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Tappahannock, VA – Spring has arrived.  The Virginia countryside is a bright green, contrasting pleasantly with early flowers in full bloom.  Everything feels fresh and beautiful here.
One disturbing element in the idyllic scenario is the rundown condition of most of the farm houses and outbuildings sitting on this rich farmland.  Generations of Americans have successfully tilled this region of Virginia.  George Washington and Robert E. Lee were born on farms nearby.  Many landowners became wealthy working this soil (often with slave labor).  Now, however, many farms stand idle and others are in an increasingly deteriorated condition.

One major cause for the decline is the economic squeeze facing today’s farmers.  With interest rates at 20 percent, many of Virginia’s farmers simply cannot afford to borrow sufficient money to finance annual plantings.  I spoke with one farmer who laughed when I asked if he intended to paint his barn this year.  He replied that his barn would probably fall down before he could afford to paint it.  Building a new barn was totally out of question.
Several people have been predicting doom and gloom for American farmers for years.  It is certainly not new news that agriculture is becoming increasingly concentrated in huge farms, many owned and operated by corporations.

One aspect of this trend is worth thinking about.  When farms in Virginia fail, all of the United States suffers.  In the past the effect of bad weather on agriculture in one region of our country was usually mitigated by good weather on farms elsewhere.  If most of our farming is concentrated in large holdings in a few areas, we are sacrificing the inherent geographical advantage of our large nation.  We may be setting ourselves up for future food shortages.

I thought you might like to know.
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