
Farmers, Policy 

and the USDA 
The Changing 
Face of Agriculture 



Good Information 

 www.tinyurl.com/usdanewfarmers 

 FSA: john.erickson@wi.usda.gov 

 NRCS: roy.diver@wi.usda.gov 

 Ag Agent: ken.schroeder@ces.uwex.edu 

 Veterans: www.farmvetco.org 

 NSAC: http://sustainableagriculture.net/ 

 Me: cmholman@gmail.com 
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New USDA Website For Beginning 

Farmers & Ranchers (BFRs) 



What Is A Farm? 

 Any place from which $1,000 of agricultural 

products were produced and sold, or normally, 

would’ve been sold, during the census year. 

(unchanged definition since 1974) 

 ~20% of farms are operated by BFRs and only 

17% of those farms grossed more than $25,000 

(compared to 34% of established farms) 

 56.6% of all farms had less than $10,000 in sales 

 75.5% had less than $50,000 in sales 

  

 



Who Are Farmers? 

 BFR = 10 years or less as a farmer 

  Average age of farmer: 58.3 

 Average age of a beginning farmer: 55 

 2008-2012, the number of farmers decreased by 

4%.  The total projection is 8% by 2018. 

 52.2% of farmers have a primary occupation 

other than farming. 

 For 70.3% of farmers, less than 25% of their 

household income came from farming. 

 

 



Who Are Farmers Cont. 

 Of the 2.1 million principal operators, 288,264 were women.  
Increase in Direct Sales, decrease in conventional. 

 Non-white farmers increased by nearly 15%, white farmers 
decreased by 5%. 

 Asian-American farmers: 22% increase (biggest) 

 Hispanic farmers: 21% increase 

 African-American farmers: 9% increase 

 Native American farmers: 9% increase 

 Native Hawaiian farmers: 8% increase 

 

 

 



Dig Into The Numbers! 
 BFRs tend to be principal operators at smaller 

scales, but as the scale of the farm increases, 

they are usually secondary ‘junior’ operators. 

 



Where We Are Headed 
 WI lost 8,700 farms (11%) and more than 620,000 acres of farm 

land from 2007-2012. 

 Nationally, 95,500 farms were lost (4%).  Only the very largest 
farms grew, and they grew big time!  An increase of 33% of 
farms earning over $500K in gross sales. 

 In 2012, farm sales increased 32.7% but expenses increased by 
36%. 

 The largest 4% of farms generate 66% of all farm product sales. 

 Corn and Soybeans make up more than 50% of harvested 
acres. 

 Direct sales are up 60% from 2002. 

 Organic sales have increased 82% since 2007. 

 

 



Beginning Farmers & Ranchers (BFRs) 

 7 years is the average survival rate of a 

Beginning Farmer or Rancher (Bankruptcy, Out 

of Business, Unable to Sustain the Operation) 



USDA & BFRs 

 Who are the people at USDA working on BFR 

issues?  How do we get them working together? 

 A new position was created by the Deputy 

Secretary of Agriculture: BFR Program 

Coordinator.  A liaison between all USDA 

agencies for BFR issues. 

 Veterans added as BFRs but renamed VFRs 

 In late 2014, the Deputy Secretary also created a 

Veterans Program Coordinator. 

 



Farm Service Agency (FSA) 

 FSA and USDA likely need two years to 
implement the new Farm Bill (959 pages). 

 New microloan ($50K or less) program made 
permanent.  BFRs exempt from loan term limits. 

 No backlog on loans now & increased funds 

 TIP incentive for BFRs = more access to land 

 FSA is real starting point for BFRs  

 Supervised credit and technical assistance 

 



National Resource Conservation 

Service (NRCS) 

 13% of all program funds went to BFRs 

 Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) 

 45% of high tunnels are going to BFRs 

 Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) 

 2014 Farm Bill authorized specific funds for BFRs 

and socially disadvantaged farmers or ranchers. 

 

 



Agricultural Marketing Service 

(AMS) 

 Technical assistance for Farmers Markets and 
Local Food Marketing 

 Organic certification, GAP, Quality verification 
(USDA seal), Process verification programs 

 Country of Origin Labeling 

 Local Food Promotion Program, Farmers Market 
Promotion Program, Specialty Crop Block Grant 
Program, National Organic Cost Share Program 

 Research and Promotion Program Boards 



National Institute of Food and 

Agriculture (NIFA) 

 Research       Education       Extension 

   BFR specific program! Beginning Farmer and 

Rancher Development Program (BFRDP) 

 $18 million awarded for 2015 

 145 awards from 2009-2012 totaling $71 million 

 Applications due March 13th! 

 

 



Sustainable Agriculture Research 

and Education (SARE) 

 SARE’s mission is to advance—to the whole of 

American agriculture—innovations that improve 

profitability, stewardship and quality of life by 

investing in groundbreaking research and 

education. 

 https://www.facebook.com/NESARE 

 Averages 7 grants awarded in WI per year 

 State coordinators are dbmayerfeld@wisc.edu 

and andrew.bernhardt@ces.uwex.edu 
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Rural Development (RD) 

 Value-Added Producer Grant 

 20% have gone to BFRs 

 Small Socially Disadvantaged Producer Grant 

 RD tends to work on projects that have indirect 

benefits to BFRs, but those projects can have a 

big impact (i.e. food hubs) 

 



KYF2 

 Know Your Farmer, Know Your Food leverages 

existing USDA resources around local and 

regional food value chains. 

 A hub of sorts for information about USDA’s 

programming 

 KYF2 Compass 

 



National Agricultural Statistics 

Service (NASS) 

 Quick Stats 2.0, an online database that retrieves 
customized tables 

 Ag Census 

 Desktop Data Query Tool 1.0 provides desktop access 
to the 2012 and 2007 Census data. 

 Agricultural Atlas Maps is a county-level series of 
maps showing profiles of the nation’s agriculture. 

 Cartographic Boundary Files can be downloaded to 
assist with GIS mapping software. 

 State and County Profiles (data summaries) 



USDA and Our Farm 

 We received an EQIP loan for our high tunnel 

 We participate in the CSP program 

 Both of the above programs via NRCS 

 A *lot* of opportunities for BFRs here!! 

 



Advisory Committee on BFRs 

 20 people selected from across the US 

 USDA, Farmers, Farm Credit, Academics 

 Diversity of scale, age, gender, ethnicity 

 Tasked with reviewing USDA policies and making 

recommendations to the Secretary of Agriculture 

that reflect the knowledge that people ‘on the 

ground’ bring to the committee and its work.  



Sample Recommendations 

 Establishing a beginning farmer liaison position for 
each state. 

 Develop consistency between organic certifiers 
nationwide. 

 Expand the role of Community Development 
Financial Institutions (CDFIs). 

 Do not initiate a microloan re-lending program. 

 Increase direct loan limits ($300K by statute). 

 Find ways to institutionalize change. 

 



Lobbying 

 Statutory = Requires an act of Congress 

 Administrative = Higher probability of success 

 First person will lead the conversation, sets it up and you 
can see where it will go from there.  Take notes. 

 Know your audience (i.e. their positions, recent 
speeches, any potential connections you have). 

 What do they need to hear?  From who?  What should 
they do with this information? Why should he/she care? 

 No challenging, intimidation, condescension.  
Acknowledge their point(s), as it opens the door to re-
direction. 

 



Tips 
 Be a source of information. 

 Be believable, quotable, accurate, reliable, 
responsible and make a good first impression! 

 Have a “leave behind” (data, a story, etc). 

 Be an effective group, not individuals.  Conformist 
bias (i.e. wear a tie). 

 One, clear story that will stick (‘distill the story’). 

 Don’t rely too much on data.  Everyone has it. 

 Always be able to tell the other side(s), articulate the 
opposition and offer the solution. 

 You have 45 seconds. 

 



Get out there! 

 Village, Town, City, Regional, State, Federal 

Governments or Governmental Organizations 

 A lot of opportunities to be heard and to 

influence the decisions that are being made. 

 

 Questions? 

 

 


