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THE DRIFT AWAY FROM MEDIUM~SIZED FARMS IN AMERICA, by H. sason Gaffney

Little heeded behind wore sensational news events, & radical and
portentous revolution has quietly been working its way over the American
amqujrm 1wizizapff M&nyﬁﬁnﬁiéld hus changed T:g?gigngg Last daeadus,ﬁ%ﬁmV
. g ; . Although eweh/transaction has had its own
IAALFIdfEY motivations, persistent market forces have produced for the
aggregaté «n unmlsteksble trend. The medium-sized Americen farm

enterprise, whose type is the 160-acre homestesd, is clearly on the

Gx.is yilelding place to a few farms ranging from merely large

up towards continental thxt now hold much of the ygood farm land, and
many others rangin: from moderate down to bite-slze that support most

of the farmera:)

From 1920 to 1950 the number of farms containing from 10 to 200
acres dwindled from 5¢6 million to L.l million. Gﬂﬁmst one and &
half million medium-sized independent farm enterprilses digappeared
from the American scene. What became of them? Hany simply gave up
the ghost)-h— the number of American farms of &ll sizes fell in that \
% Krﬁf e bhirty year interval by one milliam@(from 6.l down to 5,4 million).
s (ﬁs to tne other hali million; ;;ey heve moved mostly into the 5mallor
rackets by losing land (or besn replsced by new farms in these smaller
brackets). Many of these smauller farms sre ministure indeed. There
isﬁipu%h-f e ‘;I 2 in the tale of the West Virginis angler
whose morning was disturbed by & man splasiing smong the [lsi. Before

he could remonstrate the man shouted: "Don't fry me no further! This

be the second time today I fell off my farm}"]

i i mq[ﬂ/f
i The land yielded up by these disappearing entcrprises hﬁsﬁﬁﬁan
e *,wﬂhiigby the larger farms. The acreage held by farms 1,000 acres

famassed>
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and over increased swiftly from 221 million in 1920 to 495 million,
or }43% of the farm acreage, by 1950. These giaﬁbs are only 2.3% of
ﬂﬁﬂ -bhe farms. As they increased thelr acreage they also increased the
average quelity of thelr l&nds; &her& never was &« time when one could
truly say thet the large spreads were all sagebrusi, zlthou i many of
tuem were. Today 1t would be less true than evar.) Values per acre
of the land in farms 1,000 acres and over n&%e been rising noticeably
relative to values in smaller farms. In several eastern stites values
per asere in farme 1,000 scres snd over &are now actually hi.ner than
values in smaller {arms, slthough tunis is not true for the country as
& whole,
#hat 1a the beeckground of this striking trend? Frofessor C.V.
Uominguez, Argentine student of land polici&s,?gi; observed that
(;qual partitions of the soll have ususlly proved impermanant;) in
the weke of lsnd reforms glant farm holdin s "reconstitute themselves
‘f?iﬁfoPl‘ﬁu%° qute.\ This does indeed seem to be the nistory of the
J ﬂmiﬁywinsfﬁncas :--E;nd it is remarkeble how very many there nave been,
bot:. recent and nia;c;}qui)hﬁ; woen governments have undertaken to
distribute land more equally among bhose who operated it. (Our
amerisan experience is perhaps another instance.] We had our land
reform in the 19th century. We entercd the 20ti: with & prepondersnce
of medium-sized farma, the heritauge of equelitsrian pelicles of land
digtribution which, whlle often ho ored in the breach, still set us
apart from, say, the long-suffering Latins. and where Federal
poliecies falled our state and local governments often, by accldent

or dosign, broke up lasrge neo-feudal or speculative hnldings@in

the process of finﬁnalng publiec functions and impravemehta{fﬁig?gh

the property tax, on whiech they relied heavily.
®
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But today the public domain 1is gonef§§§53while the income-ylelding
capaelty of farm land has increused enormously, property taxes have
receded to a minor place in the natlonsl tax structure. In these new
cireumstances farm lund has become an attractive investment for the
well-to-do with surplus funds seeking an outlet. Their spirited bidding
ries driven land prices up beyond the reacu of meny small farmers, and
farm land, like most attractive investments, has tendied to become
concentrated in a few strong hands. Thus the middle clase farmer is
losing numbers, while the glent noldin s "reconstitute tuemselves

inexorably ."

Some have interpreted this trend as & move towurd greater "efficiency."
(Their reasoning isiﬁé;;ﬁ_i;;é;z;ﬁég the hiher outputs per msn and
per machine thut &r&wgossibls when theseé have more good land to ranye
over, --- for an&lysts of most persuasions agree thet the larger farms
in general use mueh less labor and gLPYYAY equipment per UY¥/4¥
dollar of land v#lue, This narrow concept of "efiiciency" has
satisfied more influentisl people than from its merits one would
expect. On@ one end of the ideologlical apectrum the lar.est landholders,
and on the other the Marxists find it very persuasive to propagate thelr
faith in sgriecultural gilgantism. Its obvious weaukness is in totally

nhelerussd

disregarding the good land that may be wssted to achieve high outputs

per man and per machine.

An effielenk use of all resources would seem to eall for sh . fting
some land from tNose who have more than they ecan contrive to work

whose enterprise is cramped

intensively to thoke —==
for leck of an adequite land base. This follows the good economlc
princivde of transferring resources from wonere they are sbundant to

where they are scurce, from the land-glutted to tihe land-starved.
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‘The smeller farmers, lucking enough land fully to empley
themselves, or thneir equipment, \or larger ltems of equipment
whiech they might have if they had more ¥ land ¥¢ over which to
Sbraad their use; clearly need additionsl land more ané)caulﬁ put
it to more productive use than those already oversupplied. In
1940 on farms 1,000 acres wnd over only 457 of the land avallable
for crops was used for crops. 4n efficient use of all resourcea
would seem to eall for shifting some land from thoses who have more

contrive to

then they cun/work intensively to those whose enterprise is cramped
for lack of an adeguate land base. This follows the buslc economlc
principle of trensferring rescurcss [rom where taey are aubundant
to where they are scarce, in tnis instsnce from the land-glutted to

the land-starved.
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ihe smaller farmers, ladking enougo land fully to employ themselves,

or thelr equipment, or lapger items of equipment winien they mignt have

et

if they had more lsnd to uje it onf aloérly ncad aaditianal land more,
COPN TN n YWl lff \ T~ .._,,,_,.-v--"""_“"‘---»--/—'—/ -

and could put it to more praductive use than thaae &lready so over-
on farms\l1,000 acrds and over
supplied that in 1940/only 15 of the land available for erops #f

PRARE/ Y {080/ 4 F 44/ #AA/ By #F was\used Tor crops.

But the trend in Amerieca has been the oppesite. Those who have
been laying field to fleld are, on the whole, exauctly those with
enough and more than enough lund to complement their labor and eapital .
The trend has haen(furtner)to‘aenarate zost of the farm proprietors
and improvements from most of the farm land. (it is quite striking
how unevenly our farm labor force is now distributed cver the land)}
Various studies by furam economists have shown ten and twent, times
more men per dollsr of land vealue on s@all farms in such areas as the

zones
Ozarks, appalschiens, and marginal /dPgff in Utan and New hexlco

Thom examplts,
ws on"the vast and fertile farms of lowa, fu@:ﬁx#mp%ﬁ*—-

The lerger farms, 1t is true, have more capltal equipment. It is
oft;n overlocked that tiey heve less per dollar of land value. the
1940 Census, lsst to give tils Informatlen, resorted that there were
sixgaen times more dollars of building; value per dollar of land value
on farms 3 &cres and under then on farms 1,000 acres and over {(and
betwesn these extremes the proportion of building to land value
bacame ateadilg less as the larms beceme larger). as to implements
and maciinery, & much smaller ites than bu:ildings, the contrast was

less marked and regular, but in the same direction.

A great deal has been saild about farms expanding to wccoumodate

new forms of large scale mechinery. There sre many small farms wuieh
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could doubtless have benefited & great deal by expsnding, but these
are not on the whole the ones that have expsnded. They have tended
to grow smaller, or le replaced with smaller farms. The expanding

farms have in general been those already large anéugh to aehieve(ény

dcmonstrabla)savings f'rom large scale operation.

The Census reports the number of farms falling wituin various size
brackets, as well a&s the total acreage held by the farms in each bracket.
From these flgures one can compute the aversge asize of the farms in euch
bracket. Compsring 1920 with 1950 again, in YUF/AZLH#F eacn of the upper
brackets the average has risen toward the top 1imit of the bracket, while
in esch of the lowest 1t has descended. (It is striking to note that,
above 200 aeres, the higher the bracket the swifter the asecent, both
absolutely and percentagewlise. DBelow 100 acres the lower tie brucket
the swifter is the fall, paresntagewisag On top of the heap the sVerag§
size of Tarms 1,000 aeres and over increased {rom about 3300 up almost to
100 aeres. At the bottom the average farm under 3 acres fell from l.7

to 1.4 aeres.

This pattern of change 1s hard to reconcile with the 1dea of & mech-
anleal revolution as the prime mover. If & technological imperative
determined f%rm sizes it would make them cluster, one would think, about
some central optimum prescribed by operating economies. The fuct is
they are recin; away from eauch other toward the two extremes, the large
gotting larger and the small smaller.

(ﬁhnt might explain such perverse behavior? “he prébiem nas arisen to
bemuse soclial philoéaphsrs &nd confound soeclally-minded citizens in age
before sge, and there are those who blame it with destroying many civile-
izatlions. Evidently & prime cause is.finaneialég Today, as population

has Iincreased, as new demends, improved technigues
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and farm price supports héve enhanced the lncome-producing cepaclly

of farm land, as interest rates have declined absolutely and land taxes
relatively, farm land titles have become a much more atiractive in-
vestment than-ggzzkﬁggi,wnra. Prices of thes: titles, walle they

have their Ygf douns as well ss thelr ups, have stood in tils century
on the whole much higher then in the last., ihls means tnat those who
buy land witih surplus funds(marq)ua an investment, sn income, &

hedge égainat inflstion,; a provision for grandehildren, a .ocod
speculation, or winat you will, have &« new wdvantage over the Im-
pecunious young farmer trying tc(roﬁnd out an eoptimal operating

unitJ In ths(@arket's)eampotitien for land titles today, good nusbandry
counts for less, finunelal power for more. 4nd in the srena of I{inance,
mope than any other, "him thet hus gets," A large debt free land-
holding provides « surplus of funds for additionsl investments, eol-
lateral security for loans, and #ﬁ#ﬂﬂﬁ#ﬁjﬁﬁﬁ social position to
facilitate advantageous «lllisnces. iﬁnd 80 the race for land tltles

goes more s«nd more to YUEL/YEFEd{ those who already have.

L
(ﬁf course there are other causea) Unes mlignt mention the superior

ability of larger lasndhnolders to secure pollitical favors sucu as
low Lax assescsments, forgiveness ol delinquent Laxes, access Lo chneup

){ forelyn labor, and government price supports for their products.

T y
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) (To the /many sincer- cltlzens tho} ik pageebfully winept rer

agzriculture the economic phnilosophy of scarcity that they condenn

in other industries the present trend has 1lts compensations. To
loek up much of our good land underused in large holdings, while
much #F/dfF lsbor and capital hibeynate(§n lands too nerrow fully to
oecupy thcmgﬁis & moat effective means to hold down production. It

£lso tends to choke off investment opportunities, flood the labor
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