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Do you really want a small farm?

0ne of the more disheartening experiences
anyone can have is shopping for food at a
store. Meat is expensive; vegetables seem
unreasonably priced; staples like flour, sugar,
and the like seem to be twice what the
shopper remembers paying a short time
before.

Add to this parking difficulties and driving
hazards, and shopping excursions can indeed
be discouraging.

What's the answer?
A substantial number of people feel that

the answer is to buy a small farm and grow
their own food to cut down on costs. Then
too, they would get away from the city's "rat
race," be their own "boss."

Great! How does one go about arranging
for this Heaven on Earth? If that question
had crossed your mind, start by asking
yourself a few other questions and giving
yourself honest answers.

Prepared by Manning Becker and Gene Nelson,
farm management specialists, Oregon State Uni-
versity Extension Service. This publication is based
on a Western Farm Management Extension Com-
mittee bulletin prepared by Edward Yeary, Cali-
fornia Extension farm management specialist.

How much do you really know about farming?
Unless you have had actual, practical farming

experience or have completed considerable work
in an agricultural school, your answer will likely
range from zero to very little. Perhaps that doesn't
bother you because you're young, you learn
rapidly, and you haven't had much experience in
any other type of work either. But remember, you
can usually get a job in other fields where some-
one else takes all the risks while you get paid for
learning. When starting your own farm, you take
all of the risks and your lessons can be costly in-
deed.

But if you're willing to take those risks and your
family is willing to share them, go ahead to an-
other question.

How much money will it take to get a farm?
The answer will develop while you talk with

reputable lenders and realtors; decide how
a place you need to produce whatever you hope
to produce (from animals to zucchini). But at
today's prices for farmland, in 20- to 30-acre
parcels, you are probably talking about an average
of up to $1,800 an acrewith no house on it. So
while you're at the bank, check on your credit.

There are still a few places, not many, but a
few, where raw land may be purchased and de-
veloped for farming. But as a rule this takes more
capital than an individual can raise. See table of
approximate costs.

The alternative is to buy an existing farm and
either carry on with the same enterprises the
former owner set up, or switch to a different type
of farming operation.

If you're entitled to a veteran's farm loan, don't
overlook that possibility.

For the purpose of this discussion, let's assume
you can come up with all the cash and/or credit
you will need to get your farmland. You're ready
for another question:

Does the place have a house on it?
If so, is it one you'd be willing to live in through

a cold, wet, windy, disagreeable winter? How
about a hot, dry, windy, dust-blown summer? It
does? Good, then go on to another question:

What kind of preparations will the farm need be-
fore l/ou can plant or stock it with whatever it is
you intend to raise?

Does it need fencing for livestock; an irrigation
system; sheds, barns, other structures to protect
animals or equipment? How much of this work
can you and your family do and what will the ma-

terials cost? What would it cost to hire some of the
work done and is such skill available locally?

Well, it's a good thing, you're young, strong,
enthusiastic, mechanically inclined, and reasonably
solvent because there's more.

Assuming you have your fencing, irrigation sys-
tem, ground leveledand you got all this done in
time to plant your seedthere's the matter of seed-
bed preparation, possible preplant applications of
fertilizer or weed killer, etc. Do you have the
machinery, knowledge, and ability to perform
these tasks? You can hire them done, but it's costly.

While your crop is growing, what about irriga-
tion, pest and disease control measures, maybe
more fertilizer? Would an exceedingly cold or wet
winter, a frost, or a drought wipe out your crop?
If it did, could you stay around and try again next
year?

So you're not only young, enthusiastic, solvent,
and all thatyou're also lucky. The weather is
perfect; the bugs go somewhere else to commit
their depredations; you get a good crop. Can you
harvest it yourself or do you need mechanical or
physical help? Will either or both be available at
the time you need them?

If you plan to sell your crop, what arrange-
ments have you made or can you make? This can
be a very sticky and complex question, depending

Probable Cost Spread

Item
Capital Investments Minimum Maximum Unit

Land $700 $5,000 Acre

House $20,000 $60,000 Total for farm

Barns, sheds, etc. $1,000 $10,000 Total for farm
Wire fencing $60 $150 Per 100 yds.

Machinery
Tractor
Util. Vehicle $8,000 $30,000 Total for farm
Tillage equip.
Harvest equip.

Irrigation system $200 $1,000 Per acre

* This presupposes these payments will be made from a business account at the bank and that a
family account will be used for buying food, clothing, paying medical bills, cost of family auto,
household light and powernormal family expenses.



on the crop, but it's probably the most important
question you'll have to face to stay in business.

Even granting you can sell the crop, will it re-
turn enough to support you and your family at
anything above a subsistence level?

Consider some of the pressures that can help
drive your costs up and your returns down:

If you thought food market prices were high,
check the price tags on items you might need for
farming; tractor, tillage equipment, a small truck,
equipment for fertilizing, spraying, irrigating, har-
vesting. Both water and power cost money; so does
skilled and semi-skilled labor.

There's also an item known as "economy of
scale." Very roughly, this means that it doesn't cost
five times as much to farm 100 acres of a crop as
it does to farm 20 acres. In fact it's quite probable
that costs per acre are substantially lower on the
larger plot. The point is that you'll be competing
with large farms; but with a built-in handicap.
You'll probably have to sell your crop at the
same price the bigger operator gets, but at lower
profit, if any.

For the sake of this discussion, let's suppose
that you, as a newcomer, can make enough on your
crop the first year or so to keep your family eating,
make your payments to the lender, take care of
other necessities. What about the future? As a
family grows in size and age it takes more to sup-
port them so can you put money aside to expand
your farm and/or income as the need arises?

If you're counting on your youngsters being
more and more helpful and productive as they get
bigger, remember that they might also find they
have marketable skills for which they will be paid
more during a 40-hour week in town than in an
80-hour week on the family farm. Your help might
desert you just as it starts to pay off.

So how about an inventory of the things it was
hoped to accomplish by going into farming?

\Vill it cut down on food costs? Perhaps if some-
one has the time, tools, inclination, and ability to
plant and tend a family-size vegetable garden;
harvest the produce; can or freeze enough of it to
last through the winter. But it's debatable, all
things considered, whether this is less expensive
than buying the material as needed from the local
market.

Pretty much the same applies to trying to raise

your own fruit, meat, eggs, or dairy products.
Can you get in on the receiving end of high

food prices? Not necessarily. One of the costly
lessons you may learn is that high food prices at
retail do not always mean high returns for all
farmers.

You should be aware that very few farming
operations of less than 50-100 acres provide an
adequate living for a family. Most small farming
operations require an outside income to support a
family.

Can you get away from the city's "rat race" and
be your own boss? Definitely yes, but you may
find that you traded an urban rat race for a rural
treadmill that leaves scant time for anything but
hard work. You may find that instead of owning
a farm, the farm "owns" you.

At this point, it is difficult to resist a few philo-
sophical observations:

Anyone who has or can raise the capital it takes
to buy raw land and develop it into a farm prob-
ably shouldn't have to worry too much about the
price tags at the food market.

Anyone thinking of taking over an existing
small farm would do well to delve deeply into
the reasons why the owner wants to sell it.
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