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What are the Characteristics 

of a Small-Scale Farm?



Criteria for Small-Scale Definition

Land Size - physical size – hectares/acres

Quantity of productive unit – number of head of cattle, total kilos produced

Labor Parameters

Share of family workers

Economics – gross or net revenue

Connection to markets - subsistence, self-consumption, market orientation  

Input driven



Small-Scale Farmers



Farms 

Across 

the 

Globe

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0305750X15002703



FAO tried to come up with an easy definition



• “They do so using around one-quarter (24%) of the world’s agricultural land. They account 

for a bit more crop production than land use because smaller farms tend to achieve higher 

yields.”

• “smaller farms tend to allocate a larger share of their crops towards food, rather than 

animal feed or biofuels.”

https://ourworldindata.org/smallholder-food-production

https://ourworldindata.org/farm-size#how-does-the-allocation-of-crops-vary-by-farm-size




2017 Indiana Agriculture Overview

Economic Characteristics (Value of 

Farm Sales)

Number of Farms

Less than $2500 18,583

$2500 to $4999 4,660

$5000 to $9999 5,396

$10,000 to $24,999 6,092

$25,000 to $49,999 4,117

$50,000 to $99,999 4,069

$100,000 to $499,999 8,398

$500,000 or more 5,334

Small farms (<$350,000 Gross Farm Sales) account for 85% of all farms in Indiana

Source: 2017 US Agricultural Census Data
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Small and Large Small make up 75% of IN farms



Number of Farms in Indiana per Size Class

Source: 2017 US Agricultural Census Data

Farm Size Number of Farms

1 to 9 acres 7,622

10 to 49 acres 18,665

50 to 179 acres 15,377

180 to 499 acres 7,419

500 to 999 acres 3,529

1000 to 1999 acres 2,585

2000 acres or more 1,452

Total 56,649

Small farms (<180 acres) account for 74% of all farms in Indiana



Complications

• Arbitrary thresholds

• Simplistic

• Availability of data

• Definition of data in different countries

• Includes all farms

• Relevance for all countries











Small farmers form a very large group in terms of 

population but not in acreage, difficult to determine 

who they are and where they are located.



Highly valued within their
individual communities as the
voice and positive face of 
agriculture that resonates with
the public at large

Diverse and lightly capitalized
farming operations

One or more of the principal 
operators maintains off farm 
employment

Often engaged in the education
and awareness building about
agriculture of the public (farmers
markets, CSA’s, etc)

Diverse Farmers



If you are a woman, you are more likely to own either a small or a large small farm



In general, very few minorities 

own or run farms (99.4% of 

operators are white) in Indiana
Hispanic - 276 (0.5%)

Asian - 30 (0.05%)

African American - 53 (0.1%)

American Indian - 91 (0.15%)



But if you are a minority, 

you are more likely to own 

either a small or a large 

small farm
Hispanic (82.5%)

Asian (87.5%)

African American (83.7%)

American Indian (87.5%)



If you are less than 55 years old, you are more likely to own 

either a small or a large small farm



Beginning Farmers

• 22% of all farms in USA met the 
definition of a beginning farm 
(principal operator has operated 
the same farm for < 10 years)

• In decline for last 3 decades

• Only 6% of farmers are less than 
35 years old

• Why do you think this is 
occurring?

• What is the “right” or “good” 
number of beginning farmers?

• Barriers to entry:

• Farming expertise

• Access to land

• Access to capital



The successes and innovations of diversified 

farms go largely unnoticed and their needs 

unheard because they lack a common voice 



Small Farms in Indiana

In Indiana more than 75% of all farmers own less than 200 acres 
(does not include urban farmers)

Many voices but not unified

Local economy is impacted

Generation of value-added cottage industries

High land prices for agricultural land, smaller farms are more 
obtainable for new or beginning farmers (military veterans)

Local Food movement (people want to know who produced the 
food they consume) 



Benefits of Small-Scale Farming











The market value per acre of small farms ($1844/acre) is two times higher 

than farms greater than 2000 acres ($734/acre). Net cash income per acre 

is also slightly higher ($289 vs $210)

















Local Food Definition

• Sold directly to 
consumers through 
farmers markets, 
roadside stands, and 
community supported 
agriculture

• Can also be sold at 
supermarkets and 
wholesale, to 
restaurants or school 
procurement











Total Direct Marketed Sales of Food and 

Number of Farms Selling Directly -

Indiana
Number of Operations = 4433

Direct Sales = $ 103,726,596

Years Producing and Selling Directly:

< 5 years = 920 operations

6 – 10 years = 397

11 – 20 years = 670

> 21 years = 1658

Source: USDA NASS, 2015 Local Food Marketing Practices Survey



Locally Grown Food

Supporting local families and businesses

Builds community and trust in local farming 
systems

Increases local economy and multiplier effect (2-3 
times higher than a non-local business

Presernves open spaces and benefits to the 
environment



Questions?

Tamara Benjamin

tamara17@purdue.edu


