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The literatufe on- the changing strucﬁpre of U.S. agriculture stresses
an emerging polarization between numerous small, mostly part-time farms and
small nurbers of large commercial farms (Breimyer; Carter and Johnston;
Tweeten and Huffman; USDA 1979, 1981). Around the tountry, serious farm
lossés and headline-catching foreclosures have resulted from a financial
squeeze caused by depressed commodity prices, high interest rates, and high
input, machinery, and energy costs (Cochrane; Molnar; Schertz). Severéi

researchers have predicted that as land concentration continues, farm sizes

will continue to increase, and farming will become more stratified as owner-

Amanagefs supervise increasing numbers of hiredilaborers (Buttel; Cochrane;
Goss, Rodefeld and Buttel; Heffernan). These larger, more capitalized farms
are predicted to be more able to take advantage of sophisticated,
productivity—enhancing.technology and to have a competitive advantage during
this gommodity siump (Végelef; Wessel). Thus, the cost-price squeeze is
linked to the polarization of farm size, an increase in the use of hired
labor, and the demise of the moderate-sized full-time family farm.

Georgia is well suited to the study of these issues. Aggregate farm
income in Georgia in 1982 was equal in real.dollars to farm income-
in 1930.f: o Exacerbéting the national economic slump, repeated severe
droughts have hit Georgia farmers over the last seven years and contributed
to the highest farm loan delinquency rate in the country. Several bankers
in central-south Georgia, the state's primary agricultufal region, predict
that 407 of the current farms will be forced out beforebconditions improve. 

To understand the structure effects of the drought and cost—ﬁrice
squeeze, an in-depth study of one Georgia county was carried out in 1982~and
1983. The results indicate that the family farm is clearly not yet moribund,
and the ostensible '"disappearing middle" is doing remarkably well. Patterns

of debt and default show that highly-sophisticated large commercial farmers ﬂwwé




young, relatively new "renter" farmers face the most serious financial
problems. Strategies for survival during this period also.reflect the
importance of accurateﬁcategorization‘of ferm.types.

Many of the analyses of the changing structure of U. S agrlculture are‘
based on highly aggregated data. Slngle-varlable categorizations of farms, by
size, income, or gross sales are often used, and the beleaguered medium-sized
'family farm.is.often referred to as the-$40,000-$100,000 gross sales category
(Breimyer; Day; Tweeten.l981). The data from Dodge County, ‘Georgia, show that
this sales category is an extremely heterogeneous group that includes many
different kinds of farms in addition to small—to-medlum sized famlly farms.

. In the group are farms from 250 acres to over 1000, farms dedicated to elther
or both rowcrop and livestock production, or to timber. Some of these farms
are operated by young families with small chlldren ‘but others are families
with grown chlldren or older couples nearlng retirement. Some are
partnerships, both father-son and brother-brother types, and others are part-
time farms, in which the operator has a full—time off—farm job. Farmers range
in age from 26 to 67 years and from 4 years of education to 19. The group
includes younger farmers in severe financial straits and comfortably-off older
farmers with tew debts. The only type of farmer in the county that is not
‘représented in this group is the older couple past retiredent.- In sum, the
use of a gross sales category to identify a coherent grodp of disappearing
farmers is inadequate and misleading. A more detailed and qualitative
categorization is necessary to clarify the types of farmers in the county and

the outlook for their survival through this difficult period.

‘Farm Types — Part-time and Retirement Farms

This intensive study of one south Georgia county was designed to combine

anthropological, economic, and sociological methods to test some of the




1
the conclusions from large-scale surveys and census figures. Dodge County

- was chosen with the advice of experts at the University of Georgia College
"of Agriculture, the cooperative extension sertice regional headqaarters at
Tifton, and local caunty extension agents. Dodge County is typical of the
Coastal Plain, Georgia's primary agrichltural and region, and includes a
range of farm aizes and levels of technological sophistication. The primary
crops are corm, soybeans, wheat, peanuts, cotton, an¢ tobacco; cattle and
hogs afe‘comﬁonly includeh in farming operations.l No evidence has been
found to suggest that the results of this study are unlque to Dodge County.
The data presented here are drawn from a 1982 1n-depth survey and open-ended
interviews administered by the author and three assistants to a random
sample of half the active farmers in the county.2 |

Using a multivariate approach based on analys1s of the data and
familiarity with individual cases, the farmers of Dodge County can be
divided into three farm types: retired/disabled farmers, part-time farmers,
and.full—time farmers. These groups are shown in Iable 1 to he distinct in
size, off-farm employment, and financial situation. Since the full-time
farmers produce the maJorlty of the crops and llvestock sold in the county

and control the majority of the land, they will be the main focus of the

discussion below. A few points will serve to clarify the situation of the

part-time and retired/disabled groups.

—-Table 1 About Here--

Retired/disabled farms tehd to he the smallest in area, with a median
size of 102 acres operated. Most of these farm operators are over 65,
'retired, and receive sociai security. Some cases of younger farmers with
disabling health problems that interfere with full-time farming have been
placed in this category as well. Though this group has a median of only 50

acres in crops and pasture, two-thirds plant several of the major rowcrops
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and raise-cattle énd hogs as well (the remaining third concentrates
exclusively on livestock production). Their median gross sales for 1982 is
under $5,000.

Though these operations are small in size and éales,Athe farms provide an
important contrlbutlon to the family welfare of this one-fifth of_ the ‘sample.
Many of these famllles would have dlfflculty surv1v1ng on social security
without the food and income from the farm. The farm work is also cited by
many as important for maintaining health. Though most of the operators in
this group have reached retirement age, over a third of the families have at
least one wage earner to provide additional income.

As a group, the retired/disabled farmers are in the least threatened

economic situation in the current crisis. Sixty five percent operate without

any borrowed money, and only 127 find their assets threatened by debts which

equal or exceed'75%. Most farmers in this group have completed land and
equipment purchases and are thereby better able to withstand the recent
sequence of low—prdfit or no-profit years.

Part-time farms are defined as those operations in which the operator

(male or female) is under 65 and has either a full-time off-farm job or a
part-time job that seriously réduces the améunt of time available for farming
and that provides an average of $75 a week income. The vast majority of the
operators work 40 hours a week off the farm, and in 52% of the cases, the wife
also has off-farm employment. Part-time farmers in Dodge County are not
displaced full-time farmers; most never iﬁtended to farm full-time but prefeg
the combination of a steady salary and farm work on evenings and weekends.
Some call themselves "hobby fa:mefs," while a few manage several hundred acres

with hired hands to do the labor. Their jobs range from blue collar factory




work to professional occupations, and their mean family income is over
$24,000. |

This .type of farm is the largest group in the county—-37%--and operates
227 of the farm acreage. The median farm size is 131 acres, slightly larger
than the’retirement farms, but the median acreage in crops and pasture is 57
acres, almostbidenticél to the.previous group. The median gross sales for
part-time farmers falls in the $10,000-$19,999 category. Between a fifth and
a fourth of part—;ime farmers have no farm debts, Vhile‘an equal number find
their financial situation "serious" or "critical," with debts > 75% of assets.
The security of salaries make many of these familiés less vulnerable than
full-time farmers, but the risk of losing long-term investments in the farm
creates considerable concern in a number of cases. Because of their numbers,
part-time farmers are an important component of the health of the ﬁounty farm
economy. Their machinery and input purchases are substantial, and data
suggest they.may'provide the critical mass to sustain implement dealers and
other local suppliers.

In sum, part-time and retired/disabled farmers together have suffered
losses df savings and income from the drought and poor prices, but few are
faced witﬁ'imminent bankruptcy or foreclosure. This conclﬁsion is significant
because these two groups make up 587 of farmers in the county. They are not a
marginal group, either; they control 30% of the farmland in the county, show
substantial enterprise diversity of rowcrops and livestock, and even the

retirement farms cannot be characterized as "just pasture and a few cows."

These farms rely heavily on off-farm income: 38% of the retired/disabled

group and all of the part-time group have at least one jobholder per
household. Many farms also receive social security, pensions, or investment
income. Farming activities are thus only one part of complex family

strategies for economic survival and improvement.




Farm Types —— Full-time Farms

Full-time farmé are defined as operations in which the primary operator
is full-time on the farm, regardless-of whether the farm is supplemented by
off-farm employment. The common distinction'between farms in whioh the wife
has a job and those in which the farm is the sole support of the £a§m-7ﬁum4§ﬁ
(Frauendorfer; Fuller; Kada) was found to be arbltrary in Dodge County and did
not separate distinct types of farming operations. ‘Full-time farms make up
slightly less than half of the farmers in the oounty; but, as would bo
expected, they control disproportionate amounts of farmland (7OZ‘of the county

‘total) and market over 80% of the total gross,séles. Full-time farms vary

considerably in scale, and many of the largest and moxt sophisticated farmers

are partnerships between fathers and sons or brothers. -Nd corporations or
large absentee-owned estates appeared in the sample. ' The median acres
operaﬁed for this group is 698 (with 338 acres in crops and pasture), over
five times the size of part-time or retirement forms.. Most hooseholds have
some offéfarm'income-—in 497 of the sample, the wife has either o part-time or
full-time job, and in 207, the farm operator does seasonal or. part-time work
such as lumbering or crop dusting. In many of these cases, the wife's job
"provides the living" for the family, while the farm strugglesito keep up with
its own expenses. Median gross sales are $40,000-$99,999,

.Full—time farmers are in the most_serious financial situation of the
three groups discussed. Operating larger farms with larger overhead, some of

397%

them young and just establishing their enterprlses,_3?7’are in serious or

critical condition with debts equalling or exceeding 757 of assets. Many of

these farmers are delinquent in loan repayments, and as will be discussed




below, all of the recent bankruptcies are from this full-time farmers group.

Strategies to Survive the Crisis

Each of these groups follows a somewhat different combination of
strategies for coping with the drought and poor price conditions of theilast
five years. Table 2 shows four different types of strategies: changing farm
size, changing hired labor input, adding off-farm income, and aéding
irrigation facilities, which-correspond to each of the four factors of
production: land, labor,-capitai, and technology. The strategy of increasing
farm size is usually accomplished through land rentals, and seeks to "double
up to catch up." ‘This strategy was supported by lending agencies which needéd
to justify continuing levels of support. The expansion strategy also followed
weather history, since farmers had never seen a severe drought more than one
year at a time. Retired farmers were least in;erested in expanéion, while a
third of the part-time and 42% of the full-time farmers sought this strategy
to overcome the losses of the .disaster years. The alternative strategy of
cutting costs and scale of operation is designed to reduce both annual

expenses and losses, should the drought and price slump continue. As the

figures show, some cases in all groups followed this conservative strategy,

but full-time farmers were ieast’likely, and retired farmers most likely, to do

so. Adjustments to labor inputs over the crisis years show few farms
interested in increasing hired labor, in spite of the predominance of the
expansion strategy. The three groups show a similar pattern of reducing hired
labor, usually as a way to cut costs. Some of this decrease is attributable
to larger machihery and reductions in labor-intensive crops or techniques, but
it also reflects in many Caseé'an increasing level of "self-exploitation" of
the farm operator (Chayanov).

—-Table 2 About Here--




A third area of response to the difficﬁlt times is to iﬁcrease off-farm
employment. While only 127 of the retired farmers followed this strategy, 28%
of the part-time farmers, 292 of the full-time farmers-added off-farm jobs
during the last five.years; The contfibution of off-farm jobs to the family

farm is crucial and increasing; few farms can survive such a period of

‘extended drought and unfavorable prices without some such income subsidy.

Though there have been a number of technological changes in recent-years, the
strategy of greatest significance is thé use of irrigation. Almost half of the
full-time farmers now use some kind of irrigatioh system, and most of this
eduipment was purchased since the drought began. With a cost range from a few
thousand dollars to over $100,000, these investments have proved to be a
lifesaver for some farms, but are seen by others as a major contributor to
their critical financial situation. Retired and part-time farmers, with their
smaller acreages, are understaﬁdably reluctant to add such expensive
facilities, though a few cases in each category have done so. As with most
technolbgical innovations, early adopters of irrigation seem to be reaping
considerable benefit, as their neighbors' croﬁs burn up in the fields. But
the incrgésed cost per acre pius the burden of debt retirement bdth sharply
increasé the risk of farming in such precarious times; With high electricity
costs and unknown ecological consequences, the final assessment of the utility
of irrigation in this area remains to be seen. -

Some authors have predicted that large farms will coﬁtinue to grow during
this bad period, buying out less fortunate, smaller farms. In Dodge County,
however, land purchases (except by timber companies) are virtually at a
standstill. Even large farﬁers with few debts say they are not in a position
to expand the -farm, and increases in acreage operated habe)come through
rentals, not purchaseé. There is no evidence that large farmers have a

competitive edge over other types in obtaining'farm rentals at this time.
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Further, many of the largest farmers have expreésed a preference to cut back,
citing the increased efficiency and productivity of -supervising a smaller
operation more closely, The patterns indicated above show that the tendency
to increase the hired labor force on these 1arge.farms has also slowed, as
workers are let go and farm operators make do with less or no hired help.
Thus, the strategies being pursued at this pqint in Dodge County show .a

slowing of the trend toward a dual structure of farms.

Outlook for Survival and the Situation of the Family Farm

The high debt loads faced by full-time farmers, as opposed to part-time
or retired/disabled farmers are rafle;ted in bankruptcies and foreclosures.
Efforts were made during the period of this research to interview all farmers
in the county who had gone bankrupt or had been foreclosed by lending
institutions. ' These farmers fell into two distinct groups. The vast
maJorlty were aperators who had only recently begun full-time farming and
had been hit by the érisis years before they had had a chance to establish

themselves. A smaller second group of such operators had larger more

. capital-intensive operations that used full—tlme hired labor. This
distinction in farm organizational structure is essential for an accurate
understanding of the dynamlcs reflected in the financial distress of the 37%
of full-time farmers shown in Table 1. Rodefeld's method of cateoorlzlng
farms uses a structural approach, and once it was modified to fit the county
situation, it proved very useful in separating three distinct groups of
full-time farmers, groups for which there are very different outlooks for
survival at this time.

The Rodefeld method divides farms into four structural types, according:

to whether 50% or more of the land is owned and whether 507 or more of the

labor is hired. These two criteria create four .categories in which farms




using mostlyAfamily labor are broken into two types ——'"family—type farhs"
in which the'land is mostly owned and "tenanﬁ—type farms" where land is
mostly leésed or rented. This distinction forms two uséful groups in Dodge
County and are relabelled "family farms" and "renters" . Farms using as w
much or more hired labor than family lagor are also broken into two Rodefeld
types — the "larger-than-family farms" in which land is mostly ownéd and - |
the "industrial-type farms" iﬁ which‘léndris mostly rented. 4Rodefeld'§
distinction between thesé_two.types is not méaninéful in the couhty; the
scale and activity of farms fulfilling the "ihdustrial—type" critéria are
very similar to "larger than family farms;" and in allAéfbthese ;ases; the
land being rented is family land that the‘operator can use with considérable
security. Thus, the functional distiﬁction betwéen ownérship and rental is
blurred, and‘tﬁése two categories are merged here to form'a new category,.
"large scale farms," defined as using 50%-or more hired .labor.

| | —fTable 3 Aboutheré——

| These three Rodefeld categories reveal striking and statistically

significant differences among the full-time farmers in scale of production, -

‘farming eXperience,_and financial situation. Family farms are the largest
group (46%), and tﬁeir‘gross saleé make up 363 of tﬁe total for full-time
farms. "With a median farm size of 340 acres, they are mostly older farmers
who have been farming a median of 30 years, and the majority have debts that
are 25% of assets or less. Cnly 137 are in serious or ﬁritiéal financial
condition with debts eﬁual to or exceediné 757% of assets. These family
farmers have been generally conservative over the last decade. They are
1ess.likely to have expanded their farms rapidly with bofrowed money.  Fewer
of them have bought the largest new tractors and combines, and only one-

third have invested in irrigation systems. Their less expansive strategy




has not protected them from significant 1oséesnduring these bad years, but
ﬁheir financial troubles are unlikeiy to threaten the continued.viability of
the farm.

Igg»renters group, on the other hand, faces serious problems; 71% are

facing high debt-to-asset ratios. Comprising one-third of the full-time

farmers, and contributing one-third of the total full-time gross sales,

these operators are young, operate mostly rented land, and have been in
farming a median of only seven years. Thbugh most of them find land rentals
to be economically more favorable th;n purchases, many of fhem arevtrying to
keep up with some land payments and make equipment payments as well. Aimost
half have irrigation. This group is made up'of younger versions of ﬁhe
family farm group--operators who have not yet bought enough land and built

"up their equity to put them into that more fortunate category.

The third group, large scale farmers, is the smallest of the three, but

operates the largest farms, with a median of 1042 acres in operation. They
produce 31% of the gross sales of full-time farmers; and include a rahge of
_ages, with‘a mean of 25 years of.farming experience. Large scale farmers
are technologically sophisticated, grow large acreages of high—cost‘crops,
and neagiy all have irrigation. Almost half of them face financial

troubles, a figure which reveals the risk involved with the expansive,

capital-intensive strategies they have followed.

Conclusions

This in-depth study of half the farms in one county reveals that
questions about the survival of the family farm and the "disappearing
middle'" must be answered with a fine-grained analysis of farm scale,
management style, and financial situation. Qualitative and quantitative

indicators show that there are three distinct types of farms: full-time,




part-time, and retirement farms. These groups have followed different
strategies for coping with successvie drought years and adverse economic
conditions, and the data show the part-time- and retirement farmers to be in
much less danger of losing the family farm than are full-time farmers.

A division of the full-time farmers into three structural fypes (family

farms, renters, and large scale farms) reveals that the heavy debt load in

this group is carried disproportionately by the last two structural types.

All of the recent bankfuptcies in>the cdunty are found in these two groups.
Large scale férms, using hired labor on large acreages, are more likely to
face severe financial difficulties than ﬁhe smaller, more conservative
family farms who own half or more of their land and supply most of their own
labor. Evidence from land sales and reductions in hired labor suggest that
the polarlzatlon of farm types has slowed during this economic slump.

The youngest renters group, however, faces the most-critical situation
of the ‘three full-time farming groups, with 71% reportlng crippling debt
loads. The data suggest that the family farms established and developed
prior to the energy crisis and the cost-price squeeze of ﬁhe last decade
haveAbeen able to‘sustain their operations with fewer losses and less credit
throﬁgh tﬁ;s-drough; period. The younger farmers are more vulnerable and
provide support for those researchers who are concerned about the ability
the family farm to reproduce itself (Carter and Johnston; Gosé, Rodefeld,
and Buttel; Tweeten-aﬁd Huffman). The situation for the renters is cause
for concern, but it is also important to note: that a few of the operators
the family farm category are under 40, have inherited or phrchased land
successfully, and are farming without high debt levels at present.
Especially by forming partnerships, other younger farmers have found ways

-entry into agriculture without debts that threaten the farm's survival.




Some agricultural experts have predicted that the currenf crisis will
serve to weed out the inefficient operators and that bnly the best manageré
will survive. Though skill and hard work are crucial, operators who have
inhérited substaﬁtial property or who Began‘farming in time to pay off their
land and accumulate considerable savings are able to withstand extended
drought year$ that wili bankrupt equally hard-working or efficient farmers.

Thus, family_and farm lifecycle considerations are important variables in

understanding current processes of farm survival.

The daféfﬁresented here show the family farm to be a surprisingly
robust segment of the current farm economy. Farming‘units where land
ownership, labor,.and management are combined are the least vulnerable to
high debt loads §f the three groups‘of full-time farmers. Though smaller in
scale than the 1érge—scale farms, they nevertheless comprise the backbone of.
the agricultg;al production in the county. The smaller part-time and
retirement farms are also in relatively good condition, suggesting that the
current crisis places an advantaée on the more conservative farming
strategies they have followed. Wiﬁh land concentration at a standstill and
the use of hired labor on the decline, this study seems to suggest that
discussiogé of the demise of the_fémiiy farm are premature, and the
predominance of very large—scale-farms in the Coastal Plain of Georgia is

not Yet established.




FOOTNOTES

Department of Anthropology, Emory University This material is based

Aupon.work supported by the National Science Foundation under Grant No.
BNS—8121459. Any opinions, findings, conclusions of recommendations
expressed in this publication are those of the author and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation.. I
nould’likeAto gratefully‘acknowledge the hard work.of my three
ass1stants, Gregg Cochran Paul Dark, and Barbara Sigman and the
cooperatlon and helpful advice from the County Cooperative Agricultural
Extension Service, the ASCS,staff,_numerous county officials, and
experts at the University of Georgia qulege of Agriculture and the

. Rural Development Center in Tifton. Special thanks are also due to
Debra Fey of the Department of Anthfopology; Dean Duncan of the Emory
Computer:Center, and the,Stat;snics and Biometry Department of Emory
University. Helpful comments on an earlier draft were provided by

Ivery Clifton,
Frederick Buttel, Lee Chrlstensen Chrlstlna Gladwin, Joseph Molnar,

and'Luther Tweeten. I would also like to thank the farmers of Dodge
County, whose cooperation made this studf possible;

| In.selecting the site, counties with recent snfong industrial
-gronth were excluded, as were counties with 1afgeiurban areas.-

Counties more heavily dependent on peanut and tobacco programs were
also excluded because the goal of the research was to study the effects_
of the drought and the unfavorable econonic situation on all kinds of

farmers, and heavy participation in these two crops creates a somewhat

more favorable economic situation.




‘An active farmer was defined as cultivating ten or &ore acres- of
" land from which either crops or livestock was sold iﬁ the preceding
yea¥. The sample was drawn from the ASCS list of farm operators in the
county, from which timber companies,‘farmers not residing in the
county, and farm owners who were not currently operating their farms
were excluded. Even-numbered farmeré from ﬁhe reéulting,list were
pontaﬁfed and 947 were interviewéd. In a few cases, légally separate
farms were operated jointly, and these partnerships were combinéd into
the final 50% sample of 124 farms. In addition to the in-depth sur?ey,
follow-up interviews, a short mailed questionnaire, and teiephone R
interviews continued for a total df nihe months inv1982 and 1983,
dﬁring which the authqr was in regidence in the county. Interviews
~were also conducted with agricultural officials, lending agencies, farm
.suppliers, and cdﬁnty officials. |

The term "farmer" is used hére to describe the primary farm
operator, either male or female. Tﬁe sample includes no married women
who consider themselves and not their husbands to be the pfimary
operator; all women operators in the sample are not married. Therefore,

reference will be made to "farm wives" and not "husbands and wives."

This use of language is not intended to imply that all work and

decision making is carried out only by the primary operator.

In Dodge County, Rodefeld's "family-type farms" are, in every case,
actually family farms and have therefore been labelled as such.
"Tenant" farms implies a specific form of non-ownership in the South;

to avoid that connotation, these farmers are called "renters."
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TABLE 1: CHARACTERISTICS OF FARM TYPES

FARM TYPE PERCENT PERCENT MEDIAN PERCENT PERCENT
OF TOTAL OF ACRES ACRES WITH WITH

FARMS OPERATED OPERATED OFF-FARM NO FARM
a) JOBS DEBTS

- b) c)

DEBTS

>

75% OF

ASSETS

d)

RETIRED/DISABLED

PART-TIME

FULL-TIME

TOTALS

Significant at the .0001 level using Kruskal-Wallace rank sum test

Test of significance is not appropriate since off-farm JObS are part of
the definition of the farm types
2
Significant at the ,0001 level using chi test
2
Significant at the .05 level using chi test




TABLE 2: FARMING STRATEGIES IN LAST FIVE YEARS BY TYPE OF FARM

INCREASE  DECREASE INCREASE DECREASE INCREASE USE
ACRES ACRES HIRED HIRED OFF-FARM IRRIGATION
OPERATED  OPERATED LABOR - LABOR JOBS

RETIRED/
DISABLED  15% - 38%
N=26 |

PART-TIME 33% 30%
N=46 : :

FULL-TIME 427 - 23%
N=52 . .




TABLE 3: SIZE, AGE, AND FINANCIAL SITUATION OF FULL-TIME FARMERS, BY STRUCTURAL

GROUPS

PERCENT 'MEDIAN MEDIAN PERCENT WITH
OF ACRES YEARS DEBTS > 75%
FARMS OPERATED FARMING OF ASSETS

_ a) b) c)

 FAMILY FARMS
N=24

RENTERS
N=17

LARGE SCALE
FARMS
N=11

a) Significant at the .0001 level using Kruskal-Wallace rank sum test

b) Significant at the .00l level using Kruskal-Wallace rank rum test
2
c) Significant at the .00l level using chi test




