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DESIRABLE SIZE OF THE FARM UNIT=-PANEL DISCUSSION 

Maximization of Individual Entrepreneurial Income 
vs. Settlement of More People on the Land 

Orlin J. Scoville, Bureau of Agricultural Economics, 
Amarillo, Texas, Rapporteur 

John D. Black, Harvard University, Chairman 

Discussion Leaders: 
R. T. Burdick, Colorado State College 
L. A. Crawford, Berkeley Bank for Cooperatives 
P. L. Slagsvold, Farm Security Administration, Denver, 

Colorado 
D. Curtis Mumford, Oregon State College 

The title of this round table presents two alternatives for con- 
eration, but it should be noted that these are not the only alter- 
)ives which might be considered with respect to desirable sizes of 
™ units. 

Discussion of farm sizes raises the following questions: 

tsa 1. Whet is an "economic unit"? This expression is frequently 
, by county planners, the Farm Security Administration, the Bureau 
_peclanation and others. In one state a county planning group decided 

. & desirable sizc of economic unit which would have reduced the _ 
ber of farms in the county by half. Is there a place for the con- 
Ot of an economic unit, and if so, should all farms in an area be 
toximately the same size? 

2, Of what significance is the term "family-sized farm"? 
tu 5. Will the desirable size of farm require any hired laborers, 

\ if so, how many? In England the labor party opposed legislation 
yg omote small holdings because they felt that many people would be 
\, -r off working for u wage rather than working an undetermined num- 

~ °f hours for an uncertain return, | 
by i. What share of our population is likely to be taken care of 
Industry? 

5. How does production for home uso relate to farm size? 
ty 6. Should large farms be broken up to permit the establishment 
one: family-sized farms? Are the policies of the various federal 
Mm ee consistent with respect to this question? In the South the 
"Security Administration policy points towards the encouragement of 
ile farms in areas where the prevailing size of farms is such that 
tes Can be worked by one mule, but in the Corn Belt the some agency 
Nop EBES the setting uv of farms which are below the usual size. More- 

yy? to some extent the Farm Security Administration is engaged in de- 
by ENE large-scale: 2aurnas, It has a number of cooperative projects 
hong tte it is usinz power machinery. The families live in houses 
honed by the project on a rental basis and are paid for thoir labor 

N hourly basis.   
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“hg The Tenant Purchase program of the Farm Security Administration 
“Inted toward family-sized farms. In the South such a farm gener- 
yas more crop acres than is customary in the area and it has been 

tf that some purchasers will take on a share-cropper if they have 

*Phortunity. 

i It is evident from the foregoing that the Farm Security Admin- 
tion has adapted its policy with respect to large-scale farms more 
88 to local conditions. 

" The United States Forest Service has followed, to some extent, 

_ tty of breaking up timber tracts, or more particularly range lands, 
. Small units; this is beginning to take its most practical form in 
‘Stablishment of combination farm-forest units. 

alt A full discussion of desirable sizes of farms should con- 
n the place of part-time and residential famas in the agricultural 

fy but the limited time available makes it necessary to consider 

fulletime farms in this round table, 

What are the Facts About Changes in the Size of Farms? 

, An accurate determination of the changes underway in the size 
‘fms requires careful handling and interpretation of statistics. 

tye ons in size of forms are frequently different for different farn 
.,' Similarly, the trends for small farms and large farms may be 
posite directions. In parts of California it is reported that a 
yy, “Mmber of very small farms are being amalgamated into larger 
» ? While at the same time there are many large farms which are be- 

» Ubdi vided. In the Palouse wheat country of Idaho there is a tend- 
hese the number of large and of small farms to increase, with a 
Ag cading decrease in the number of medium-sized farms. These chan- 

© associated with chunges in the capacity of farm power units. 

4d In those ranching areas which contain substantial acreages of 
iy. tend it can be said that most new federal land regulations have 
tye operextors to control more land, either by ownership or lease, 

° actual area covered by a unit has not inercased greatly, 

Ys In Utah the pressure of population is causing a decrease in the 
f farm units in most irrigated sections, 

‘nye Tt appears that the 1939 Census of Agriculture will not reveal 
Yeap ncuure with respect to changes in the-size of farms. Because 
y Ps were ovalleble for many parts of the United States, the total 
Me ne ore of the Consus was unusually complete; but at the same 
‘ty By small farss wore not reported, These two factors will both 
», - indicate an exuggerated increase in the size of farms, when n 

yap 
“tye with earlier censuses. In the range states the census has 
i" been incomplete with respect to the total land in farms. In 

Cre must be at least 11 million acres of land in farms and ranches;   
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‘he census has never reported more than 5 million. Probably the 

‘ge is somewhat more complete now than earlier. 

Changes in the size of farms, based upon total acreages per 
'@re misleading because the intensity of use of the land changes 
‘ Ranches which have.been developed by irrigation are an example 

With no change, or a decrease in total acreage per unit, the 
* inputs per ranch have been greatly increased. Similarly, cap- 
‘inputs per acre frequently change. A shift from crop farming to 
ng with no change in the acreare in the farm represents a con- 
“able increase in size of farm measured in terms of capital inputs. 

Ms, 

In addition to measuring changes in the sizes of farms, it is 
“tant to consider changes in the concentration of farm ownership. 
opect of the question hus received slight attention from agri- 

tal economists thus far. 

In parts of California it is difficult to measure changes in 
kze of ferms because it is hard to tell what the operating unit 
arin operations are specialized and there are different units for 

"ent operations. .For example, there is the family unit more or 
“| Wder the control of the family living on the land; there is an- 
“and larger arza which is covered by one crew which does the 
ing and there may be a still different area covered by the oper- 
‘of an association. , 

nee? sum up the discussion on the subject of trends in size, it 
ea appear that there is very much evidence of a dangerous trend 

fy larger sized farms in the Western States. Much of the increase 
hs ‘s indicated from census figures is a result of incomplete enum- 
fon and much of the increase which is actually going on represents 

“fy mation of two or three small units which were originally too 

The Economic Ferm Unit and the. Family-Sized Farm 

i Two concepts are frequently confused in discussions of economic 
ei To many people an economic unit is one which is large enough 

Mein the operator at a desirable level of living. It would be 

- fy Btourate to call this an “adequate unit”, The other concept cen- 
ound the consideration of efficiency in production. 

ty The iden of an "adequate" unit takes into account the ability 
vgpetade of the farmor, the type of farming and an arbitrary stan- 

f living besed unon u specified list of goods and services which 
cpreiaeres by somecne else as necessary or desirable for the farm 
yy" The concept frequently lacks reality because of failure to 
wy er the background of the psople. A minimum standard of living 

elude those things which satisfy the desires of a particular 
It should be kent in mind that there may be people who would Ryo 

¥ 

‘Spier living on something less than ea theoretically minimum adequate   
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nie, then they would be under any alternative open to them. This may 
» AC to the fact that they ere willing to work only a certain amount 
eg or thet the minimum budgets are likely to contain a number of 

QS which many people do not consider essential to their happiness. 

“hy Consideration of the economic unit in terms of efficiency in- 
| toes questions of the advantageous operation of a unit or units of 

Youlg ew and the rene enons in which other factors of production 
Py d be combined with menegcrial ability. Efficiency in production 

. & require the nininum-sized unit to be of sufficient size to per- 
hen te economical use of machinery. Above this, there would be an 
nV of sizes governed by the managerial ability of the operator. It 
" be seid th-t mood management is the most scarce factor of production 

qh, that, for cfficiency, as much of other resources as possible should 

| utonbined with it. This implies that a part of our farm population 
d be made uv of laborers. : 

tp The whole question of adequate and desirable sizes of farms 
Is Ives around the broader question of the object to be followed in 
He the epricultural plant. Three alternatives are available: (1) 
, “aximum production of food and fiber, (2) the maximum efficiency 
3) © production of the necessary quantities of food and fiber, and 
' € maximum number of people that can be maintained on the land a 
eg tiem standard of living, producing food end fiber in the quanti tic 

28 Sary, 

Farm Labor and Desirable Sizes of Farms 
  

hie The question of desirable sizes of farms immediately raises 
Pty, Other question: "Are we or are we not going to have farms on 

  
there will need to be farm laborors?" 

| No, Many people think of the family-sized farm in terms of the oper- 

' ty, Glone, - a one-person farm. It may, instead, be considered as _ 
ey Pm which will provide work for ths entire fomily at the period of 
o family labor supply. Such a farm would require hired labor at 

‘ods when the supply of family labor was low, and this would furnish 
"Phortunity for young men to bet started in farming. 

i Unless it is assumed that it is agriculture's province to set 
mes entire working population as farm operetors or family workers, 
Lh ulture must take the responsibility of supporting some people as 
. "ers, Moreover, a number of products can not be grown without 
"3d labor. All of the hand-harvested crops areé in this group. Fam- 
sized farms wore not greatly reduce the volume of hired labor 

| “Sd to handle these, 

be We need a lator stage in tho agricultural ladder, and a rather 

tL permanent farm labor group. This must not mean, however, that : 
ig Labor is to be & maxeshift arrangement to take care of the unem- 
ved, 
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Should Largs Farms be Broken Up? 
a eranerEEs. ape oem.   

From the foregoing discussion, it appears that it would be an 
able national policy to consider that all farms should approx- 

ryt Minimum, adequate size of unit. A large proportion should be 
‘ derably in excess of the minimun, distributed over a range which 

include some ruther large units. This is desirable in order to 
;, 000d use of managerial ability and in order to provide opportun- 
ith for agricultural labor. The question now srises of the policy 
» Should be followed with respect to the very large units. Should 

, tagenent be furnished for breaking up these units to provide for 
family-sized and medium-sized farms? 

r 
“sir 
4 

There is evidence that many large farms end ranches have reached 
Which involves increasing costs. In some cases specialization 

.'8tee-seale production havs gone so far that the advantages are 
Hy eehed by increasing transportation costs, packing costs and so 
ay” ond a return towards more diversified production to meet local 

Would be desirable. 

Aag 

4, ~O some extent the problem of breaking up large units is cor- 
‘ne itself. In many cases operators of large farms and ranches, 

hein heirs, are finding it advisable to scll parts of their hold- 
. In the South it is not difficult to buy large plantations. In 
ni half the counties of the United States, large farms are being 
ante evory yosr, There is need for a public agency to take these 
taps WOK out plans. for subdivision with the help of local planning 

iy The breaking up of large units can easily be carried too far, 
| it is, a reaction in the direction of consolidation can be ex- 

d to follow. The degree of subdivision which is desirable will 
the 

by For each type of farming. A doctrinaire position with respect 
1s wholes question would be most dangerous. 

  
   


