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Linking Agriculture to the Economy

Agriculture Adapts to
Urbanization

The amount of U.S. farmland in
metropolitan areas increased by
nearly 50 percent between 1974

and 1982. Nearly 300 additional coun-
ties were redefined as metro as a result of
the 1980 census (figure 1). This increas-
ingly metropolitan character of the Na-
tion presents both problems and
opportunities for farmers in those areas.

Metro areas now contain 16 percent
of the total U.S. land area, 20 percent of
all cropland, and 31 percent of all farms.
The best farmland is actually more fully
utilized in metro areas. That is, the per-
centage of prime farmland used for crop
production is higher in metro areas than
in nonmetro areas. Also, the percentage
of land classified as prime farmland is
slightly higher in metro areas than else-
where.

Urban growth certainly does not
mean the end of agriculture in a given
area. Urbanization does not usually take
the best farmland. Farmers tend to inten-
sify production on their best land, often
changing crops and inputs, and exploit-
ing new marketing and employment op-
portunities.

Emerging Trends and
Metropolitan Agriculture

Although farmers in metro areas have
expanded opportunities that rural farmers
do not have, proximity to urban areas
also causes some problems. Problems in-
clude higher land values near urban
areas, increased vandalism, restrictions
on livestock due to odors and limitations
on manure disposal, constraints on spray-
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Figure 1

Nearly 300 Additional Counties Were Designated as
Metro Since 1970

Added since 1970
Metro in 1970

ing pesticides, and a decline in the num-
ber of support services such as feed,
seed, and fertilizer dealers. The opportu-
nities can be grouped in four categories:
new settlement patterns, lifestyle and con-
sumer preferences, environmental aware-
ness, and agricultural economy and
policy.
• New settlement patterns—By the mid-
1970's, much new development was oc-
curring just outside urban areas.
Settlement patterns in these fringe areas
have been called "countrified cities,"
"the new heartland," "penturbia," and
"rural planned unit developments." The
new development pattern disperses
homes, retail stores, and industrial and of-
fice parks across broad areas, between
gaps of open space. The previous subur-
ban pattern did not usually leave such

open spaces. The new pattern often pre-
serves farmland and small towns because
development is not solid.

The Census Bureau changed its geo-
graphic definitions in 1983, partly as a re-
sult of the new settlement patterns. The
redefined Metropolitan Statistical Areas
(MSA's, formerly SMSA's) covered 16
percent, rather than 11 percent, of total
U.S. land. Forty percent of the rural pop-
ulation, under the Census definition, now
lives in metro areas. Considering both ac-
tual increases and the change in defini-
tion, the rural population is the fastest
growing component of metro areas, in-
creasing twice as fast as the metro popu-
lation overall.

Because metro areas have been en-
larged faster than urban areas within
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them have grown, urban areas now make
up smaller portions of metro areas. The
zone of urban influence has expanded.
The new development pattern blends ele-
ments of both urban and rural land uses,
decreasing metro area population den-
sity. The 291 new metro counties added
since 1970 had 0.18 people per acre in
1980, about one-third the density of
metro areas overall. The actual land area
used for housing is smaller. The more
spre,adout suburban housing pattern of

the 1960's has been replaced by more
condominiums, townhouses, and small-
lot developments. Increasing land prices
and home mortgage rates are factors in
this change.
• Lifestyle and consumer preferences—
Locally grown produce is likely to sat-
isfy consumers' desire for freshness and
quality. Concerns over diet-related dis-
eases have altered food consumption pat-
terns. Surveys by the Food and Drug
Administration and the National Insti-
tutes of Health in 1986 found that 62 per-
cent of the population had made major
changes in their diets to try to reduce the
risks of heart disease and cancer. Many
consumers said they were eating less red
meat, especially beef, and more fresh
fruits and vegetables. (See "Diet/Health
Concerns About Fat Intake" elsewhere
in this issue, for a discussion of how
these diet changes affect fat intake.)

Consumers also have been placing
more importance on food's freshness and
flavor, both in meals consumed at home
and in restaurants. This means switching
from canned to fresh fruits and vegeta-
bles. From 1970 to 1986, per capita con-
sumption of canned fruits and juices
declined by 14 pounds and canned vege-
tables decreased by 3 pounds, but fresh
fruits went up by 15 pounds and fresh
vegetables by 17 pounds per capita.

Studies in Massachusetts, North Caro-
lina, and Vermont have shown that con-
sumers consider freshness and quality of
fresh produce to be more important than
price. Complaints about "plastic toma-
toes" translate into consumer preference
for produce grown locally—usually in
smaller, more labor-intensive farms.
Farmers in metro areas can meet these de-
mands, often with price premiums, by
selling directly to consumers at farmers'
markets, roadside stands, and U-pick
farms, or to restaurants and specialty
foodstores.
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• Environmental awareness—Many
new residents of urban fringe areas com-
bine political and economic sophistica-
tion with an interest in seeing land near
their homes continue in rural uses.
These people, called "caring conservers,"
support environmental protection, histori-
cal preservation, and farmland retention.
The support for such causes has in-
creased during the past decades. A 1982
Iowa survey showed that residents of
metro areas, more so than farmers, were
concerned about land use problems,
agreeable to spending tax money on such
problems, and interested in expanded
land use planning.

Environmental awareness also
prompts concern about agricultural chem-
icals, especially pesticide residues in
foods. Whether or not these concerns are
scientifically valid, they may be influenc-
ing consumer decisions. (See "Improv-
ing Supermarket Sales of Organic
Produce" elsewhere in this issue.)

Some consumers also express con-
cern about large commercial farms that
use highly mechanized monoculture or
confined livestock methods. This re-
flects a yearning for a more "traditional"
agriculture, as well as a demand for qual-
ity food.

•

• Agricultural economy and policy—
Economic conditions and changes in Fed-
eral policies do not affect farmers in
metro areas as much as their rural coun-
terparts. Metro farmers grow a greater di-
versity of more specialized crops, which
makes them less dependent on export
markets or Government commodity pro--
grams. Not being as dependent on Gov-
ernment commodity programs gives
them more flexibility to adapt to new op-
portunities.

States have been quicker than the Fed-
eral Government to recognize the poten-
tial in metro agriculture. Some have
adopted policies and programs designed
to help metro farmers by encouraging al-
ternative enterprises, improving product
quality, increasing marketing opportuni-
ties, reducing production costs for metro
farmers, and protecting farmland from de-
velopment.

Agriculture Adapts to the
Metropolitan Environment

Many factors associated with urban
development have both negative and pos-
itive aspects for farmers. Metro farmers
can benefit from access to specialized
markets and off-farm employment,

Farms located close to urban areas have a direct marketing advantage.
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higher farm equity, and political support
for farmland retention measures.

Development associated with growing
suburban populations competes with agri-
culture in the land market, however, bid-
ding up land prices. Higher property
taxes make it more difficult to keep land
in agriculture. Metro farmers often are
forced to seek enterprises that offer
higher net returns to compensate for
higher operating costs. Landowners may
also adjust their capital stock by selling
off less productive woodlot and pasture-
land and large or inappropriate ma-
chinery, while intensifying production on
their remaining cropland. Higher land
values increase farm equity, allowing
farmers borrowing power to support
changes in their investments.

Growing populations provide new
markets for high-value crops, such as
fresh fruits and vegetables. U-pick farms
may offer recreational experiences such
as hay rides, picnics, and farm-pond fish-
ing, as well as produce. Specialty live-
stock operations, such as horse boarding,
breeding, and training facilities replace
more extensive dairy farms and cow-calf
operations. Marketing channels for tradi-
tional dairy products or field crops are re-
duced as milk collection routes are
curtailed and grain elevators go out of
business.

Sometimes suburban neighbors com-
plain about farm odors and chemical
spraying. These complaints can force
farmers to turn to alternative enterprises.
Many suburban residents, however, sup-
port development limits, farmland reten-
tion programs, and right-to-farm laws
aimed at preserving the rural landscape.
These programs can provide relief from
nuisance actions, while also bringing
property tax reductions or other financial
help for metro farmers.

Employment opportunities stemming
from urban growth reduce available farm
labor, particularly seasonal or part-time
help. But off-farm job opportunities can
help farmers and their families support
the farming operation. Off-farm employ-
ment also provides a transition to part-
time farming, particularly if enterprise
changes reduce full-time labor needs.
Conversely, people working in urban
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areas may start recreational farms that
eventually develop into full-time, part-
time, or retirement businesses.

Urbanization Hasn't
Degraded Cropland Quality

Metro areas have a slightly higher pro-
portion of prime farmland than the
United States as a whole. USDA's Eco-
nomic Research Service estimated that in
1982, metro areas comprised 21 percent
of the U.S. non-Federal land area, but
had 22 percent of the prime farmland.
(Such land is defined by USDA as hav-
ing the soil quality, growing season, and
moisture supply needed to economically
produce sustained high yields of crops.)
At the other extreme, metro areas have a
greater portion than the U.S. average of
cropland least suited for cultivation.
About 20 percent of the poorer metro
farmland is in orchards, Christmas trees,
and other high-value crops that can use
unique soils less suited to general cultiva-
tion.

Prime farmland is not being converted
to urban uses faster than farmland as a
whole in rapidly growing counties.
Thirty-seven percent of the cropland in
eastern fast-growth counties was classi-
fied as prime, but only 23 percent of the
cropland converted to urban uses in these
counties was prime. In the West, 44 per-
cent of cropland in fast-growth counties
and 32 percent of cropland urbanized,
was prime. Based on this evidence, ur-
banization does not appear to drive agri-
culture onto poorer quality land.

Types of
Metropolitan Farms

Metro farmers often adapt to higher
land values and urban pressures by chang-
ing crops and livestock (figure 2). Metro
farmers farm their land more intensively.
Land in crop production makes up a
higher proportion of farmland operated in
metro areas than in nonmetro areas (46
versus 34 percent). Intensive farming al-
lows metro farmers to double the gross
sales per acre over nonmetro farmers
($241 versus $115 per acre). By inten-
sively using their land, metro farmers pro-
duce most of the country's vegetables,

Figure 2. 60 Percent of U.S. Fruits,
Vegetables, and Nursery Crops Were
Grown on Metro Farms in 1987

Metro farms
Nonmetro farms

Field crops

High value crops
(fruits, vegetables, and
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Source: Farm Costs and Returns Survey, ERS/NASS.

citrus fruit, noncitrus fruit and nuts, and
greenhouse and nursery crops, even
though they produce only 31 percent of
agricultural products sold. Almost half
of contract crop sales occur on metro
farms. The leading livestock enterprises
on metro farms include egg production,
dairy, horses, rabbits, fur-bearing ani-
mals, bees, laboratory animals, and
worms.

Metro farms are characterized by the
various ways farmers have responded to
the pressures and opportunities presented
by urbanization. ERS researchers clas-
sify metro farms as traditional, adaptive,
or recreational—based on product sales,
enterprise mix, and production intensity
(see box).

Traditional farm types still dominate,
accounting for more than half of metro
farms. Recreational farms, at 30 percent,
are the next largest category. The remain-
ing 17 percent of metro farms are classi-
fied as adaptive. However, the
significance of adaptive farms is not in
number of farms or amount of land
farmed, but in economic success. Adap-
tive farms account for 37 percent of agri-
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Metro Farms Are Classified by
Types and Value of Production

ERS researchers classify farms
in metro areas in three categories—
recreational, adaptive, and tradi-
tional—using these criteria:
• Recreational—Farms for which
the market value of products sold is
less than $2,500 annually.
• Adaptive—Farms selling $2,500
or more of products annually, with
high-value commodities making up
more than one-third of all sales, or
with more than $500 of sales per
acre farmed. High-value products
include vegetables, fruits and nuts,
nursery crops, crops under contract,
and "other livestock." Livestock
farms with high sales per acre are
classified as traditional, as noted
below.
• Traditional—Farms with annual
sales of $2,500 or more, with sales
per acre of $500 or less, and one-
third or less of sales from high-
value products. Farms which meet
the adaptive farm criteria for sales
per acre but derive more than one-
third of sales from conventional
livestock enterprises (beef stock,
dairy, cattle and calves, hogs,
sheep, poultry, and their products)
or have sales of conventional crops
with high gross receipts per acre
(cotton, rice, tobacco, sugar, and
peanuts) are also classified as tradi-
tional farms.

New development patterns are put-
ting agriculture within the reach of
urban areas.

and nut, and nursery and greenhouse
sales each account for about one-fourth
of product sales by metro farms (table 1).
More than one-third of sales from tradi-
tional farms in metro areas are from milk
and dairy products and 28 percent from
field crops. Recreational farm types
have sales from calves and other cattle,
and field crops that require less labor on
a day-to-day basis than do either dairy
farming or high-value crop production.

While the value of agricultural prod-
ucts sold per acre on metro farms is more
than twice that for nonmetro farms, there

cultural sales, 34 percent of gross farm in-
come, and 46 percent of net cash farm in-
come in metropolitan areas.

Adaptive metro farms average less
than half the size of traditional metro
farms (143 versus 352 acres), but are
twice as large as recreational farms (65
acres). Land values of adaptive farms
are the highest in metro areas, averaging
$4,019 per acre, compared with $1,431
per acre for traditional farms.

Adaptive metro farms have a wider
range of enterprises than traditional
metro farms. Vegetable, noncitrus fruit

'
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Table
 VININNEWAVIUMM.,.

. Adaptive Metro Farms Sell Most of the High Value Crops

Recreational Adaptive Traditional

Percent of sales by farm type

Field crops 25.2 7.4 32.0
High value crops
(Fruits, vegetables and nursery) 17.5 74.9 1.3

Dairy .2 .1 33.7
Cattle and hogs 49.5 1.7 27.0
Poultry and eggs .4 0 4.1
Other livestock 7.3 5.7 .3
Contract crops 3.7 .2
Contract livestock 6.5 1.5

Source: Farm Costs and Returns Survey, ERS/NASS

is wide variation in sales value among
metro farm types. Adaptive farms sell
far more per acre than traditional farms
($867 versus $180 per acre), while recrea-
tional farms sell very little ($20 per acre).

Adaptive metro farms have higher
cash operating expenses per acre than
other metro farms. Adaptive farms spend
$753 per acre compared with $171 for
traditional farms, reflecting much higher
land use intensity than other metro farms.
Recreational farms, at $106 per acre,
have the lowest cash operating expenses.
Dividing sales per acre into operating ex-
penses per acre yields a measure of over-
all productivity. Adaptive metro farms
have the highest resource productivity of
all farm types examined here, with a ratio
of $1.15 of sales to each dollar of ex-
pense. Traditional farms have a slightly
lower ratio ($1.05), while recreational
metro farms have very little market out-
put per dollar of expense on each acre
($.19).

If typical metro-area settlement pat-
terns continue, there will be an increasing

urban influence on agriculture. This in-
fluence will be greater than that of either
population increases or growth in urban-
ized areas alone. More U.S. farmers will
be operating in metro areas in the future.

Agriculture in metro areas has adapted
to the urbanizing environment. While
losses of farmland to urban development
have occurred, agriculture has not disap-
peared from urbanizing areas nor has all
the best farmland been lost to develop-
ment. If emerging environmental, con-
sumer, and agricultural economic trends
continue, metro farms will increasingly
grow high-value commodities, reduce in-
puts of pesticides, and develop innova-
tive and direct marketing strategies to
succeed in metro environments. Tradi-
tional farm types and production methods
will gradually become less important in
metro areas as existing operations change
and new, better adapted farm operations
emerge. •
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