The Impact of Changes in Farm Structure
on Agricultural Communications

Steve Drake

Change is not new! The current shift in the structure of
agriculiure began in the 30s. The boom years of the 705 may
have been a temporary gliteh in the continuing reduction in
the numbers of farmers.

Wea've got more small farms. . .more big farms. . .and fewer
middle-sized farms. Let's look at some delinitions:

A small farm, . .one with less than $20.000 in annual sales.

A part-time farm. . .one with sales of $20,000 to $100,000.

A moderate-commergial farm. . sales of $100,000 to
£200.000.

A large-commercial farm. . .sales of $200.000 to 5500.000.

A venylarge commarcial farm. . .annual sales over
500,000,

We routinely hear the rallying cry, “"Save the lamily farm.™ |
often wonder. what do we mean by the family farm? Who
owns the very largest commercial farms in the United States?
95 percent of farms with salas over $200,000 ara family
owned and operated! Think of that, 95 percent of the nalion's
largest, most productive farms are owned and operated by in-
dividual families.

Parhaps the rally to save the family farm really means save
the moderale-sized, diversilied, one-family operated farm. The
maderate commercial farm ypifies what people think of as
the farmily farm. As you'll 288 in a few minutes, the numbers
of moderate farms has incréased, but their share of net farm
ingcome has decreased substantially,
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Census people say we now have 2.2 million farms. . .that's
down one-third from 6.8 million in 1935, Since 1969, the
number of small farms has dropped 22 parcent.

The number of part-time farms has dropped 18 percent, but
the number of moderate commercial farms has increased 39
parcent.

The number of large commercial farms is up 43 per-
cant, . .and the number of very large commercial farms is up
53 porcent,

Thir distribution of sales and income more clearly shows
the direction in which U.5. agriculure is heading. The
120,000 farms selling $200,000 or more controd 54 percent of
the total cash receipis and 84 percent of the net farm income,
That means the largest live percent of U5, farms get one-half
the cash receipts and five-sixths of the net farm income.

Mara importantly, the distribution of nat farm income has
concentrated even more resources in the lange to very large
commercial farm calegory. In 1974, these largest farms had
47 percent of cash receipts and 35 percent of net farm in-
come, Just 8 years later, the large farms had grown 1o control
54 percent of cash receipts, but 84 percent of net farm in-
come. And, the very large farms représent the greatast
growth. In fact, between 1974 and 1982, their share of net
farm income jumped fourfold from 16 percent of the tolal 1o
64 percent of the total.

I've given a lot of statistics. What do they mean 1o you, 1o
me, to the land-grant system, to farmers and farm organiza-
nons, 1o federal and state farm programs and policies?

Firsl, let's recognize thal the success of American
agriculture is not solely the result of being blessed with good
soil, water and weather, Qur success comes from our people,
Farmers, And, from the land-grant system of leaching,
research and extension which provided farmers with the
knowledge to capitalize on our wealth of abundance.

Second, like it or not. something is going to have 1o
change. Congrass, the land-grant system, farmers and farm
organizations today face difficult policy decisions, Do we
establish farm programs and policies based on sodal needs?
QOr do we establish policies based on economic principles? Or
do we aslablish policies based on the need 10 reduce the
fodaral budgat?



Those are throe distinet options. Each will alfect all of us,
Each will alfect farmers, agribusingsses, nonfarm consumers
and those of you in the land-grant system,

Third, given continuation of currant trends in agriculture,
the land-grant syslem needs (0 prepare for a bimodal struc-
turg of farming. The number of small farms—those with small
farm income and few acres—is ingreasing. The number of
large commercial farms—those who produce the bulk of farm
products and net farm income—is increasing. But the
maderate larms—ihose in the middle—appeaar 19 be undear the
most stress and are declining. Some are going out of
business, Some are reducing farm production and seeking
more nonfarm ingcome. And, some are expanding and moving
inta the large farm category.

The Impact on Communicators

As @ communicalor, you have a bimodal rola:

= Reflect in, . know your audiences, ther needs and
frustrations and reflect thal knowledge inward 1o your decision
makers.

« Project oul. . know what's going on in your programs
and project those out 1o your constituents.

As a professional communicator, you'd better know why
you are communicating—that is, what you expect people to
do as a rasult of your information. Those people still just
grinding out news releases and Extension bulleting with [itthe
thought of whether or not they are effective may well find
themselves selling used cars.

I want to touch on three areas within this communicalors
segment:

First, the days of the mass-mailed Extension bulletin, mass-
mailed news release, and mass-mailed letters are gone.
Farmers, nonfarm consumers, media and other constiluents
are bombarded with messages. Wa're faced with a traffic jam
of ideas cluttering the minds of everyone and interfering with
Our Messane.

Many of our competitors—othaers seeking to communicate
lo our audiences—have seen the light. Rather than "Dear
Farmer,” our competition is saying 'Dear Fred.” Rather than
saying, “Dear alumnus, please support your university,” our
compatitors are saying: “Last year, Jim, you gave 250; won't
wou and Mary give $75 this year?”

Mot all farmers are alike. They have different wants, dit-
farent needs and different abilities. Universities, Extension
and rescarch people interested in reaching farmers and other
audiences are gaing to have 1o bocome mora specific.
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You need to zero in our demographics like:

Age. . how does age affect what they expect from us?

Size. . .what should we do for the small, part-time larmer
that’s different from the large, commercial farmer?

Education. . .does the noncollege graduate need the same
infarmation as a farmer who holds a masters in agronomy?

Produclion. . .should we send hog production information to
a crops-only larmor?

Those who personalize and tailor messages to individuals
will win the communications battle, will gain greater support
from all of their many and varied constituents.

Second, as communicators, we nead to get up lo speed
with the new technologies. Both the new technology alfecting
farming or the high-tech that farmers will be using, and new
technology—the high-tech tools we'll use to tell our story.

Many of the large commercial farmers are quickly adopting
new communications technology. While only about 4 percent
of all farmers own personal computers, the percentage is
higher among large farmers. For example, 17 percent of Soy-
bean Association members own persanal computers. And B
percent own a home satellite dish,

Most of you have done a super job In moving into satellite
and compuler information technology. But, the new
technology challenges you to adopl new, segmented, largeted
messages. Please, categorize your audiences inlo similar in-
terest categories and then tailor your message o individuals
within each category. An impergonal leter is still an imper-
sonal letter, whether printed, mimeographed or sent in glec-
tronic mail.

Third, be aware of issuas oulside the campus that affect
you, your institution and your audiences. Reflect those issues
inward to both administrators and faculty. Some in PR have
labeled this as the issues management function of
cammunications.

Here are a few examples of current issues:

* AID grants, . .56 million to U of lllincis for subtropical
soybean varieties. $1.5 million to Q5U-led project to develop
soybean production in Burma. Better that AID and land-grant
colleges convert those funds to programs to teach Brazil how
to consume the soybaans we taught them how 1o grow.

+ Anti-research bias. . .sull present. . surplus still makes
many farmers say we don't need more production. Perhaps
you can solve it. Convert farmer thinking from price per
bushel to income per acre, then they'll see the value of

research.
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» Macrogconomics. As agriculture has imernationalized,
issues like high-valued dollar, textile agreements, U.5.-
Japanese frade vitally affect LS. farmers.

The Impact on Educators, Research and Extension

| don't plan to discuss the teaching function other than 1o
recognize issues like fewer students, competition for stale
funding and difficully maintaining quality faculty and staff.
These and other issues will place a greal deal of stress on
wnivergity decision makers.

Rather, | want 1o briefly comment on some of the issues
facing research and extension,

First, rasearch.

I've previously discussed farmer emationalism about
research. Many see research as more production, which
means lower prices, and prices are low enough now! | talked
gaflier about tha nead (o convert farmers from price per
bushel to income per acre. Together, we must all work to in-
crease production ethciencies—to onoe again be the lzast-
cost producer, If we're successiul in this renawad emphasis,
we'll sae renewed support for research. Il we fail o return as
a least-cost producer, all of agriculture will suffer for we will
have failed to compate in the world markets, which consume
twro-thirds of our wheat, one-halt of our soybeans, and one-
third of our corn.

Congressional decision makers are reviewing the public ver-
sus private research funding guesion. Thig may put pressure
on federally-funded research. The trend toward public-private
research contracts that give some benefits of public research
to private companies is a likaly lulure issue.

Another coming debate may revelve around the social
guestion: does land-grant research benelit big farmers and
hurt family-farmers, . .defined as smaller cperalors?

Second, Extension. Here are three items to ponder:

My father got involved in premeating preduction of hay in
Michigan. Local Extension people didn't like the hay farmar
he invited to speak, but farmers loved him. In a post-meeting
survey. 46 percent of farmers al dad's hay meeting said they
had never attended an Extension meeting.

One univarsity Extension system has prevented a popular,
well respected Exlension specialist from accepting speaking
engagements cutside that stale. Is 1his jealously, ar what?

Ag Secretary Block told the llinais Farm Bureau that
federal support of Extension is one of the items on the laun-
dry list of possible cuts in the USDA budget.

Here ara some of the challenges facing Extension:

First. . .not all farmers are created equal. Extension needs
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to belter tailor its programs 1o the different needs of the dif-
ferent segments of agriculture.

Second. . .Extension neads 0 raview possible structural
changes in its system lo match the changing farm structure.
What is the role of the local county agent when many of the
larger, commercial farmers bypass him and go diractly to the
univarsity Extension specialist? If you've not already seen it, |
strongly suggest you get a copy of “The Two Faces of
Missouri Agriculture: A Dual Extension Service for a Dual
Agriculture.” This June 1984 report came out of Bill Heffer-
nan and Rex Campball at Missouri's Department of Rural
Sociology. It proposed solutions for Extension's basic
question,

Third, . .Extension neads 1o review its role vis-a-vis the
dramatic changes coming through high technology and the
growth of private industry into traditional researchiextension
argas, For example, Monsanlo just opened a $150 million
research facility in 5t Louis that will employ 600 research
scientists. How can or should Extension get involved in
evaluating these new developments and products? And, if Ex-
tension doesn't provide evaluation, who will and how can
farmers gain unbiased information about which practices/pro-
ducts are best for them?
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