Vanishing Farms
by

Eyes Right

Madison County, VA – Driving down U.S. 29 between northern Virginia and Charlottesville, one is struck by how few farms are currently being actively worked.  Just ten years ago, this region was lush with crops and roadside stands selling vegetables and produce.  Now there are virtually none.

Family farms appear to be a vanishing entity here in the mid-Atlantic.  Whereas the open spaces were previously filled with cattle grazing and dairy farms, there are now only a few to be seen.  Land development has taken place and considerable acreage has now been subdivided with rows of new homes.  However, much of the land is simply sitting fallow, presumably because it is no longer economically viable to farm or ranch in this region.

I grew up on a small farm in Kentucky.  Although we had only 14 acres, I learned first-hand the challenges of farming.  There are few other professions in which one is so vulnerable to outside, uncontrollable forces, such as weather and pestilence.  When one invests the time, money, and energy to plant crops in the spring, there is never a guarantee that a saleable crop will result.  There must be, over the following months, an appropriate amount of rain, not too much, not too little, no hail, no floods, no severe windstorms, - the list of potential threats is extensive.  And when the crops are ready, there is but a brief window to harvest.  Even hay brings issues, because once the hay is mowed, there can be no rain until it is sufficiently dry to bale and store.  
The bottom line is that a farmer’s life is one continuous gamble.  Even a bumper crop brings problems, because of the cruelty of supply and demand.  If you have a great harvest, so does everyone else, inevitably driving down the price which can be obtained for your goods.   You are also susceptible to oil prices, both in terms of diesel to run the machinery, and for fertilizer, which is made partially from petroleum products.  
There is also the issue of continuous manual labor.   Not only is most farming very labor intensive, most successful small farmers do their own maintenance on equipment in order to avoid losing all their profits to outside repairs.  Farmers rise early, and during the growing season, work late.  If you have livestock, it is a continuous 7-day a week job, 52 weeks a year.  The animals are there looking for food, water, and care whether you want to be someplace else or not.

In spite of all of these challenges, many farmers have continued to pursue this risky career because of the personal satisfaction of being one’s own boss, the joy of a great harvest, and a lifestyle unique to those who toil the earth.  However, it now appears, both from observations here in central Virginia and on the eastern shore of Maryland, many are now opting to leave farming. 
I have no idea where our food will be coming from in the future.  It certainly appears that it will no longer be from here.  And that is a loss for all of us.
I thought you might like to know.
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