CHAPTER 2
AGRICULTURAL RESOURCE BASE INDICATORS

LIBBY HINSLEY, KISHA LEWELLYN, AND JASON SEAGLE

OVERVIEW

Missoula County’s agricultura resource base has seen consderable change since 1950.
This chepter covers changes with regard to fam numbers and acreage, fam ownership,
age of famers organic faming, and farmland conservation. Overdl, Missoula County’s
totd acreage in farming and totd number of farms has decreased in the past fifty years.

In particular, the number of farms in the range of 100 to 1,000 acres has declined quite
significantly. Not surprisngly then, there has been an overdl decrease in the number of
farmers operating in the county. The average age of famers has steadily increased over
time, and the number of minority farmers has increased by one or two farmers for each
census after 1970. The USDA has not recorded figures for organic fams in Missoula
County. Recent trends aso suggest that farmland conservation is on the rise in Missoula
County.

Although the Census of Agriculture can be consdered representative of famers in
Missoula County, it is not indusve of dl famers. This under-representation occurs
because some farmers gpparently do not receive the Census of Agriculture. Rdative to
totd production in Montana, agriculture in Missoula County does not seem to have been
that dgnificant.  Although smdl in comparison to date totas, locd food production is
dill vitd to the hedth and security of our community.
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FARM NUMBERSAND ACREAGE

Thetrends.

The definition of a fam used in the Census of Agriculture has changed nine times since
the minimum criteria defining a farm for census purposes were firgt established in 1850.
The current definition, first used for the 1974 Census, is “any place from which $1,000 or
more of agricultura products were produced and sold or normaly would have been sold
during the census year.” This means that a place can be dassfied as a fam if it hes the
potentid to produce $1,000 worth of agricultural product in a year. For the 1950 and
1954 Census, places of three or more acres were counted as farms if the annuad vaue of
agricultural products amounted to $150 or more. Between 1959 and 1974, “Places of less
than 10 acres...were counted as farms if the estimated sdes of agricultural products for
the year amounted to at least $250. Places of 10 or more acres...were counted as farms if
the estimated sdles of agricultural products for the year amounted to at least $50."2 Due
to increases in the vaue of a dollar and other changes in the Structure of agriculture,
organizations such as the Census Advisory Committee on Agriculture Statiftics, the
Office of Management and Budget, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture decided to
change the definition of afarm in 19743

Agriculturd production in Missoula County has chenged since 1950. The number of
farms in the county decreased by dmogt haf (48%) from 594 in 1950 to 310 in 1974, but
rose for a number of years after that (see Figures 1-4; Figures depicting Montana State
data are included adongsde Missoula County data for comparative purposes throughout
this section). During the same twenty-year period, totd acresge in farming in the county
dropped from a high of nearly 397,000 acres in 1954 to 262,000 acres in 1974, a drop of
34%. Farmed acreage in the county has remaned reatively dable in the years since
1974, in the vicinity of 250-280,000 acres. The number of farms has seen a net decrease
of 19% since 1950, from 594 to 482 in 1997. The percentage of Montand's farms located
in Missoula County has been consgtently low (2% or less) for the past 50 years. The
percentage of Montana's fam acreage located in Missoula County has adso been
consgtently low a 1% or less.
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Figure 1. Number of Farmsin Missoula County
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Figure 3. Total Acreagein Agriculture in Missoula County
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Over the past 50 years, the average fam dze and fam sSze didribution in Missoula
County have both fluctuated (see Figures 5-7). In 1950, average fam size was roughly
482 acres. By 1969 it peaked at 1,038 acres, and it has since falen again to 544 acres in
1997 for a net increase of 13% since 1950. There have been notable changes in fam sze
digribution snce 1950 across most of the dSze categoriess The number of farms
consisting of 1 to 9 acres has decreased from 118 to 79, or by 33% since 1950, but
between 1992 and 1997 it climbed by 39% from 57 to 79. The number of farms with 10
to 49 acres has increased by 86% since 1950, from 95 to 177. The number of farms in
the 50 to 99 acre category has risen dightly, while those in the 100 to 499 acre category
have fdlen by over 50%, from 209 to 101. Numbers of farms in the largest size classes
have aso decreased since 1950. In the 500 to 999 acre category, farm numbers have
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fdlen by just over two thirds, from 69 to 22, and in the 1,000 and over acre category farm
numbers have fdlen by one quarter, from 60 to 45. However, the number of fams in this
Sze class rebounded by 29% between 1992 and 1997, from 35 to 45. In sum, dthough
the number of farms under fifty acres is on the rise, Missoula County has far fewer large
farmsthan it did fifty years ago.

Figure 5: Average Farm Size in Missoula County
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Figure 7: Farm Size Distribution for Missoula County
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Why isthistrend occurring?

The paterns of change in Missoula County are not eesily explained by broad nationd
trends in agriculture over the past 50 years. It is interesting to note that the late 1960's
and early 1970's saw some significant changes. This is roughly the point & which fam
numbers and acreage in the county fdl sharply, and the percentage of Montana's farms
and farm acreage located in Missoula County dropped. However, it is dso the time when
the average fam gze in the county pesked. This seems to reflect that Missoula County
underwent a farly dramatic shift to fewer and larger fams in the late 1960's and early
1970's, but that these trends have since lessened their severity somewhat. While the
number of the smdlest fams has fdlen sbgtantidly snce 1950 in Missoula County, it
has begun a climb in recent years agan. Where the county seems to be losing farms most
is in the broad range of farms 100 acres and bigger, dropping from 338 in 1950 to 168 in
1997, a 50% decrease.

These trends mean that Missoula County has lost many of its farms that are large enough
for commercia production of commodity crops. This could reflect a number of factors,
including the high cost of inputs required for production, few opportunities for adding
vaue to fam products (i.e, a lack of food processng facilities), insufficient loca
markets for agriculturd products, and/or population growth in the county and the
consequent pressure of development on agriculturad land.  The recent increese in the
number of smdler fams in the county might reflect that it is more economicdly feasble
to farm a smaller acreage. It might also suggest that, for tax purposes, a growing number
of people are cdaming fam daus on smaler acreage parces because they produce
$1,000 or more per year in agricultural products, even though they may not raise crops
intendvely or commercidly on the land.
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Why isthisimportant?

The drop in fams of al szes, but paticularly the 50% decrease in those of 100 acres or
more has implications for the viability of faming in Missoula County. It seems to
suggest that certain crops that require larger acreage are difficult to produce here in an
economicaly viable way. In order to build the capacity back up for that scale of farming
in the county, it might be important to implement policies that make farming more
economicaly feasble However, the recent growth of smal fam numbers in the county
suggests that there may be an increasing potentia for locad production if more markets
for localy grown crops are developed. In order to understand Missoula County’s
potential for local production, we need to better understand the county’s smal farms.
Are these smdl fams producing agriculturd crops with the potentid for locd
consumption, or are they merdly grossing at least $1,000 in total agriculturd product per
year, thus qudifying as a “fam” under the Census definition? Maintaining faming as a
viable enterprise is a key component to providing the county with a secure, local, and
long-term food supply as well as preserving the county’s rura character as development
pressure rises in the future.

FARM OWNERSHIP BY TENURE

Thetrends.

The Census of Agriculture andyzes farmland according to three categories of tenure: full
owner, part owner or tenant operator. A full owner is defined as an operator who owns al
land (he farms. A part owner owns and rents land (s)he farms. And a tenant operator
soldy leases the land (s)he is operating. (Acreage figures for full owners and tenants

were wighheld in the 1992 Census of Agriculture “to avoid disclosng data for individua
fams”)

The number of full owners in Missoula County has been consdently higher than the
number of pat owners and tenants combined. Although there have been consgently
more full owners, this group generally worked less acreage than part owners until 1997.
Full owners and tenants worked smilar amounts of land from 1974 to 1987 even though
there were more full owners than tenant operators.

From 1954 to 1974 the number of full owners decreased by 51% from 444 to 215
operators (see Figure 8). However by 1997 that number had risen back to over 360 full
owners in the county. The amount of acres in full owner operation decreased between
1954 and 1964, but then jumped in 1969 by 40% from approximately 100,000 to 140,000
acres (see Figure 9). Interegtingly, this rise was immediately followed by a 48% decrease
to 73,000 acres in 1974. The amount of land in full owner operaion then stayed around
70,000 acres until 1997 when acreage rose by 65% from 69,000 to 114,000 in just ten
years. By 1997 there were 362 full owners working over 114,000 acres, whereas in 1950
there were 429 full owners operating 115,000 acres. In 1997, full owners as a group were
also operating more acreage than any other tenure group.
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Figure 8: Number of Missoula County Farm Operators

by Tenure
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Figure 9: Acresin Operation in Missoula County by
Operator Tenure
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From 1950 to 1987, pat owners operated more acreage than full owners or tenant
operators in Missoula County (except in 1969). By 1997, however, part owners farmed
less acreage than either group. In 1964 there were 114 pat owners in the county
operating a high of over 200,000 acres. By 1969, this acreage fel to 127,000 acres and
there were only 76 part owners in the county. In 1997, 100 part owners were operating an
al time low of roughly 60,000 acres.

The number of tenant operators dropped between 1954 and 1969 by 72% from 65 to 18

tenants. Within the same span of time, the number of acres in production more than
doubled for tenants, going from 33,000 acres to 72,000. This trend stabilized and then

26



rose to 86,000 acres in 1997. Although the number of tenants rose as high as 30 in 1987
and 1992, it fell again in 1997 to 20.

Why arethese trends occurring?

The trend toward full or part ownership may be directly related to the growth of the city
out into smaler subdivided fams. As Missoula County grows in populaion, many
families and individuds with the cgpitd to purchase land or partidly own land may have
moved out of the city limits to purchase acreage. This land may then be used, in pat or
whole, for farming or ranching.

The trend of full owners operating more land than they were in 1950 may mean that full
owners are actudly operating more land per person. It may adso be possble that some
individuas are operating very large acreege while the bulk of full owners are operating
amdler plots. However, it is important to note that dthough full owners may be operating
more acreage as a group, they may not be producing food. In order to be categorized as a
farm or ranch they must only make, or ke able to make, $1000 a year. The sde of one
horse or cow would sufficiently meet thisfigure.

Why isthisimportant?

Trends regarding ownership are important because of the economic concerns that come
with faming or ranching and the amount of control an individud has over his or her
operaion. Farming as a full owner has many bendfits induding mantaning management
control over production, employment, and marketing. Since full owners have a direct
relationship with the land and farm decison-making, they may aso be enabled to connect
with local markets and communities of consumers,

The increase in the amount of land operated by tenant farmers is adso important to
undergand because tenant operators tend to have less input into farm management since
they are only renting the property. They dso have less security, since the landowner may
or may not continue the lease from year to year.

M INORITY FARM OPERATORS

Thetrends.

Until 1964 farm ownership was ddineated as white or nonwhite and as a result these
figures are only moderatdly comparable with data collected after that time>® Even after
1964, the definitions for race and ethnicity have been in trandtion. The 1974 definition
provides information regarding black and other races. The term black includes “blacks,
American indians, asan and pacific idanders and dl other racid groups other than
white” (note. This census definition kept terms in lower case). The term all other races
is primarily “limited to persons native to or of ancestry from Mexico, the Caribbean and
central and south America”®

During the 1990's there was a shift in the categorization to include separate information
for a variety of ethnic backgrounds. The 1997 census attempted to improve datistics
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regarding minority farm operators by sending out over 3,000 letters and postcards to
farmers and ranchers asking for any missed operators.  Officids adso visted locd farm
organizations.  Previous census only counted one farm operator for each Indian
reservation; while in 1997 the goa was to provide a more accurate count.

It seems that the terminology may have been in the process of being redefined during
1969 since ethnic afiliation is not mentioned in the report again until 1974. Also, after
1974 the Census of Agriculture does not lisg figures on how many whites are faming in
the county. This information could be ascertained by subtracting the number of minority
famers from the number of totd farmers. For some ;/ears, data was unavalable for
Missoula County and is left blank in Figure 10 beow.” This figure indudes dl tenure
categories (full owner, part owner, and tenant).

Figure 10: Number of Farmers of Color in Missoula
County
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During the 1940's the number of minority farmers in the county was actudly higher than
in 1997. Although this could be due to variaions in the definitions, the number of
minority farmers dropped and has remained consstently low. From 1974 to 1992, ethnic
ownership of farms increased by approximately one person for every five years with the
highest number occurring in 1992 at 7 minority operators. By 1997 the figure dropped to
five, dl of whom identified as American Indian.

Why arethese trends occurring?

There are various socio-politicd and economic reasons that the mgority of famers in
Missoula County are Caucasan. The trends could stem from historical oppresson and
limitations on property ownership for ethnic groups, paticularly Native Americans.
Many indigenous tribes exclude the idea of land ownership from ther beief system and
the U.S. government has higorically denied native tribes land ownership rights. More
recently, these trends may be attributed to economic factors such as inability to purchase
increasingly expensive land.

Why isthisimportant?

Undersanding the diversty of farmers is important in regard to the socid structure and
equity within a given area Even though there is limited diversty in Missoula County’s
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population overdl, the rate of diverdty among fames is even lower. The ovedl
demographics of Missoula County reflect that in 2000, 94% of residents were white, and
2.3% were American Indian.® In 1997 there were 482 operators in the county and of
those, only 5 were of ethnic origin other than white, European. This is only 1% of
farmers in Missoula County, which does not pardld county population figures for people
of color which is gpproximately 6%. This disparity may indicate a lack of opportunity
for people of color to become involved in farming. What is dso quite possble is that
gnce the Census of Agriculture is 4ill in the midst of developing information-gathering
techniques, that this smply may not be an accurate assessment of the minority
communities of farmers in Missoula County.  Further community-based research would
be helpful in deciphering the meaning of these indicators.

FARMER AGE

Thetrends.
Since the early 1980s the average age of farmers in Missoula County has risen
consgently (see Figure 11). Until 1964, the average age remaned in the early fifties
However, in recent decades there has been a rise in these figures. Although there was a
dight dip in 1982 to 49 years of age, the overdl trend reflects a rise from 51 in 1964 to
56 in 1997.

Figure 11: Average Age of Operatorsin
Missoula County
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Why arethesetrends occurring?

By 2025, Montana's 65 and older population is projected to rise to 20% of Montana's
totdl population.’ This aging trend is reflected within the farming industry. Nationdl
trends dso indicate that fewer young people are entering farming. This increases the
national average age of famers, and the same is likdy for Missoula County. As such,
many famers in Missoula County are coming closer to retiring age.  While scrutiny of
the median age might offer more information, these figures are not readily available.
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Why isthisimportant?

Age offers information regarding probable productivity and longevity of a work sector. It
is possible that as farmers reach retirement age and are not replaced by a new generation,
the end of their production could leave a gep in the food sytem. An influx of new
operators could provide a cetain amount of food security in that production could
continue.

The dae government has recognized that the lack of young famers will affect
productivity, but a the same time, some agencies clam that age will not affect the
productivity of farmers. For ingance, the Department of Hedth and Human Services
dates that athough the average age of farmers is expected to increase, it is not expected
to “affect Montana's agriculture industry, because the development of new technologies
has decreased the physicd demands of farming and ranching”'® However, the report
does not teke into account the high cost of such technologies nor the fact that this age
group is consdered close to retirement age in most other sectors of employment.  This
suggests that as the group ages they will be leaving farming regardless of available
technology.

The Montana Farm Bureau recognizes the lack of young farmers and has supported the
cregtion of programs and policies such as the Beginning Farmers and Ranchers Tax
Incentive Act of 2003. This Act mandates that cafita gans taxes be eiminated when
agriculturd land is sold to a beginning farmer or rancher.™

ORGANIC FARMS

For a variety of reasons, information on the number and acresge of organic farms in
Missoula County is not avalable. An extensve phone interview with Doug Crabtree,
Program Director of the Montana Depatment of Agriculture indicated that there is
presently no mechanism by which to record the number of organic fams in Missoula
County and that such information is “not pertinent to certification”. There is dso no
procedure by which to release organic farm address information so that someone ese
could collect that data  Further, even if such information were avalable from the
Montana Department of Agriculture, it would be incomplete because there are multiple
cetifiers in the United States and around the world who could potentidly certify farms in
Montana.'?

Although the Nationd Organic Law mandates that the USDA accredit dl certifying
agencies, these agencies do not have to provide the USDA with a ligt of fams they have
cetified as organic.  The Montana Depatment of Agriculture is just one of many
certifiers, and organic standards are enforced by the Depatment only for those farms
which they cetify. The USDA, under the Nationa Organic Program (NOP) is
responsible for broader enforcement. Other accredited certifiers are respongble for ther
own clients.

30



The only exiding directory has been collected and disseminated by Alternative Energy
Resource Organization (AERO) which is a grassoots nonprofit organization. The 2003-
2004 Abundant Montana, Directory to Sustainably Grown Montana Food ligts three
certified organic producers in Missoula County with production of vegetables, fungi, and
herbs.

Why isthisimportant?

Since there is no officid database for organic fams in Missoula County, it is hard to
ascertain how many fams are engaged in organic prectices. The lack of datistics dso
leaves a gap in the overdl picture of the food sysem in Missoula County, Shce many
organic farms tend to be smaler and may be more oriented toward marketing in the locd
community. The identification of organic fams could aso offer information regarding
those fams practicing sudainable farming techniques. Such datisics could offer
important information regarding the amount of food production from sugtainable, organic
agriculture in comparison to indudirid agriculture.

The lack of information aso begs the question of how the USDA is enforcing certified
organic regulaions when they have no comprehensve lig of dl organic fams The
Montana Department of Agriculture does require certified farms to fill out a form each
year, indicating any changes in the management plan of ther farm. It is only sent to
farmers who have been certified with the agency.

FARMLAND CONSERVATION

Thetrends.

The American Famland Trugt, AFT, edimates tha over five million acres of Montand's
best ranchland will be imperiled from low-density development by the year 2020 The
AFT defines “threatened” ranchland as rurd aress that are expected to grow to suburban
density by the year 2020. This recent study shows tha of the nation’s top 25 counties
with “draegic ranchland a risk” seven lie within the state of Montana; Missoula County,
with 341,760 “threstened” ranchland acres (20% of Missoula County land ared), ranks
ninth in the Rocky Mountain region* According to AFT, working agricultura lands
across the date that “provide criticd habitat, natura resources and jobs are being
replaced  with low-dengity residentid growth”™ As these agriculturd lands are
fragmented and permanently transformed by development, Montana's ecologicd,
economic and cultura heritages become imperiled as well.

In order to dow this development trend and help preserve Missoula County’s agricultura
landscape, a number of land conservation drategies have been employed in recent
decades. Strategies being utilized include the Federa Conservation Reserve/Wetlands
Reserve Program, private conservation essements, and a Bond Funding Initiative passed
in 1995 to help preserve open space around the City of Missoula Each of these
consarvation messures, described below, offers financia incentives to locd farmers,
ranchers, and property owners of critical habitat to resst macroeconomic pressure to sdl
or subdivide ther land for development.  Although each of these three economic
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incentive draegies is farly congruent with one another in their misson to preserve open
space, each strategy is unique in the details of its gpproach to conservation.

The Consarvaion Reserve/Wetlands Reserve Program, adminisered by the Naturd
Resources Conservation Service, is a federdly funded program that “pays farmers to
voluntarily remove vulnerable lands from row-crop production for a ten-year period and
requires permanent cover to be established”’® By compensaing the agriculturd
producer for retiring ecologicdly sendgtive areas from production, this conservation
drategy functions to reduce soil eroson, produce wildiife habitet, and assists the
farmer/rancher in remaining financialy solvent, a least for a decade.

For Missoula County, the Conservation Reserve/Wetlands Reserve Program does not
appear on the Census of Agriculture prior to 1987. Data from 1992 indicates that nine
fams were paticipating in such programs with a totd of 826 acres st adde for
conservation. Figures for tota number of farms or total acreage are not listed in the 1997
Census of Agriculture,

Consarvation essements are a voluntary legd agreement between a landowner and a
qudified entity designed to protect, perpetudly or for a limited term, specific
conservation atributes of a property. A qudified entity could be any government body
(County, State, or Federal) or a conservation group organized to protect land (such as a
land trust organization). These measures dlow the landowner to continue to own/manage
the land, while redricting certain activities (such as subdividing or commercid timber
harvesting) that would degrade its ecologicd characterigtics. By removing or limiting the
land's development potential, conservation easements can decrease the edate tax by
lowering the market vaue of the property. The tax benefits that conservation easements
provide are proving to be a reliable method of ensuring that landowners can hold onto
their property and pass it along intact to the next generation.

The amount of land set asde from development through conservation easements has been
on the rise in Missoula County. By 2001, 21,884 acres of land in the County were
protected through enrollment in this type of conservation drategy (which represents
seven percent of the private land acreage in Missoula County).r” “In November 1995
City of Missoula voters passed a five million dollar open space bond to acquire open
gpace land in or near the City, as guided by the Missoula Urban Open Space Plan. Since
passage of the bond, loca government ownership of open space land has increased from

1,220 acres to 2,736 acres, an increase of 124%" .18

It should be mentioned that the totd acreage in Missoula County, over 22,000 acres,
protected through the use of conservation easements and the bond funding initiative is not
exclusve to agriculturdly productive land but includes other protected areas such as
wildlife habitat and public open space. According to the Missoula County Growth Policy,
the recent increases in land area set aside for conservation is a trend expected to continue.
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Why arethese trends occurring?

The Conservation Reserve/Wetlands Reserve Program was introduced in the early 1980's
to hep curb sgnificant soil eroson that was occurring as a response to agriculturd
overproduction on margina lands during the 1970's.

Conservation easements did not come into widespread nationd use until the Tax Reform
Act of 1976 officidly recognized such donations of development rights as tax deductible;
they have since become a very popular means to protect land® Seemingly, Missoula
County residents are progressvely becoming more aware of the detrimental Sde effects
of urban growth, as the recent increase in consarvetion easements might suggest. This
move to conserve agriculturd lands has been facilitated by locd organizations such as
Five Vdley Land Trust, Trugt for Public Land, Nature Conservancy, and the Rocky
Mountain Elk Foundetion.

Why isthisimportant?

Missoula County population increased by 17,115 people between 1990 and 2000, a 22%
increase®  In this same tenyear period, “the number of acres in approved subdivisons
increased by 12,206 acres, and 10,682 acres of this tota were in subdivisons located
outsde the Missoula City Limit”*' Since 1990 the greatest percentage of population
increase has occurred outside the urban area of the County, with rurd sub-areas, such as
the Lolo region, Ninemile/Frenchtown, Potomac/Sedey and Confederated Sdish and
Kootenai Triba lands growing by 46%%% With this levd of populaion growth,
agriculturd land and open space throughout the valey will continue to be in high demand
for development.
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