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Introduction 

 The industrialization of agriculture in the 20th and 21st centuries spurred the creation of the agricultural industry as 

we know it today.  The agricultural industry in the United States predominantly relies upon capital inputs and technological 

innovations such as tractors and fertilizers in order to maximize crop yields for trade in the globalized world market.  Key 

actors in this industry, then, are the agribusiness corporations who produce the various agricultural inputs and the farmers 

who use these inputs for the production of agricultural goods, who together comprise the private sector; national and local 

state governments, especially the U.S. Department of Agriculture and respective state departments of agriculture, as well as 

regulatory bodies such as the Food and Drug Administration, who together provide incentives for and regulate the way in 

which farmers engage with the marketplace, comprise the governmental sector; and rural communities, who depend upon 

agricultural production as a main source of economic production, and general consumers of food, who together are impacted 

by and may direct the way in which the agricultural industry functions, comprising the civil society sector.  Economic forces 

related to technological change, governmental policy, and the need to compete on a globalized market for agricultural 

goods, have shifted the make up of the agricultural industry and resulted in a gradual increase in the overall size of farms, 

however, a maintenance and re-emergence of small-scale agriculture as an important niche in the agricultural industry is 

being led not purely by personal economic incentives, but rather by a value-driven approach to agriculture.  This paper 

discusses this fact by first describing the broader agricultural industry as it exists today, with special attention given to 

small-scale agriculture's niche of the industry, and how it has changed in recent decades.  Then, it will be argued that this 

change as it pertains to small-scale agriculture occurred because of the values held by certain actors, particularly farmers as 

members of the private sector and consumers as members of civic society,  but also came about as a result of regulations 

stemming from the governmental sector.  A discussion of who benefits and is harmed by the maintenance and re-emergence 

of small-scale agriculture is had.  Finally, of course, these arguments will be summarized and implications for the future of 
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the industry – including the niche of small-scale agriculture – will be explored, and suggestions for future research will be 

made. 

 

How the Agricultural Industry – Including Small-Scale Agriculture – Has Changed 

 In order to understand the recent changes in agriculture, it is important to understand the processes which helped 

create the industry as it exists today.  Prior to the 1900s, the practice of agriculture was labor-intensive and practiced by a 

significant portion of the population of the United States.  In 1910, there was 6,361,502 farms in the United States  (Lyson 

21).  According to official records, there was also 92,228,496 people living in the United States at this time (Census).  The 

equates to there being 1 farm for every 14.5 people (Author's calculation).  This was until the “three major technological 

'revolutions'” of the 1900s, which significantly altered the industry (Lyson 19).  The first of these, the mechanical 

revolution, began in the first half of the 20th century when farm machinery such as tractors were first developed and used on 

the farm.  In 1910, just 1 percent of the nearly 6.4 million farms in the nation had a tractor, but by 1950 there was 3.4 

million tractors on just 5.4 million farms (Lyson 19).  This technological advancement increased the efficiency of labor – 

the amount of land a single farmer could work – and as a result the number of farm workers decreased by 26.8 percent  

while the amount of acres under farmland increased 31.8 percent (Lyson 19).   

 The second technological revolution of the 1900s was the introduction and increased use of synthetic, chemical 

fertilizers and pesticides after World War II when factories shifted from producing for the war to producing for agriculture 

(Lyson 20).  “By the 1970s, there were 'over 100 industrial plants producing about 1,000 pesticide chemicals variously 

combined in over 50,000 registered pesticides'. . . . [while] the use of synthetic fertilizers [in agriculture] increased by 715 

percent” between 1945 and 1980 (Lyson 20).  The use of such chemicals significantly increased yields and the output of 

each unit of land, so that between the 1950s and 1980 “175 million acres of farmland were taken out of production. . . . 

[while] [total] crop yields increased by 75.4 percent” (Lyson 20).  These first two revolutions of technology decreased the 

overall number of farms and acres of farmland as “both mechanization and the use of chemical inputs contributed to farm 

consolidation as smaller holdings were combined into larger, more efficient units of production,” as can be seen in Figure 1 

(Lyson 20).  
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[Figure 1] (Lyson 21). 

 Thus, economies of scale were built into agriculture and remain in existence today, providing a market incentive for the 

industry to be made up primarily of large-scale farms.  Whereas in 1910 there was 1 farm for ever 14.5 people in the United 

States, around 2000 there was 2,191,360 farms for 281,421,906 people, or 1 farm for every 128.5 people (Census, Lyson 21, 

Author's calculation).   

 The third technological transformation, the biotechnology revolution, began in the 1980s and increases the output 

of both plant and animal agriculture through genetic engineering and patenting of seed.  While large private sector 

agribusinesses are responsible for creating and selling the technological innovations which have changed the dynamics of 

the agricultural industry, equally important is the role the government has played in allowing for the patenting of each of 

these technologies, which protected the investments and ensured the profits of these agribusiness corporations. 

 In Lyson's terms, “By adopting, without question, a strictly economic view of production agriculture, the stage was 

set for the development of a market-oriented, economically focused system of farming. . . . If agriculture could be viewed in 

the same manner as manufacturing, then . . . a trend towards mass production, standardization, and homogenization of 

commodities” could be expected (Lyson 22). 

 Today, recent U.S. Department of Agriculture studies show that this trend in agriculture continues.  The number of 

very large farms, defined by the USDA as having gross cash farm income greater than $1 million, has grown rapidly 

between 1982 and 2007, with their share of total sales growing from 27 to 59 percent, while the number of small farms, 

defined as having gross cash farm income less than $250,000,  has declined (Hoppe iv).  The report recognizes that 
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economies of size in farming results in larger farms holding competitive advantage over smaller farms (Hoppe iv).  Despite 

small-scale farms being at a competitive economic disadvantage, however, the number of small-scale farms is still 

significant, accounting for 80 percent of all farms and 23 percent of the industry's production, which stands in contrast to 

large and very-large scale farms' accounting for just 9 percent of the number of farms but producing 77 percent of the 

industry's totally production (Hoppe 6). 

 The USDA report attempts to find reasons as to why small-scale farming persists despite market incentives 

directing them otherwise.  “Unprofitable small farms do not necessarily go out of business. Small-farm households may 

accept losses—or place a low value on their labor—to meet goals that go beyond operating a profitable farm” (Hoppe  19).  

The report continues, suggesting some of these goals include both economic and value-driven motivations, in “receiving 

long-term capital gains, sheltering off-farm income from taxation, living a rural lifestyle, and having the opportunity to pass 

the farm on to heirs” (Hoppe 19).  The report notes that on average, “small-farm household income corresponds closely to 

income from other U.S. households . . .  [because of their heavy reliance] on income from off-farm sources,” as can be 

observed in [Figure 2] (Hoppe 20).   
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[Figure 2] (Hoppe 20). 

Such “unprofitable farms are likely to continue, as long as the operator’s household has enough off-farm income to meet 

living expenses and farm losses are not unduly large” (Hoppe 19).  So then, according to the USDA report, small-scale 

farms maintain their industry niche despite some of these farms lacking profitability, either because farmers either stand to 

gain in some other way economically, or because they have a set of values which motivates them to accept losses from 

farming and to supplement these losses with off-farm income.  This discussion of values as a reason for maintained and 

renewed market presence is discussed in more detail in the next section. 

 Many articles go beyond the USDA's attempts at understanding the functioning of small-scale farmers in their 

niche of the agricultural industry.  A primary focus of these articles is on how small-scale farmers have shifted both the 

style of their production and they way in which they make sales as a means for remaining viable as a farm.  The primary 

market strategy through which this is done entails a significant shift in farmers' engagement with consumers through market 



Stueve 6 

 

interactions.  Direct food sales is the type of market interaction in which the producer of an agricultural good sells their food 

directly to consumers through such processes as farmers' markets, farmstands, community-supported agriculture (CSA) 

farms, U-Picks, and a host of other options (Timmons 229, Galt 1).  In the United States, such direct food sales from 

farmers to customers increased 59 percent between 1997 and 2007, and although this represents just 0.4 percent of the total 

amount of U.S. agricultural sales, this number varies widely between different regions of the country, and play a much more 

significant role in particular regions, especially New England, California and Oregon, and in areas around most major cities 

(Timmons 229-230, 232-233). 

 One paper, which focused primarily on CSAs functioning within the state of California, found that “CSA is a 

crucial direct marketing channel for small- and medium-scale farmers who participate.  The majority of farmers use the 

CSA arrangement as only one market channel; farmers’ markets, you- 

picks, wholesale, and restaurants are other popular sales outlets.  Larger farms, in terms of gross  

sales, are less reliant on the CSA component of their sales” (Galt iv).  This paper also found that “farms with CSAs on 

average obtain 58 percent of their gross sales from the CSA market channel, and 48 percent of CSAs obtain 70 percent or 

more of their gross sales from CSA” (Galt 22).  The percentage of a farmer's gross sales which is made up by CSA sales 

was found to be negatively correlated with the amount of acres they had in cropland and with the amount of their gross 

sales, and thus “smaller-scale farmers tend to be more dependent on CSA as a market channel” “(Galt 22).  Despite this 

study being done on California-based CSAs, it was found that “this pattern also exists at the national level” (Galt 22).  

 In addition to small-scale farmers being engaged in CSAs as an alternative market relationship, many small-scale 

farmers – particularly those engaged in direct food sales such as CSAs – practice agroecological production, which is a 

marked departure from industrial agricultural practices.  “Two-thirds of CSAs use green manures for fertilization, a practice 

that has almost entirely been abandoned by conventional agriculture because of reliance on synthetic nitrogen.  Eighty-two 

percent of CSAs use animal manures and/or green manures, compared to 49 percent of California organic growers” (Galt 

12).  “CSA farmers are very conscious of resource use, including fossil fuel use, farm input materials,  packing materials, 

and electricity.  Twenty-two percent of CSAs have on-farm renewable energy production, mostly solar, and a few are 

completely powered off the grid; this is considerably higher  than the 1.1 percent average for all U.S. Farms” (Galt 13).  

Additionally, “Forty-five percent of CSAs are certified organic, although 87 percent report meeting or exceeding National 

Organic Program (NOP) standards” (Galt 13). 

 Finally, farmer demographics are changing within small-scale agriculture.  Farmers who have been found to 
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engage in direct sales, the majority of whom practice small-scale agriculture, “tend to be comparatively young.  [The owner-

operator farmer] is 43 years old on average,” in this study, “and CSA farmers as a whole are 42 years old on average.  This 

is considerably younger than the 57.1 years for the average farmer in the country” (Galt 10).  While the farmers polled for 

this study were all located in California, this trend has been shown to hold at the national level as well (Galt 10). 

 The agriculture industry has seen significant change.  It shifted away from small-scale agriculture with the 

beginnings of the industrialization of agriculture, brought along by the “revolutions” discussed earlier, and while this trend 

has generally continued in recent decades, it has slowed thanks to a counter-trend and re-emergence of small-scale 

agriculture through the establishment of alternative markets. 

 

Why Small-Scale Agriculture Has Changed as a Sub-sect of the Broader Agricultural Industry 

 Although reasons for why the industry as a whole has changed was touched upon in the previous section along with 

the description of how this broad change occurred, this section seeks to answer questions as to why small-scale farms, given 

the economic disadvantage that they experience, continue to persist in quite significant numbers, and why are the alternative 

market practices that are utilized by small-scale farmers successful. 

 A shift in values shared by both small-scale farmers and consumers is a primary reason for this.  “Interest in local 

food has increased significantly . . . in the past two decades. . . . [and] as a result, direct food sales . . . have expanded 

steadily” (Timmons 229).  The general increase in interest in direct food sales may be attributed to the potential of local 

food to the development of a sustainable agricultural industry, as traditional agricultural practices result in significant 

pollution, as in air pollution resulting from fuel consumed in transportation of agricultural goods (Timmons 230).   

 The influence of individual values on farmers economic choices to engage in small-scale agriculture is similarly 

reflected in a study done on one form of direct sales, known as Community Supported Agriculture (CSA).  Galt notes that,  

“Although CSA as a marketing strategy is a way to diversify income channels for most farms, this is not nearly the 

whole picture of what motivates farmers’ participation.  In the interviews, when asked about the philosophy of their 

farm, CSA farmers expressed a love of farming and the land; feeling a great deal of satisfaction in providing fresh, 

healthy food to people in their communities and regions; having an educational mission in helping people better 

connect to their food and the land; and an intense desire to positively change societal and environmental 

relationships.  As one farmer noted: 'I’m changing the world. The world’s messed up and we’re fixing it — one 

family at a time, one farm at a time' (Farmer 44)” (Galt 9). 
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Expanding upon the values driving such positive change in environmental relationships, Galt quotes one CSA website as 

stating, “'We want to minimize our ecological footprint.  Food systems and industrial agriculture as they exist today are 

extremely wasteful, generating 20% of the carbon emissions for the whole country.  By using organic practices & ensuring 

that the food we produce stays local we can minimize fossil fuel usage'” (Galt 13).  Such values are similar to ones noted 

previously in this paper by Timmons around local food.   

 While 54 percent of CSAs report being profitable, and 32 percent break even, and only 15 percent operating at a 

loss, “profits above the money used to support the farmers are rare” (Galt 22, 23).  “However, most CSA farmers are not 

interested in maximizing their salaries or profit in the formal sense, since most do not see their balance sheets as adequately 

capturing what they value.  Instead, other values, especially balancing environmental conservation, an active and outdoor 

lifestyle, paying workers well, and personally connecting with members, are also important” (Galt 23-24).  “For some, 

tangible benefits include living on a farm, raising their children on a farm, benefiting from improvements to the property, 

eating well, living healthfully, etc.  More intangibly, many farmers noted that their payment was their lifestyle: their work is 

hard but deeply personally rewarding, they have autonomy in decision making, and, ultimately, it does not feel like “work.” 

“ (Galt 24). 

 Thus, “there is a considerable range of farmers’ priorities in relation to the CSA as a business.  Many see their CSA 

as helping to promote values they hold that are relatively independent of maximizing profit,” and are therefore significantly 

value-driven (Galt 9-10).  “Others run their CSA to make money, although they all do so within the context of broader 

social and environmental commitments” (Galt 10).  Overall, direct sales are more than twice as likely to be utilized by 

small-scale farms than larger farms, which “could indicate either that small farms are forced into direct marketing . . . or that 

farmers who choose direct marketing as as strategy find that smaller, intensively worked farms reduce land investment, and 

maximize profitability,” and reduce impact on the land (Timmons 232).   

 While this sufficiently characterizes the role private sector small-scale farmers have in affecting how their industry 

niche has changed, other actors have played significant roles as well.  The state has played a particularly significant role.  In 

the late 1970s, it was illegal in the state of California for farmers to sell their good directly to consumers, however, “as a 

result of consumer demand, the state Department of Agriculture established a certification program for growers to sell at 

farmers’ markets, opening the way for 12 farmers’ markets in 1979. . . . [and] today, more than 3,000 growers in California 

are certified to sell their products at more than 300 farmers’ markets” (Kopral).   

 In the private sector, large-scale agricultural producers and corporate-owned food labels have not directly 
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contributed to small-scale agriculture's re-emergence, but have co-opted some of the value-driven practices of small-scale 

farmers, such as organic production.  While technically meeting organic certification methods, the industrial nature of 

organic production on large-scale farms is viewed by many as following the letter of organic law, but failing to embody the 

spirit of it, as evidenced by the farmers going “beyond organic” in Galt's paper.  However, it is unclear if adoption of this 

practice by large-scale producers for sale by corporate food labels in traditional market places has hurt the market for small-

scale farmers' direct food sales, and very well may have helped it through exposing greater numbers of consumers to 

alternatively-produced crops, who may as a result begin thinking about the lifestyle connections of their food purchases and 

eventually direct their consumption to direct sale markets. 

 The consumers of civil society play an obviously important role in why small-scale agriculture has been able to 

find success in value-driven alternative market practices.  Consumers, sharing at least some values with their farmers, 

choose to engage in direct food sales as a purchasing mechanism, and thereby economically support the survival of small-

scale agriculture though direct sale markets.  One institution of civil society, the University of California Cooperative 

Extension (UCCE), provides advisors to farmers engaged in direct sales and in doing so is recognized by farmers in their 

area as important sources of information for improving their practices (Galt 27).   

 

Examining the Distribution of Benefits and Any Potential Harms of the Maintenance and Re-Emergence of Small-

Scale Agriculture 

 There are many actors who benefit from the maintenance and re-emergence of small-scale agriculture.  The 

primary people who benefit are the farmers themselves, who have found an way to uphold their values and work their 

preferred job despite economic incentives which might dictate otherwise.  While small-scale farmers, particularly those who 

engage in CSAs, do often still have to work off farm to supplement their incomes, they are generally less dependent on off-

farm work than U.S. agriculture (Galt 32).  However, not all farmers have the same access to engage in direct sales, and so 

not all farmers will be able to benefit as much from working in this part of the industry.  This is because direct market sales 

are strongly tied to regions of the country near areas of high population density, as can be seen in [Figure 3]. 
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[Figure 3] (Timmons 233). 

 Rural communities and farm laborers also benefit from small-scale agriculture.  Alternative production methods 

require increased labor inputs to replace the capital inputs of synthetic fertilizers and chemical pesticides and herbicides.  

Essentially, it takes more time to spread manure, weed by hand, and integrate pest management techniques than it does to 

spray crops with fertilizers and chemicals.  CSAs, in particular, have been found to act as sources of employment,  

“which is especially high per acre of land because of the labor intensive nature of the operations.  For those farms 

with permanent workers, every 8 cropland acres cultivated by CSA operations support one year-round worker 

position, not including the farm partners.  This contrasts strongly with large-scale monocultures of high-value 

crops — fruits, vegetables, and nuts — that dominate the landscape in the study site.  These monocultures 

generally need a brief but very large pulse of seasonal labor, generating very little year-round employment” (Galt 

26). 

 Civil society benefits as well.  Small-scale producers have been noted for their “inherent decentralization”, which acts as 
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natural barriers against widely spread foodborne disease risks that results in massive recalls of goods, often after much of 

the contaminated goods have already been consumed (DeLind 313).  Thus, the inherent transparency of small-scale 

agricultural production provides consumers and members of civil society with increased levels of food safety (DeLind 304).  

Additionally, some have noted fears that a transition to larger and larger farms would concentrate food as a monopoly, 

allowing private control over public interests (Levins 73).  Rural communities stand to benefit because as farmers are lost, in 

their place are low-paid foreign and migrant workers who often need rather than provide public support (Levins 76).  

Timmons tends to agree with this sentiment, stating that “more local food can maintain agricultural economies in areas not 

suited to commodity production, and preserve farmland, traditional landscapes, and rural culture” (230).  Finally, civil 

society may help itself economically through engaging in local markets of small-scale agriculture, as dollars spent in such 

markets stay longer in, and are circulated among more members of, the local community than dollars spent on food imported 

by large agribusiness corporations and sold at chain supermarkets (Lyson 102). 

 While there are many benefits to small-scale agriculture, there are those who are harmed by it, or who at least lack access to 

the benefits of this industry.  Some members of civil society may lack access to purchasing foods due to geographic 

limitations, as in [Figure 3], either because there is not a concentrated population nearby to justify the creation of direct sale 

markets, or because the local climate does not lend itself to year-round production of goods often found in such markets, 

especially vegetables.  Likewise, small-scale farmers as members of the private sector, will be limited by their geographic 

location and climatic conditions.  Additionally, some people may lack economic access to such goods.  With CSAs, for 

instance, the average box of fresh fruits and vegetables meant to feed a family of two to four costs $25 a week.  This is a 

good deal for people who follow the USDA's “thrifty” recommended “'healthy, minimal-cost meal plan that shows how a 

nutritious diet can be achieved with limited resources,'” as that plan calls for a family of four to spend roughly $50 per week 

on fresh fruits and vegetables (Galt 19).  However, most U.S. families spend only $8.25 per week on fresh fruits and 

vegetables, and so “spending $25 per week would be a large, even if health, increase” (Galt 19). 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 The findings show that small-scale farms continue to persist in the face of economic incentives that would 

convince most rational actors to do otherwise due to value-driven choices to accept farm losses and increase farm income 

through off-farm work, and through participation in direct sales agricultural markets, such as CSAs.  The success of small-

scale agriculture and the growth of direct sales markets indicates that there is increasing desires amongst civil society 
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members to reform the way they interact with the environment and their local farmers through food.  It is unclear how large 

of a market niche small-scale agriculture may eventually own, in terms of production, but the trends of the past two decades 

show no sign of slowing down.  Further research is needed in two areas to understand 1) what barriers to access exist from 

the consumer side, if any, and 2) how large-scale shifts to localized, small-scale agricultural practices may benefit rural 

communities who currently find themselves degrading as a result of globalization and technological advancement of the 

broader agricultural industry.  
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