
 10 Fall 2014 /// my .com

is passionate about keeping a working farm in the 
family. “�e No. 1 thing I want to do is to maintain 
the land the way it is and pass it on to my children. 
I don’t want to see it going by the wayside or just 
turned over to the row-cropping guy because we 
can’t do the work that’s needed. So, I’m anxious to 
continue forward with the tradition of a small family 
farm here.” 

�en he pauses and says, “It’s ge�ing to be kind 
of an odd thing to farm your own land, when it 
comes to these small to midsize farms. It’s ge�ing to 
be a rarity.”

THE LATEST CENSUS DATA from the U.S. and 
Canada backs up that assertion. In Canada, the 
number of farms earning less than $100,000 in gross 
receipts fell by about 12% from 2006 to 2011�that 
a�er a drop of 38% in the previous two decades. In 
the U.S., the actual number of farms in the 50- to 
999-acre range fell by almost 56,000 from 2007 to 
2012, a 4.7% decline.

One of the big reasons for the decline of such 
farms, says Jennifer Fahy of Farm Aid, an advocacy 
group, is margins. Even with record agricultural sales 
up 33%, from 2007 to 2012, “We had record expenses 
then too, up by 36%.” 

Fahy says that kind of increase is easier for large 
farms to absorb because of economy of scale. “�ey 
have more leverage to negotiate things like their 
labor and inputs compared to smaller and midsize 
farms,” she says. 

For many smaller and middling operations, selling 

directly to consumers or joining co-ops has helped 
reduce expenses and allowed them to be�er compete. 
Fahy mentions a case study Farm Aid did a few years 
ago. “We did a report on rebuilding the economy 
with family-farm-centered food systems, which were 
basically looking for direct markets in the local and 
regional economy.” 

One group included in the report was Shepherd’s 
Grain, which markets �our milled from the wheat 
of 33 farmers in the Columbia Plateau Producers 
Cooperative and partners with Archer Daniels 
Midland (ADM). According to the report, the e�ort 
reduces costs, sets planting schedules and prices, and, 
says Fahy, “because … they’re selling to local bakeries 
and grocery stores a farmer-identi�ed product, folks 
can go in and purchase �our and know exactly which 
farmer grew the grains.” 

According to anecdotal evidence, the number of 
co-ops and direct-to-market entities, o�en referred 
to as value-based food chains, have increased in the 
past few years. Fred Kirschenmann, who is with Iowa 
State University’s Leopold Center for Sustainable 
Agriculture and the research group Agriculture of the 
Middle, backs up this assertion and says that groups 
like Shepherd’s Grain are not only proving to be 
economically viable, but are experiencing an in�ux of 
young farmers. 

ELLIS HAS YET TO WORK WITH A CO-OP or sell 
direct to consumers. Instead, he sells to a nearby 
stockyard. He says there’s currently not an applicable 
co-op in his area, but direct sales is something “I 
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Gary’s wife, Melissa 

(top left), says her 

work as a radiologic 

technologist helps pay 

the bills, while her 

time on the family 

farm “helps soothe 

the soul.” Gary’s 

daughter, Autumn 

(bottom left), with 

Gary, loves her time 

on the farm and may 

one day earn a stake 

in it.  
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