or less NA
$100,000 or less NA
Annual Gross Sales,
Commercial Farm
$ 2,500-$19,999 25,000 30.49%
$ 2,500-$39,999 32,500 39.63%
$ 2,500-$99,999 141,000 50.00%

Moderate Income from
Farming 67,000 81.71%
Source: Census of Agriculture, 1982.

Annual Gross Sales and Farming as the Principal Occupation

USDA's "small farm" definition requires a substantial part of the family's income to
be from its farm. Combining the Census of Agriculture "farming as a principal
occupation" category with gross sales gives another picture of small farms in
California. There are 16,000 farms with gross sales under $20,000 on which farming
is the farm operator's principal occupation. Of these, 14,060 or T4 percent are
less than 50 acres.

Annual Gross Sales, Commercial Farms

There are 25,000 California commercial farms (defined by USDA as farms with sales of
at least $2,500) with gross sales under $20,000. About 75 percent are under 50
acres. Of the 32,500 commercial farms with sales under $40,000, 71 percent are
under 50 acres, and of the 41,000 commercial farms with sales under $100,000, 64
percent are under 50 acres. Figure 1 illustrates this correlation.







Figure 1

NUMBER AND SIZE OF COMMERCIAL FARMS WITH
GROSS SALES UNDER $20,000, UNDER $40,000, AND UNDER $100,000
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Source: Census of Agriculture, 1982.









