How Tlmes Change Down on the » Farm

Bv Ferdie J Deering

. Oklahoma was settled *
by Indian tribes who re-

ceived land under treat:
ies with the United
States government and
by people from other
states who received

“land free just for set-

4 t}mg onit.

- after statehood,

Twenty-five years
) : there
were more than 200,060

farms in the state, most -

of- them were operated-

by tenant farmers who

they plowed.
.These farmers and
their famlhes ‘genneral-

G&n AnalysnsJ

ly lived in substandard
houses, were poorly
Glothed and often sub-
sisted on inadequate di-
efs: They were poor-be-
fore welfare became big
business.

When the Depression

hit, they already were in

trouble because drouth
and boll weevils had vir-
tually wiped out their
crops. Average incomes
per farm dropped below
$1,000 per year —
gross!

Naturally, - they
flocked to the cities
looking for jobs. Okies
bound for California be-
came-a national joke,
but not all of those who

went west were from:

Oklahema. And many
genuin®é Okies succeed-
ed in town jobs becaiise
thely ‘knew more about
workmg than quitting.-
By the end of World
Wdr 11, tenant- farmmg
and"share cropping had
pretty well disappeared
from the Oklahoma
scene. Mechanization
made it possible for
land owners and their
sonsreturning from the
military: to farm. more
acres withicut tenants or
hired:labor.. ‘
They bought /adjoin-
ing land and- more ma-
chinery, so the number
of farms declined until
now there are only
about one-third as many
as at the peak. Prahahlv

'three-fourths o_f what .
- Oklahoma grows is pro-

.duced -and sold by one-
fourth of these farmers
What's more, tenant
farming is coming back.
Details by states are un-
available, but theré is
no apparent reason’ to
believe that Oklahoma
is moving in a differer
direction from nation;lé
trends. :
+ In an analysxs of pub-
hshed and unpublished

_data from the 1979 U.S.
. did+not own the land .-

Department of . Agricul-
ture Farm Finance Sur-
vey.and the 1978 Census
of Agriculture, USDA
Economist Gene Wun-
derlich of the Economic
Research Service has
identitied ~trends - that
reflect a changing agri-
culture system. .
Nearly one million
farmers — about 40 per-
cent of the nation's total
— now are tenant farm-
ers, but they are not like
tendnt farmers of the

past, who usually owned

po land.

Seventy percent of to-
day’s tenant farmers
studied dwned at least

.some -of the 1agd they |

operated. They.” rented
more than 400 million
acres, nearly half of it
for cash. Only one-third
of the rental agree-
ments called for crop
share rents only.

Farms  operated by
farmers: who were both
ownérs ‘and tenants
averaged four times as
large as full-owner
farms. Farmers who
rented all of their land
averaged. twice the
acreage of full-owner
farms.

Younger farmers of-
ten started as tenants,
renting as much land as
they could operate, us-
ing their resources to
buy machinery and
meet production costs.

In Cklahoma, many
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- Studies show that 70 percent of farm-land
renters also rent land, and that 40 percent of all
farmers rent some land to farm.

vocational ~ agriculture
students rent land and
farm- it while in high
school. By the time they
finish college, they may

be well establighed,
with  sizable invegt-..

ments.

Agricultural obsetv-
ers: have noted that
while . the. number of
farms (by definition)
has leveled off in the
state, traditional mid-
dle-sized “family
farms” continue to de-
cline in numbers. In-
creases have bheen oc-
currmg in numbers of
larger and ‘smaller
farms.

Farms are classified
as

“small farms” if
gross sales amdunt to

less than $20,000 annu-

ally.. Such units often
are operated by individ-
uals with off-farm in-
comes. They live on
fracts bought from re-
tiring farmers and

sometimes rent addi-
tional land.
‘Middle-sized farm

" owners ‘frequently ex-

pand both by buying

“and” t!entmg additional
‘land~ i order to in-

crease volume of pro-
duction and to utilize
expensive eguipment
more efficiently.



