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Oil pipeline promises
big impact

Local officials along the route of a pro-
posed oil pipeline are excited about the
financial impact of the project on rural ;| By JOE MAHON

Staff Writer

eastern Montana.
The governor’s office has estimated
that the Keystone XL Pipeline, a $7.2 bil-

from Alberta, Canada, to refineries on
the Texas Gulf Coast, could generate up

in six Montana counties crossed by the
pipeline. In addition, the project is

well-paying jobs for maintenance of

seven pumping stations planned for the :

Montana portion of the line.

But the pipeline, a joint venture of
TransCanada PipeLines and ConocoPhillips,
is far from a done deal. Landowners have

for liquid pipelines.

Before construction can begin—ten- i

tatively scheduled for the fall of 2010

or the following spring—the U.S. the decades-long decline in the number

Department of State, Canada’s National of farms—cause for optimism for those

Energy Board and other federal, state

and local regulators must sign off on the | farmer.

project.

Doling out the stimulus

March. The House Appropriations

Committee approved a bill allocating $75
million of funding that isn’t federally des-

ignated for specific purposes such as

highway construction, education, human

services and energy conservation.
Budget-expanding items in the bill

include an extra $23 million for locally

. shrinking farm

chosen city, county and tribal building
projects; $15 million for public schools;
$13 million for higher education,

system.

to spend the stimulus money.
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Not your fathers farm

District farms are getting smaller and bigger at the same time

The long-term trend in American agri-

lion project that would carry crude oil culture has been COnSOlidatiOn—larger

farms worked by fewer farmers. In 1930,
a quarter of the U.S. population lived on

to $58 million annually in property taxes i farms; today only about 2 percent do.

Technological advances that encourage
economies of scale, as well as other factors

expected to create scores of permanent, | such as the growth of job opportunities in

other industries, have caused this sea
change.

Recently released data from the 2007
Census of Agriculture appear, at least on
the surface, to tell a different story.

{ According to U.S. Department of

voiced concern about compensation for ; Agriculture figures, the number of

production losses and easement restric-

tions, and have joined environmental i compared to the previous census five

groups in questjoning the planned use of years earlier. The farm count grew in 39

thinner-walled pipe than is the standard
i the Ninth District.

farms increased 4 percent nationwide

states, including almost every state in

In a press release the USDA said that
the new census “indicates a leveling” of
dismayed by the plight of the family

However, a closer look at the data

i shows that the historic pattern persists.
i The number of very large farms has

¢ increased, while the decline in medium-

Divvying up Montana’s $870 million i sized, family-run operations has contin-

share of federal economic stimulus | .4 \nabated. In many parts of the dis-

money is contentious work, but legisla- i trict and nation, th ey are giving way to

tors were drawing closer to agreement in i

increasing numbers of small holdings,
often dubbed “hobby” farms.

Families are still farming, but they
have more in common with the folks in
Green Acres than those in Little House on

the Prairie.

The incredible

Two main findings—a surge in the num-

i ber of farms and a commensurate drop

including funding to freeze tuition for ! in average farm size—jump out from the

in-state students at public universities ag census data. Between 2002 and 2007

and colleges; and $13 million for men- ! the number of farm operations increased

tal health care, aging and other social : ;| every district state except South

service programs. Stating that it wanted i Dakota (see Chart 1). County-level data

to “put money on the ground” to create i in the census show that the number of

jobs, the committee rejected Gov. Brian | g1 increased in 173 out of 303 dis-

Schweitzer’s proposal to use $43 million i trict counties. While that leaves dozens

to shore up the state teacher pension i of counties where operations fell in
i number—due to urbanization and

. The House was expe.cted to pass the i farm consolidation—the percentage
bill, but the Republican-controlled i decreases in these counties were gener-

Senate may have other ideas about how ally smaller than the proportional

i increases in counties where farm num-

—Phil Davies . < rose.

Over the same period the acreage of
farmland mostly decreased or stayed
constant in district states (see Chart 2).
Urban areas have continued to expand,
consuming surrounding farmland.
Farm acreage increased slightly in
Montana and North Dakota, largely due
to greater cultivation of marginal land
because of high crop prices in 2007.
Nationally, farm acreage declined more
than 3 percent.

More farms and static or decreasing
farm acreage implies that, on average,
farms are getting smaller. This is the
case for every district state except, once
again, South Dakota. In many areas the
proliferation of hobby farms—proper-
ties classified by the USDA as “retire-
ment” or “residential/lifestyle” opera-
tions—is shrinking average farm size.
The owners of these farms are either
retired or earning most of their income
in nonfarming occupations. While these
properties make up almost 60 percent of
U.S. farms, they account for less than 10
percent of agricultural sales.

A good example of the spread of
hobby farms is the eastern Upper
Peninsula of Michigan, where despite
the region’s thin soils and frigid climate,
some counties have seen 20 percent or

Chart 1

higher increases in farm numbers. The
number of farms in Luce County, Mich.,
increased from 30 in 2002 to 41 in 2007.
Many of the new farmers are former res-
idents of nearby U.P. cities like Sault Ste.
Marie or urban centers in the Lower
Peninsula who are more interested in a
rural lifestyle than commercial farming.

“Most of those are probably small and
part-time farmers—people moving out
from the city and buying a 40- or 10- or
20-acre plot and then doing farming on
the side,” said Warren Schauer, a
Michigan State University extension
educator based in Escanaba. Counties
farther west in the U.P. are apparently in
less demand for hobby farming; there
the number of farms mostly fell or held
steady.

Instead of potatoes, hay and dairy
products—the primary output of com-
mercial farms in the U.P.—many of
these small farms produce food for per-
sonal consumption or for sales at farm-
ers markets and specialty shops.

Similar patterns of rising farm num-
bers can be seen in other district coun-
ties near urban or recreation areas. In
Rice County, Minn., near the Twin
Cities, the number of farms increased 15
percent, while acres per farm decreased
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Chart 2

The Number of Small and Large Farms

Increased for District States*
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*Includes Minnesota, Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture

12 percent. In Montana, the state with
the district’s biggest percentage rise in
farm numbers, Glacier County near
Glacier National Park saw a 32 percent
increase in farm operations and a 22
percent drop in average acres.

An analysis of farm income in district
counties supports the presumption that
operations formed in the past five years
are predominantly small farms with rel-
atively low output. Although farm

Altention, Teachers.

income increased overall, it grew signif-
icantly less in counties where farm num-
bers increased.

Feeling the squeeze

While it appears that most newer farms
are smaller, many large-scale operations
in the district are growing even larger.
In many counties big operations have
absorbed smaller ones in recent years,
creating fewer, more expansive farms

with over $250,000 in annual sales.

Across the district, the biggest farms
account for a greater share of agricul-
tural output today than in the past. In
Montana the top 13 percent of farms
measured by sales produced three-quar-
ters of the state’s agricultural output in
2007. Ten years earlier that share of
farm sales was spread over the top 20
percent of operations by sales.
Compared to the district, national farm
output is even more concentrated at the
top.

The number of medium-sized family
farms that fills the gap between factory
operations and hobby farms has been
falling for years, and the latest census
shows that they continue to fade away.
“It’s actually a bimodal change; we’re
seeing growth in the big and the small at
the expense of those in between,” said
Richard Rathge, a rural demographer at
North Dakota State University.

Take North Dakota, for example.
Between 1997 and 2007, the number of
farms under 180 acres in size increased
by nearly a third and the number
exceeding 2,000 acres increased 7 per-
cent. In the same period the ranks of
farms between 500 and 2,000 acres—the
size of a typical commercial family farm
in the Dakotas, Rathge said—shrank by
more than one-quarter.

In Minnesota the number of 2,000-

plus acre farms increased even more, by
18 percent. The pattern is especially evi-
dent at the county level; in many areas,
such as the sparsely populated south-
west, farms became larger and less
numerous.

Despite a statewide decline in the
number of farms and increasing average
farm size in South Dakota—counter to
the trends in the rest of the district—
there was no reprieve for medium-sized
farms in the state. The number of oper-
ations between 500 and 2,000 acres in
size fell almost 14 percent, reducing the
total number of farms even as the num-
ber of large and small operations grew.

The latest ag census numbers show,
as the USDA stated in its press release, a
break with the past: Nationally and in
most district states, the number of farms
is increasing. The long-term effects on
agricultural production and rural com-
munities of an influx of small-scale
farmers who don’t fit the traditional
farming mold remains to be seen. Less
dependent on the land for a living than
the archetypal family farmer, they pro-
duce an array of food products that are
difficult to categorize and quantify.

However, the overarching historic
trend in agriculture hasn’t changed;
among commercial farms that produce
the bulk of the nation’s food, farms on
average are getting bigger and fewer.

The Minmeapolis Fed is now offering
a resource for high school economic

publications. Selected articles are
supplemented with an annotation,
suggested use, and a series of guestion:
probing increased levels of understan:
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