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Introduction

According to the 2007 Census of Agriculture,
there are 41,407 farms in Florida that operate
with less than 179 acres each (USDA, 2007).
This represents 87% of the 47,463 farms in the
state. While the number of farms in Florida has
increased by 8% since the 2002 Census, the
average size of farms has decreased by 18%
from 236 acres in 2002 to 195 acres in 2007.
The USDA defines a small farm as one having
gross sales less than $250,000 (Hoppe &
Macdonald, 2001). According to the 2007
Census of Agriculture, 93% of farms in Florida
fall into this category.

It is incumbent upon University of Florida IFAS
Extension and Florida Agricultural and
Mechanical University (FAMU) Extension
systems to identify the changing needs of
Florida farmers in order to provide them
relevant information. As farm size decreases,
Extension agents need to understand who these
farmers are, as well as how they prefer to obtain
new information and what can be done to meet
their educational needs. Some small farmers
have indicated that they would be less likely to
attend Extension programs that are directed at

the traditional, commodity production farmers
(Suvedi, Lapinski, & Campo, 2000). Extension
services have been emphasizing the use of
technology to deliver programming. Regardless
of their familiarity with technology, some
farmers still preferred one-on-one consultations
and on-farm demonstrations for educational
delivery methods (Lasley, Padgitt, & Hanson,
2001). A study of forest landowners in the
South also showed a negative correlation
between age and high tech educational delivery
methods like the Internet and interactive videos
(Radhakrishna, Nelson, Franklin & Kessler
2003).

The objective of this report is to summarize the
results from the 2008 University of Florida
IFAS Extension—Florida Agricultural and
Mechanical University (FAMU) Small Farm
Survey. This information can then be used by
Extension faculty to identify target audiences,
develop relevant materials, and deliver this
information through appropriate channels to
assist farmers in achieving the goals of their
small farm enterprises.
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Purpose and Objectives

Florida's two land-grant universities, University
of Florida (UF) and Florida Agricultural and
Mechanical University (FAMU), are tasked with
providing research-based information to farmers
in Florida. In order to meet this objective for
small farmers, a better understanding of this
particular group of producers is necessary. A
survey of small farm operators in Florida was
conducted in 2008 to describe the characteristics
of Florida small farms.

The first objective of the study was to identify
the enterprises in which small farmers are
engaged. The second objective was to obtain
demographic information about small farmers in
Florida including age, education level, and other
background information. The third objective
was to have those surveyed identify perceived
barriers to success. In addition, the study sought
to identify small farmers' preferences for
sources of new information and information
delivery methods. The information gleaned from
this survey will be utilized by Extension faculty
with small farm programming in their plan of
work.

Methods

The survey instrument was designed by
Extension specialists and agents. Pilot tests were
conducted with two diverse groups of farmers in
Live Oak, FL and Ocala, FL (n=18). The final
draft of the instrument implemented edits
recommended by the pilot groups. Potential
participants in the survey were selected from a
list of attendees at regional small farm
conferences within the State of Florida during
2006 and 2007. A total of 856 surveys were
mailed out using the "Total Design Method"
(Dillman, 2000). A pre-letter was sent out in
July, 2008, prior to the survey. Three days later

the actual survey was sent with a cover letter.
Stamped envelopes were provided to return the
survey. A postcard reminder was sent one week
later and a second survey was sent with a cover
letter about two weeks after the first survey. In
order to preserve anonymity, the surveys were
not coded to identify particular respondents. Of
the 856 surveyed, 275 (32%) provided usable
information, 60 (7%) indicated the respondents
were not currently farming, 5 (0.6%) refused to
respond, 10 (1.2%) were ineligible (e.g., agency
officials), 3 (0.4%) were deceased, and 129
(15%) had inaccurate addresses that prevented
delivery of the surveys. In addition, twenty nine
surveys were hand delivered to farmers by
Extension agents. All told, this study's findings
were drawn from a total of 304 usable surveys.

In reporting the results of this survey, data is
compared to that of the 2007 Census of
Agriculture, which was conducted in early 2008.
This comparison will help to illustrate the
differences/similarities between the population
of small farmers participating in this survey and
those of the total population of Florida's
commodity producers. Extension agents can
utilize this information in the development of
educational programs that will focus on this
particular client group. Producers will be able to
see how they compare to their counterparts
throughout Florida.

Results
Economic Characteristics of Small Farmers

The average total size of farm operations for
respondents to the survey was 174 acres. The
distribution of land holdings compared to the
2007 Census of Agriculture results is shown in
Figure 1. A majority of farms in both the 2008
Florida Small Farm survey and the 2007 Census
of Agriculture (64% and 70% respectively) are
less than 50 acres in size.
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Figure 1. 2008 Small Farm Survey total size of operation distribution compared to farm sizes reported in the 2007 Census of

Agriculture.

The gross income distribution from the 2008
Small Farm Survey is compared to the 2007
Census of Agriculture in Figure 2. The
distribution illustrates that the Small Farm
Survey closely aligns with the US Census
figures for Florida. A majority of respondents
(53%) indicated gross farm income was $10,000

or less. In addition, nearly half (44%) of
respondents to the survey indicated that greater
than fifty percent of their household income was
generated off the farm. These results indicate
that small farmers are relying on other sources
of income to support their farm operations.
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Figure 2. Gross annual income on small farms (2008) compared to farm incomes as reported in 2007 Census of Agriculture.
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Figure 3 provides information about the number
of enterprises in which Florida small farm
operators are engaged. A majority of operations
(61%) had one or two primary enterprises.
Many new to the industry are willing to try new
enterprises (Israel & Ingram, 1990), but they
also report that they are limited by availability

of capital, labor, and uncertainty of markets.
Closer analysis of numbers of enterprises,
shown in Figure 4, reveals that many farmers
(55%) reported being engaged in only one
enterprise, while the rest were diversified
among multiple enterprises between the
different commodities produced.
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Figure 3. 2008 Florida small farms by number of enterprises.
70 - 0 2
60 -
2
c 50 - M 6 or more
e W 5 Enterprises
o
2 40 - .
8 W 4 Enterprises
S 30 - m 3 Enterprises
et
[=
2 M 2 Enterprises
g 20 -
a H 1 Enterprise
10 A
O T T T 1
Livestock Crops Services Other

Figure 4. Percent of enterprises Florida producers reported for each commodity (2008 Florida Small Farm Survey).
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Based on the 304 responses, small farm
operators are a diverse group, both in crops
produced and production strategies. Over 35
different enterprises were reported by
respondents. The most common enterprises
were beef cattle (33% of small farmers), horses
(17%), goats (16%), vegetables (14%), and
flowers and bedding plants (11%). Production
strategies also varied among the farmers who
grew crops: 40% producers used conventional
practices, 23% followed organic principles with
some conventional inputs, 19% followed
organic principles but were not certified, 8%

were certified organic, and the remainder used
other production strategies.

Demographic Characteristics of 2008 Florida
Small Farm Survey Respondents

Figure 5 displays the educational levels of
farmers participating in the survey. The results
indicated that small farmers in Florida are well
educated by comparison to the general
population (U.S. Census, 2000). Eighty-four
percent of survey respondents had attained some
college credit and 45% reported having a
college degree and/or professional school
training.
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Figure 5. Small farmer education level (2008 Small Farm Survey) compared to Florida general population (2000 Florida Census).

Figure 6 shows the age distribution of small
farmers participating in the survey. The majority
of these farmers (58%) are between the ages of
45 and 64. Very few farmers (2%) are less than

35 years of age. The mean age of these small
farmers is 58, which matches the mean age
reported in the 2007 Census of Agriculture for
Florida.
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Figure 6. Ages of 2008 Small Farm Survey respondents vs. 2007 Census of Agriculture data.

Gender of respondents consisted of 195 (65%) majority of respondents were white (95%),
males and 103 (35%) females, whereas US while 2.3% were African American, 1% were
Census data (2007) indicated 78% of farm American Indian/Native Alaskan, .3% were
operators in Florida were male and 22% were Asian, and 1.3% identified themselves as other.
female. These results were very similar to the 2007
Census of Agriculture which found that 95%
Figure 7 provides the breakdown of the small were white, 2.7% were African American, 1.3%
farm respondents by race compared to the were Asian, .7% were American Indian, and
results of the 2007 Census of Agriculture. A .7% of respondents were classified as other.
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Figure 7. 2008 Small Farm Survey respondents' race/ethnicity compared to data reported in the 2007 Census of Agriculture.
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An interesting attribute of respondents to this
survey was revealed in connection to the
farming lifestyle or past farming experience.
One hundred seventy-nine respondents (60%)
said that none of the members of their family
were farmers. Also, 132 small farmers (44%)
indicated that they were the first-generation of
farmers. Twenty-three respondents (8%) said
they were second-generation farmers, 41 (14%)
said they were third-generation farmers, and 101
(34%) said their family had been farming for

more than three generations.

Figure 8 illustrates how many years of farming
experience the respondents have. The data
indicate that many people have begun farming
in recent years. Fifteen percent of respondents
reported having had less than five years of
experience at farming. The number of new
farmers is consistent with the recent growth in
number of Florida farms from 2002 to 2007
(USDA, 2007).
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Figure 8. 2008 Small Farm Survey respondents’ years of experience vs. 2007 Census of Agriculture data.

Roughly one-third of respondents indicated they
were retired, one-third considered farming their
primary occupation, and one-third had an
assortment of off-farm occupations (100+)
ranging from accountant to sales manager.

Educational Preferences of Florida's Small
Farmers

It is important to determine the educational
needs of small farmers in order to provide
educational programming that is relevant to
their operations. This survey confirmed that
many farmers are currently using University of

Florida and Florida A & M Extension services.
Six respondents (2.0%) used FAMU-CESTA,
187 (63.6%) used UF/IFAS services, 39
(13.3%) used both and 62 (21.1%) used neither.
Analysis of the method of delivery (channels of
information) is also important in order to
understand how farmers obtain information. The
top three channels for gathering information
were county meetings and workshops, local
Extension newsletters, and Extension
information in magazines. Figure 9 ranks small
farmers' preferences for educational channels of
information from most popular to least.
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Figure 9. 2008 Florida Small Farm Survey respondents’ use of educational channels ranked in order of decreasing use.

Figure 10 displays the information sources small farmers include other farmers 72 (25%),
farmers rely on to obtain updates on new commercial publications 63 (23%) and direct
production and marketing strategies. The top contact with Extension agents 63 (23%).
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Figure 10. Information sources utilized by small farmers in Florida (2008 Florida Small Farm Survey).
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The survey results also indicate that most days
(except Sunday) are acceptable to farmers to
attend informational workshops. Figure 11

Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday

Sunday

displays the preferred times for Extension
meetings. Weekday evenings (Monday through
Thursday) and Saturday day-long programs
have the largest number of favorable responses.
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B Morning ® Afternoon

W Evening m Full Day

Figure 11. Small farmer preferences for timing of educational events (2008 Florida Small Farm Survey).

Respondents were mixed in their response to the
question of how far they were willing to drive to
attend Extension programs (see Figure 12).
While 100% would drive less than 25 miles,
fewer ( 82%) would go as far as 49 miles, and
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less than half (48%) would travel up to 74 miles.
Only 27% of the respondents would go as far as
100 miles, and just 12% would be willing to
drive over 100 miles to a relevant program.

48%

Lessthan 25  Less than 50
Miles Miles

T

Lessthan 75 Lessthan 100 Greater than
Miles Miles

100 Miles

Figure 12. Distance respondents are willing to travel to Extension events (2008 Florida Small Farm Survey).
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Educational Importance, Implications,
and Application

The results of the 2008 Florida Small Farm
Survey provide insight into the characteristics of
the small farm and their operator’s educational
preferences. A majority (64%) of small farms
are less than 50 acres in size. Many (67%) farms
have incomes of less than $25,000 and engage
in only one or two enterprises. The survey data
indicate that many small farmers in Florida are
well-educated, have a relatively high mean age
(58), and have off-farm incomes. Many of these
small farmers (15%) have just recently begun
farming (less than 5 years) and they have an
assortment of reasons for starting their farming
enterprise. These small farmers present both
opportunities and challenges for the Extension
service, not unlike those of the larger, traditional
farmers. There is a definite need for information
regarding production and management
techniques within this subset of farmers. The
Extension service can provide research-based
information specific to the needs of these
farmers.

The challenge becomes how best to deliver
information to these individuals. This survey,
along with other research in this area, has found
that producers rely on multiple sources of
information (Vergot et al., 2005). In addition,
some respondents were not aware of the
services provided by the Cooperative Extension
Service. However, this survey also
demonstrated that many of the farmers are using
and benefiting from the information provided
through Extension programs. These results can
help Extension to develop programming with
input from local producers. Providing
educational opportunities for new growers to
interact with other producers can increase the
impact of the Extension program.

The Extension program also should be delivered
through as many different channels as possible
to reach the broadest audience possible (see
Israel 1991; Israel & Wilson, 2006; Vergot et
al., 2005). Many Extension professionals are
interested in integrating new technology,
including distance education, to deliver

Extension programs more affordably. This
strategy will benefit those farmers who are
unable to travel to regional Extension events.
However, this survey, along with other research,
indicates that farmers still prefer more
traditional delivery methods like field days,
newsletters, and one-on-one consultations.

A successful Extension program will identify
the needs of small farmers, both in terms of
content and delivery method, and provide
specific information to meet the needs of each
segment of the targeted audience. Because this
target group is engaged in so many different
enterprises, it is difficult for the individual agent
to have all the necessary expertise. Similarly,
individual small farmers will have different
preferences for obtaining information. The
strength of the Extension system is the diversity
of backgrounds of the agents. Increased
collaboration between agents in a region is
essential to meeting the increased demand for
educational resources.

Suggestions for Further Research

Additional research should include how to
market Extension programs to the small farm
producer. Results of this survey indicated that
many small farmers were not aware of the
assortment of information resources provided by
UF/IFAS and FAMU Extension Services. In
addition to marketing, research should address
Extension’'s role in increasing the diversity of
Florida's small farm enterprises because, in part,
additional enterprises can help farmers optimize
the use of resources and provide a hedge against
market fluctuations for any one enterprise.
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