


CHANGES by Gordon B. Nance 

in Missouri. 

FARMING Since 1935 

as reported in the Census 

Missouri farms have decreased in number and in
creased in size and value since 1935. The percentage of 
farmers owning all the land they operate has increased, 
as has that of those owning part and renting part of the 
farms they operate. The percentage of tenants has de
clined. Since 1945, the percentage of farmers using hired 
labor has declined. Since 1935, the number of farm oper
ators having off-farm work has increased and the amount 
of off-farm work per worker has increased much more. 

These changes will be discussed further in the text, 
shown in charts for easier visualization and in tables for 
more detailed study. 

Fig. 1-Number of Farms and Sizes of Farms in 
Missouri. 
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Changes in Number, Size and Value of Farms 

The number of farms in Missouri declined from 278 
thousand in 1935 to 169 thousand in 1959-or 39%. The 
average size of farms increased from 126 acres to 197 
acres-or 56%. The value of land and buildings increased 
from an average of $3.968 per farm in 1935 to $21 ,706 in 
1"959-or 447%. 

The value per acre increased from $31.36 to $110.46. 
Thus 56% of the increase in value per farm was due to 
higher value per acre and the other 44% to the increase. 
in number of acres per farm. 

Figures 1 and 2 depict these changes. 

Fig. 2-Value of Land and Buildings on Mis
souri Farms. 



Fig. 3-Percentages of Missouri Farms in Different Size Groups (Total Acres) by Census Periods. 
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Changes in Numbers and Percentages 
in Different Siz_e Groups 

The declines in numbers all occurred in farms of less 
than 260 acres. There were 252 thousand such farms in 
1935 and only 128 thousand in 1959. This was a decline 
of 49% in the 25-year period. The number of farms of 
260 or more acres increased from 27 thousand to 41 
thousand in that period-or 52%. 

These changes are in actual numbers of farms. Since 
the number of farms has declined drastically, the per
centages of farms in the several size groups are a better 
measure of change than rhe number of operating units. 
For example, the number of farms in the 220 to 259 size 
group declined 10% from 1935 to 1959, but the percentage 
of farms in this group increased so%.>: ·.• 

The percentage of farms of less than 180 acres de- · 

dined from 79% in 1935 to 60% in 1960. Conversdy, the 
percentage of farms 180 acres and over increased from 
:21% to 40%. The declines were progressively larger (with 
:one exception) in the smaller size groups, ranging from 
9% in the 140-179 acre group to -44% in the group qf 10 
acres or less. 

The percentage increase in the proportion of farms 
was progressively larger as the size groupings went above 
J80 acres-ranging from 22% for the 180 to 219 acre 
'group to 400% in the group of 1000 acres or more. tJow
;ever, only one farm in each 100 was in the 1000 acre 
and over group. ·These .changes are shown graphically 
in· Figure 3. · < ' I • 
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Changes in Acres Harvested Per Farm 

Because of the varying proportion of total acres of 
different farms that is made up of pasture, waste and 
semi-waste land, such as woods, brush and unimproved 
pasture, harvested acres is a better measure of the size of a 
farm business than total acres. Harvested acres are those 
from which crops or hay are harvested. 

The trend is toward larger harvested acreages per 
farm. The breaking point between decreasing and increas
ing percentages is 100 acres per farm. Farms with less 
than 100 acres of cropland made up 82% of the total in 

1945, and only 70% in 1959. Farms of 100 acres of crop
land or more were 18% of the total in 1935 and 30% in 
1959. 

The percentage increases were progressively higher 
as size increased, being 38% for the 100 to 199 harvested 
acre group, 158% for the 200 to 499 acre group and 197% 
for the 500 and over group. However, only one farm in 
90 had more than 500 harvested acres in 1960. 

These changes are shown in figure 4. 

fig. 4-Percentages of Farms Grouped According to Harvested Acreages. 
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Fig. 5-Percentages of Farm Operators in Dif~ 
ferent Ten~,;re Groups. 
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Tenure of Operators 

The percentage of farms operated by owners and 
part owners has increased since 1935, and the percentage 
operated by tenants has declined. Owner operators in
creased from 46% in 1935 to 64% in 1950 and has re
mained at about that level through 1959; those owning 
part of their land and renting part increased from 13% 
to 22%; those operating land owned entirely by others 
decreased from 39% to 15% in 1959. This is shown in 
figure 5. 

Off Farm Work 

The proportion of farmers doing off-farm work in
creased from 29% in 1935 to 44% in 1959- a rise of 
about one-hal£ The percentage having 100 or more days 
of offcfarm work increased from 9% in 1935 to 30% in 
1959-or more than tripled. An increasing percentage of 
people have more or less full-time employment and 
operate farms on the side. 

This upward trend in off-farm work is shown graphi
cally in figure 7. 

Fig. 6-Percentages of Farmers Hiring Labor. 
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Hired Labor 

The proportion of farmers using hired labor has re
mained fairly constant since 1945 at a little above 40%, 
except in 1950 when it reached 47%. The proportion hir
ing as much as 6 months labor has ranged from 3.8% in 
1945 to 4.8% in 1950 and back ro 4.4% in 1959. (Figure 
6) 
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The Family Farm-It's Far From Disappearing 

Repeatedly, we hear that the family farm is losing 
ground. Census figures show it just isn' t so. 

More than 90% of Missouri 's farms are of the family 
type. Fifty-nine percent of the operators hire no labor 
and 96% hire less than 6 months labor. Farm records 
show that one man with tractor equipment frequently 
handles 200 acres of crops and one or two above-average
sized livestock et:teq>rises , such as cattle feeding or a 
cow-and-calf herd. 

The average Missouri farm operator reported family 
labor equal to that of 1.8 workers. Thus, family labor is 
sufficient to do the work on 300 or more harvested acres. 
Perhaps not more than 5% of Missouri's farms are above 
this 300 harvested-acre size. 

Family labor, plus one hired man can handle 500 or 
more acres of the crops grown on most farms in the 
state. Surely even such a farm as this, where the family 
supplies the capital, management, and 64% of the labor, 
could be properly called a family farm. Only about one 
farm in 90 is above this 500 harvested acre size. 

Most of the farms that could not be called family 
farms are large operations, highly specialized in intensive 
enterprises that have heavy labor requirements. Among 
such are those producing greenhouse products, fruit, 
vegetables and cotton, and those having extremely large 
dairy herds and poultry flocks. Census data do not show 
the number of such farms but undoubtedly the number 
is exceedingly small in relation to the total number of 
168 thousand farms. 

Basic Reasons for Changes in Farming 

No reasons for the changes were given in the pre
ceding discussion. Though these reasons are generally 
recognized, perhaps they should be mentioned briefly. 

All of the changes shown above, except in value of 
farm land per acre , are due mainly to increases in ef
ficiency of farm labor because of mechaniza tion. When 
one man's labor can cultivate several times as many acres 
as formed y, fewer men are needed to farm the fixed area 
of land in a state; so, farms increase in size and decline 
in number; fewer tenants and hired men are needed, and 
the people remaining on farms have more time for off 
farm work. 

Large farms are more profitable, on the average, than 
small farms. A recent study was made of 124 Missouri 
farms averaging 286 crop and pasture acres per farm. The 
largest third of these farms had 80% more acres and re
turned 93% more farm and family earnings, above inter
est on capital, than the smallest third. Many other studies 
have shown similar relationships between size of farms 
and net incomes. 

Continued trend toward fewer and larger farms is 
inevitable. The major hindrance slowing down this trend 
is the inability of farmers who want to enlarge their 
farms to find capital and additional land for sale adjoin
ing or convenient to their present holdings. 

Comparison of Changes in Missouri 
and in the United States 

Changes in farming in Missouri and in the United 
States have been remarkably similar in direction and 
more or less similar in degree. 
Other comparisons are : increases in the percentages of 
owner operated farms , 39% in Missouri and 38% in the 
United States; decreases in tenant operated farms, 62% 
in Missouri and 51% in the United States. Strangely 
enough, the proportion of farm operators with off farm 
work is the same in Missouri and the United States, 
44%; and the proportion working off-farm 100 days or 
more is the same, 30%. 

Comparisons of Changes in Missouri and United States 

Change 1935 to 195Cf Change 1945 to 1cJ49 
lvb. u.s. lvb. u.s. 

Percent Percent 

Number of Farms - 39 - 54 Size' Groups ,;, Harvested Acres 
Av. Acres per farm + 56 + 95 
Value - per form +450 +589 

per acre +252 +286 
1 to 9 acres - 22 - 15 

1o to 19 ac~es - 3 - 14 
20 to 29 acres 15 - 18 

. Size Groups - Total Acres 30 to 49 acres · - 23 - 21 
1 to 9 acres - 45 - 13 50_to 99 acres . - 12 . + 2 

10 to 49 acres - 29 - 30 ·" 

50 to 99 acres - 24 - 16 100' to 199 acres 
., 

+ 38 + 40 
100 to 179 acres - 14 + . 1 200 to 499 acres +158 + 90 
180. to 259 acres + 32 + 42 
260 to 499 acres +121 +84 

500 plus acres +197 +109 

500 to 999 acres +285 +116 
1000 plus acres +400 +185 
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Number, Size and Value of Farms in Missouri by Census Periods 
Change since 

A ear I i est date 
1935 1940 1945 1950 1954 1959 Percent 

Numbe.r of Farms (Thousands) 278.5 256.1 242.9 230.0 201.6 168.7 - 39.4 
Acres per farm - Av. 125.9 135.6 145.2 152.7 169.6 196.6 + 56.2 
Value of land and 
buildings per farm- Av. $3948. 4324 6285. 9776. 13467. 21706. +449.8 
Value per acre - Av. $ 31.36 31.87 43.28 63.66 79.20 110.46 +252.2 

Percentage Farms in Different size Groups-Total Acres 
Under 10 acres 5.8 5.8 6.1 5.8 5.6 3.2 - 44.8 

10 to 49 acres 21.9 20.3 19.9 18.9 17.4 15.5 - 29.2 
50 to 69 acres 6.9 6.3 5.9 6.0 5.7 5.4 - 21.7 
70 to 99 acres 16.3 16.2 14.7 14.2 12.9 12.0 - 26.4 

100 to 139 acres 15.3 14. 5 14.1 13.9 13.1 12.6 - 17.3 
140 to 179 acres 12.7 12.8 12.4 12.2 12.0 11.6 - 8.7 

180 to 219 acres 6.9 7.2 7.7 7.9 8.2 8.4 + 21.7 
220 to 259 acres 4.7 5.1 5.5 5.9 6.4 6.9 + 46.8 
260 to 499 acres 8.0 9.4 11.0 12.0 14.5 17.7 +121.3 
500 to 999 acres 1.4 1. 9 2.4 2.7 3.6 5.4 +285.7 

1000 or more .2 .3 .4 .5 .7 1.0 +400.0 

Percentage of Farms in Different Size Groups-Harvested Acres 
Change since B 
earliest date 

1935 1940 1945 1950 1954 1959 Percent 

1 to 9 acres 13.2 12.9 11.9 10.3 - 22.0 
10 to 19 acres 12.7 13.6 12.6 12.3 - 3.1 
20 to 29 acres 11.5 11.6 10.1 9.8 - 14.8 
30 to 49 acres 19.3 16.5 15.9 14.9 - 22.8 
50 to 99 acres 25.2 24.2 24.2 22.3 - 11.5 

100 to 199 acres 14.1 14.7 18.0 19.5 + 38.3 
200 to 499 acres 3.8 4.5 6.7 9.8 +157.9 500 and more .3 .3 .6 1.1 +197.3 

Ownership Status of Operators-Percentage 

Full owners 47.5 52.3 59.9 63.7 63.1 63.1 + 32.8 
Part owners 13.3 11.7 13.0 15.9 18.9 21.7 + 63.2 Tenants 38.8 35.6 26.8 19.5 17.7 14.9 - 61.6 

Farm Labor 

Av. Fam i I y workers per farm 1.6 1.5 1.5 1.7 1.8 X X Percent of Farms reporting 
hired labor X X 42.3 47.1 39.0 41.0 - 3.0 Percent hiring 150 do or $1000 X X 3.8 4.8 3.6 4.4 + 15.8 

Percentage of farmers reporting 
off farm work 29.3 27.8 22.6. 35.7 43.7 43.9 + 49.8 Percentage of farmers with 
100 days or more off form 
work 

9.0 14.7 14.5 20.5 25.6 29.7 .-+230.0 
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