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The Future 
of Farming
by Stacey Kusterbeck

F
arming in America is changing, and so are farmers. 
While 90 percent of U.S. farmers are white men, there’s 
an increasing number of ethnically, racially, and cul-

turally diverse growers. These folks are challenging not only  
historic statistics but also how food is grown, bought, and sold.

“American farmers today, especially young and beginning 
farmers, include a growing number of women, people of col-
or, veterans, and people in their second career,” says Elanor 
Starmer, former administrator of the U.S. Department of Agri- 
culture’s Agricultural Marketing Service. 

The future of farming is bright indeed. We are seeing more . . .

Ethnic diversity
The most recent USDA Census of Agriculture (2012) showed 
that while minority-owned farms were few, their numbers were 
growing quickly. The number of nonwhite farmers had risen 15 
percent since the previous census (2007), while the population 
of white farmers had declined 5 percent. The fastest-growing 
minority farm populations were Asian-Americans (+22 per-
cent), Hispanics (+21 percent), African-Americans (+9 percent), 
and American Indians or Native Alaskans (+9 percent).     

(continued)
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Female Farmers
Nearly 1 million women are working 
America’s lands, generating $12.9 bil-
lion in annual agricultural sales. To put 
it another way, 30 percent of farmers 
are female. “We are seeing increased 
attention paid to providing resources to 
enable women to thrive in the agricul-
tural sector,” says Lauren L. Griffeth, 
extension leadership specialist at Uni-
versity of Georgia’s College of Agricul-
tural and Environmental Sciences.

Small and Local Farms
The vast majority of U.S. farms are 
small (75 percent of them gross less 
than $50,000 a year), and about 
150,000 farmers and ranchers nation-
wide sell directly to consumers. 

The local food movement, strong in 
the Northeast for years, is taking hold 
in other regions. “We are starting to 
see Midwest growers going into farm-
ers’ markets,” says Jamie M. Cruz of 
SpringDell Farm in Littleton, Massa-
chusetts. “The community wants to 
be involved in the farm. It goes beyond 
their CSA [community-supported ag-
riculture] share. People want to know 
their farmers.” 

The “buy local” movement shows no 
sign of slowing. “There is a large push 
to drift away from the big box stores 
that have largely overrun the small lo-
cal business owner in the course of the 
last few decades,” says New Jersey 
tree farmer Tyler Cerbo, who recently 

started a CSA program for a thriving 
produce portion of his business.

Some farmers insist that the direct-
to-consumer trend is more than just 
smart business. It also shortens the 
distance—both geographic and per-
sonal—between growers and consum-
ers. “We are seeing a return to the 
farm in this way,” says Kirstin Bailey, 
who operates a CSA at Fox Run Farms 
in Brainard, Nebraska. 

“New” Farmers
About 20 percent of growers have 
farmed for fewer than 10 years; the 
2012 USDA Census of Agriculture 
counted 40,499 young beginners. Start-
ing out requires more than enthusiasm 
and determination; significant capital 
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A Financial Fix for 
Farmers?

As a means to enable young college 
graduates to enter the profession of 
farming, federal legislation has been 
introduced. The House bill titled The 
Young Farmer Success Act of 2015 
(H.R. 2590) would allow new farm 
managers and employees to qualify for 
certain federal student loan forgiveness 
programs by being designated as 
“public service employees.” The bill 
failed to reach the House floor in 
2015 but was reintroduced in 2017.
–Dr. Ellen Peffley, Texas Tech University

ABOUT 150,000 FARMERS AND RANCHERS 
NATIONWIDE SELL DIRECTLY TO CONSUMERS.
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investment—or the ability to borrow 
money—is needed, due in part to the 
high cost of land. 

“More people would jump into farm-
ing if they could see light at the end of 
the tunnel,” says Cruz. “They want to 
do this, but the door isn’t easy to open.” 

First-generation farmers are com-
ing into the business with new ideas, in 
some cases shaking up the status quo. 
Adds Cruz: “Old-timers and seasoned 
farmers need to be open-minded and 

welcoming to them.” 
For some beginning growers, farm-

ing is a way to simplify modern life by 
getting their hands into the dirt and 
away from the corporate rat race. Raj 
Sinha of Liberty Farms says that farm-
ing is “the hardest and most demand-
ing and unforgiving endeavor you may 
ever undertake. But if you are truly 
passionate about agriculture, then—as 
George Washington believed—farm-
ing is the most noble of professions.” 

Kate Bowen of Meadowdale Farm 
in Putney, Vermont, echoes this senti-
ment, calling farming “the most honest 
way a human being can make a living. 
No one in their right mind would ever 
get into agriculture if they saw how 
hard they were going to work and how 
much money they were going to lose.”

Regardless of their background, 
many modern-day growers chose farm-
ing for the simplest of reasons: They 
like it better than any other job. ■

Stacey Kusterbeck compiles our annual Trends 
section of “forecasts, facts, and fascinating 
ideas.” She lives in New York State.
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Young Farmers, Unite!
Farming organizations designed 
specifically to tackle challenges 
that young farmers encounter have 
been formed in recent years with the 
goal of facilitating a new generation 
of successful, young, independent 
farmers. One such group is The 
National Young Farmers Coalition 
(NYFC; youngfarmers.org). The NYFC 
is a nonprofit organization sponsored 
by The Center for Rural Affairs.

–Peffley

THE “BUY LOCAL” MOVEMENT SHOWS  
NO SIGN OF SLOWING. 
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The Faces  
of Farming
compiled by Stacey Kusterbeck

We reached out to some of America’s farmers and 
growers with these questions:

1. How or why did you become a farmer?

2. What is the hardest part of your job? 

3. What is the best part of your job?

4. What is your favorite farming or gardening tradition? 

5. What advice would you give someone  
who wants to be a farmer today? 

6. What, in your opinion, is the future of farming? 

Their answers speak to both changes underfoot and 
timeless traditions.       (continued)
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Kirstin Bailey
Fox Run Farms

Brainard, Nebraska

1. My mom has always had a large 
garden. We thought that together, we 
could make it into a CSA farm. 

2. Relying on nature. There is so much 
at stake. 

3. Connecting directly with our 
customers. 

4. We always plant our potatoes on 
Good Friday. 

5. Have a strong plan and a realistic 
budget. Be flexible. 

6. Women-led, small-scale, sustainable 
farms. 

s
Kate Bowen

Meadowdale Farm
Putney, Vermont

1. I grew up in the 
woods just off a 
dirt road, where we 
always heated with 
wood and raised 
chickens. When  

I met my husband, we decided to  
expand from just selling forest 
products to raising livestock. 

2. Having no money. 

3. Our family working as a team. 

4. My grandfather always told me 
to “plant peas when the daffodils 
bloomed.” 

5. Jump in and do it. Don’t overanalyze. 

6. Consumers are demanding fresh, 
local foods. Over the next decade, we 
farmers will find our niche and get a 
proper price for our food.

Warren Brockman
Hemlock Trails  

Cranberry Company
Cranmoor, Wisconsin

1. After college, I took over our farm 
from my father, who wanted to retire. 

2. Balancing the needs 
of the family with 
those of the farm. 
Long hours with no 
time off.

3. Having the chance 
to be around as our kids grow up. 

4. We start frost-protecting when we 
see blooming serviceberries or ash 
tree leaves the size of a squirrel’s ear. 

5. Start small and stay out of debt. 

6. Farmers will have to grow more for 
less and market more of their crop 
themselves. 

s
Tyler Cerbo

Cerbo’s North Jersey  
Tree Farm

Branchville, New Jersey

1. Coming from a large family that has 
been in business for 103 years, I found 
that farming was a lifestyle that just 
could not be turned down.

2. Tying tomatoes. 

3. Harvesting—whether it be a field of 
trees or a simple basket of eggplant.

4. Every spring we have a week’s 
worth of late nights to get the new 
plantings in the ground on time. 

5. Have a flexible schedule. 

6. The bumper sticker slogan “No 
Farmers, No Food” sums up the future 
of farming.                               (continued)
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just $22.57* for all the talk, text and data 
they need. Many pay even less, as our 
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Count on Consumer Cellular for service and 
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OUR SIM CARDS ARE FREE.
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MONTHLY BILL. 

GREAT VARIETY OF 
PHONES AND DEVICES.
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(continued)

s
Jamie Cruz

SpringDell Farm 
Littleton, Massachusetts

1. I always assumed that the farm 
would be here. But I saw myself 
doing something else. When I 
witnessed a potential threat to the 
farm’s future, I decided that I should 
tend to it.

2. Juggling the retail, wholesale, and 
CSA worlds during 
the height of the 
season.

3. Picking kale! 

4. “Staked and tied by 
the 4th of July.” 

5. Be optimistic! You 
can put your whole 
heart and soul into 
something—and in 
the blink of an eye, 
Mother Nature can 
knock it down.

6. Consumers need to remember that a 
human worked to produce their food. 

s
Amanda Freund
Freund’s Farm

East Canaan, Connecticut

1. My very persistent father frequently 
asked, “When are you coming back 
to take on this farm?” I guess you 
could say that persistence outweighs 
resistance! 

2. Hearing misinformation spread 
about how food is produced.

3. Engaging with followers on social 
media, speaking at conferences, and 
hosting visitors. 

4. Scouting our 200 acres of cornfields 
for cutworms and other pests in June, 
walking each field.

5. Build your network: Get to know 
other farmers, ag service providers, 
extension agents, government officials, 
and ag lenders. 

6. Farming needs to adopt new 
technologies. 

s
Aaron Golladay

Stokrose Farms
Warden, Washington 

1. Love of the outdoors, T-shirts, and 
blue jeans.

2. Dealing with people.

3. Dealing with animals. 

4. In the Midwest, the saying is “knee 
high by the 4th of July.” Here we  
have a standard of “head high by the 
4th of July.”

5. Lose money the first year you 
farm. The lessons you learn  
make you successful for the rest  
of your career!

6. Farmers have to be optimists! No 
one else would work this hard for this 
many hours for a hope.

Linda Grinthal
Sunset Vista Farm

Andover Township, New Jersey

1. We wanted to raise children in the 
country. We saved enough money to 
buy 20 acres.

2. Dealing with weather and pests!

3. Conversations among family, 
friends, and volunteers in the fields.

4. Planting peas on St. Patrick’s Day.

5. Plant lots of perennials! These 
crops come back, year after year.

6. More small local farms.

s
Giulia Iannitelli Grotenhuis

The Farm in Harmony
Harmony Township,  

New Jersey

1. As first-generation Italian 
immigrants, my parents had a garden 
that was the envy of their neighbors 
and friends. Growing up, I did not 
know a time when food came from a 
restaurant, cans, or a box. 

2. The unpredictability of it all. 

3. We celebrate the rain and the 
growth spurt of our crop that follows 
(but so do the weeds!).

4. Fly-by-the-seat-of-the-pants 
gardening. 

5. Be able to adapt and enjoy the ride. 

6. Vertical farming. 

s
Leslie Hamilton
Triple H Farms

Geneseo, New York

1. Growing up, I worked summers  

on the farm that my father and uncle 
run today. 

2. Full-time dedication. We have a few 
head of beef cattle, and they always 
get out or need something during the 
most inopportune times. 

3. Getting to work outdoors, alongside 
your family and animals, all while 
being your own boss. 

4. Getting meals for each other during 
harvesttime.

5. Most farms need part-time or 
seasonal help. 

6. Harnessing people’s interest in 
where their food comes from.

s
Joël Hatch-Jensen

Hatch Livestock LLC
Huntington, Utah

1. By marrying into the lifestyle.

2. The animals! I don’t understand 
why they can’t go through the open 
gate right in front of them, why the 
ewe doesn’t like its babies, or why a 
calf is sick. 

3. Seeing that the calves that were 
born are now ready to be shipped 
or that the alfalfa you planted and 
watered is now in a bale of hay in the 
stackyard.

4. Easter weekend means marking 
calves on the desert, the 4th of July 
means moving cows, and the “Fall 
Behind” time change means we are 
gathering cows off the mountain.

5. Be prepared to work harder than 
you have ever worked in your life—
but also be prepared to receive great 
rewards.                                (continued)
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3. Knowing you’re providing quality 
produce to many different families all 
living just as complex a life as you. 

4. At the beginning of each growing 
season, we write on a sheet of paper 
what we wish to achieve. We ask the 
universe for these things, then burn 
the papers in a large bonfire, sending 
our words to the sky. 

5. Work a farm first. Learn from 
others’ mistakes. 

6. Row cover for season extension  
and pest management. 

s
Pam Lewison
Robel Farms

Moses Lake, Washington

1. I was born into one of the original 
farm families to settle into the 
Columbia Basin of Washington State. 
I’ve pursued a life in agriculture 
because I love everything about it.

2. Establishing a connection with 
consumers who have lost touch with 
where their food truly comes from. 

3. Seeing hard work come to fruition. 
You plant a seed in bare soil, water it, 
hope for warmth and sunshine, and, 
in a few short months, you’ve grown 
something edible. 

4. We wait for water to start filling the 
East Low Canal alongside our farm. 
Watching that water start to roll by in 
spring is like hearing the starting gun 
at a track meet. It’s a signal that it’s 
time to start the sprint to harvest! 

5. Be a positive voice for your 
profession. 

6. Embrace technology, consumers, 
and any opportunity to be more 
efficiently productive.

s
Sarrah Lyons

Mill Hill Farms 
Williamsburg, Pennsylvania 

1. I was born into it, as part of the 
ninth generation to live and work on 
our dairy farm.

2. Things we can’t control—like the 
weather! 

3. Working with family and animals.

4. Taking a yearly family photo in 
front of the corn on July 4. 

5. Be open to learning and change. 
Practices always evolve for the better!

6. We will need to rely on technology 
and ingenuity in order to feed the 
growing population of this world.

s
Kole Nielsen
K&R Farms

West Weber, Utah

1. My grandfather  
was a dairy farmer.  
I developed a love for 
farming that I didn’t 
know I had until  
he sold the cows while 
I was in high school. 
I have since started 

farming his land again so that I can 
raise my family around this wonderful 
lifestyle. 

2. Having a full-time job on top of the 
farm!                                       (continued)

S P E C I A L  R E P O R T

6. Do more with less and for less—but 
do it, and keep doing it! 

s
Mary Hull

Hull Forest Products Inc. 
Pomfret Center, Connecticut

1. I was born into a family of tree 
farmers. My family still owns working 
forests that our ancestors were 
harvesting trees from in the 1700s. 

2. Public scorn for timber harvesting; 
it can be disheartening. 

3. Getting testimonials from our wide 
plank wood flooring. 

4. I always plant corn when the oak 
leaves are as big as a squirrel’s ear. 

5. Study marketing and economics in 
addition to agriculture.        

6. Helping farm and forestland owners 
to pass on their land, intact, to the 
next generation. 

s
Dean Hutto

Hutto Brothers Partnership 
Holly Hill, South Carolina

1. I came back 
to carry on the 
tradition after 
graduating from 
college.

2. Planning based 
on the weather. 
It always seems 
that when we start 
hoping for rain, it 
doesn’t come, and 
vice versa.

3. Watching what you plant grow until 
harvest.

4. An old proverb is “Thunder in 
February means frost in April.”  
If we get thunderstorms in February, 
we delay planting a few days.

5. Surround yourself with lots of 
people who know about as many 
different topics as possible! 

6. The people who love this occupation 
need to stick together.

s
Julie Keene

Flinchbaugh’s Orchard  
& Farm Market

Hellam, Pennsylvania

1. It comes with ups and downs but 
always ends with fullness when you 
see your crop come to fruition. That 
crop might be peaches, soybeans, 
hogs—or a new generation of 
educated students after a farm tour. 

2. Managing time. 

3. Eating our harvest!

4. Nothing in particular.

5. Be open-minded to all avenues of 
agriculture. 

6. Exciting! 

s
Frank Kurylo

Kimberton CSA
Phoenixville, Pennsylvania

1. After realizing that I could benefit 
the Earth better as a farmer than as a 
lawyer, I made farming my life. I wake 
up every morning with a giant smile. 

2. Farming in a changing climate.

200  



S P E C I A L  R E P O R T

5. Grow wherever you are. There’s 
always a way.

6. People reaching out to neighbors 
and others in the community to 
increase their yield.

s
Raj Sinha

Liberty Farm
Sandyston, New Jersey

1. I became a 
farmer for the 
challenge. I bought 
a historic circa 1790 
farm desperately in 
need of restoration. 

2. Government 
regulations, wildlife 
damage, and lack  
of time. 

3. Watching 
families meet their local farmer, see 
how food grows, and learn about the 
value of good land stewardship.

4. We plant our garlic in early fall, 
just after the fall equinox, and harvest 
right after the summer solstice. 

5. Do it! There is no greater reward 
than working your own land, being 
in charge of your destiny, and being 
rewarded with a bountiful harvest.

6. Agritourism. 

s
Ken Suzuki

Suzuki Farm
Delmar, Delaware

1. When we moved here, we could 
not find the vegetables that we ate in 

Japan. I started to 
grow them. 

2. Farming is hard, 
hard work.

3. Bringing a 
healthy and 
bright life to our 
customers.  

4. We do not use 
machinery. We do 

everything—seeding, planting, and 
harvesting—by hand.

5. Grow near your customers and sell 
straight to people. 

6. Selling directly to customers.

s
Kevin Wilson

Wilson Farms 
Spruce Pine, North Carolina

1. The “farming bug” bit me early 
in life. I have followed my dream of 
owning and operating my own farm.

2. Balancing professional life with 
farm life. There are many days at the 
office when I sit and daydream about 
being out on the farm.

3. Working on the farm! Knowing that 
I have been entrusted with a piece of 
God’s creation makes me humble and 
appreciative. 

4. We set tobacco on the new of the 
Moon. The plants live better and grow 
more aggressively.

5. Experiment. You may stumble upon 
the future of farming!

6. Efficiency. We must all learn how 
to produce more while using fewer 
resources and less labor. n
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3. Corn that is ready to harvest. 

4. (No answer.)

5. Use the resources available—
programs to help beginning farmers 
and agencies that can steer you in the 
right direction. 

6. All farmers need to help fight for 
each other. 

s
Kies Orr

Fort Hill Farms
Thompson, Connecticut 

1. As a child, I loved being included 
in the day-to-day activities, such as 
milking and moving cows, feeding 
calves, and washing water tubs. My 
love for it grew only stronger.

2. Trying to keep all the cows calm 
and cool, and drinking plenty of water 
on 90-degree days.

3. Feeding calves. They melt my heart.

4. Plant any perennial ornamentals 
and trees and shrubs in April and May 
while there is “natural irrigation.” 
Then do not water them so that their 
roots will “look” for water. Your plants 
will have deep roots, and you won’t 
even have to water in a drought.

5. Don’t let small problems waylay you!

6. Future generations need to start 
learning more about farming. 

s
Rose Robson

Robson’s Farm
Wrightstown, New Jersey

1. I am an only child, and when my 
father passed away, something clicked. 

I quit my corporate job and reopened 
the farm. I didn’t want something so 
special to end with me.

2. No vacations. 

3. I’m not sure there is just one. There 
are many joyful parts! 

4. Planting pumpkins while everyone 
else is kicking off the start of summer. 
It speaks to the forward thinking of 
farming. 

5. Work on an organic farm, a 
conventional farm, and a livestock 
farm. Understand and support your 
fellow farmers, no matter what!

6. Year-round production in areas 
where it has never been. 

s
Tenisio Seanima

Nature’s Candy Farms 
Atlanta, Georgia

1. Our property had 
not been farmed in 
several decades, but 
the older generation 
put the charge on the 
younger one to pick 
that back up.  
I always knew it was 
something that  
I would do.

2. Getting others to understand the 
true value of food and convincing 
people to pay the value it’s worth.

3. Knowing that whatever happens,  
I can feed my family. 

4. When you walk through a forest, 
you don’t see any bare soil. I mulch the 
beds to mimic the forest floor.

202  


