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Abstract

Food system researchers and practitioners have
used the U.S. Census of Agriculture historically as a
bellwether to measure changes in the direct-
marketing sector. The U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture has made considerable improvements in meas-
uring this sector in recent years, which formed the
basis for the phrasing of the 2017 Census of Agri-
culture direct-marketing questions. While the new
questions make it challenging to infer direct-
marketing trends between 2012 and 2017, the 2017
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Census of Agriculture data nonetheless reveals a
considerable decline in the number of farms selling
directly to consumers and wholesalers in the U.S.
We discuss possible explanations for this decline
and implications for the direct-marketing sector.
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Introduction

A principle use of U.S. Census of Agriculture data
is to ascertain farm-sector trends. The 2017 Census
of Agriculture provides greater insight into direct
marketing than historical estimates and reflects
improvements that the U.S. Department of Agri-
culture (USDA) has made in measuring the sector.
Hereafter, we refer to “direct-marketing” activity
generically to include “direct-to-consumer” trans-
actions (e.g., farm sales at farmers markets) and
“direct wholesale” transactions (e.g., farm sales to
restaurants). Measuring changes in market condi-
tions over time is valuable for several reasons, since
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it can inform where policy support may have been
most impactful and emerging market opportunities
for farms. However, the change in direct-marketing
questions between the 2012 and 2017 surveys
makes it impossible to compare trends in market
sales. Despite these changes, examining trends in
the number of farms doing direct marketing is still
possible. In this commentary, we demonstrate that
the 2017 Census of Agriculture reveals a consider-
able decline in the number of farms selling directly
to consumers and wholesalers in the U.S. relative
to 2012. We discuss where these changes are most
pronounced, as well as possible reasons for and
implications of these trends.

Census of Agriculture and Direct Marketing:
Methodological Issues

Census of Agriculture: 1978—2012

The Census of Agricultutre is administered by the
USDA every five years. The objective of the Cen-
sus of Agriculture is to survey all places in which
US$1,000 worth of agricultural products were
potentially produced and sold. In 2017, USDA esti-
mated that there were about three million potential
farms. Of these, 72% completed the census forms.
Thus, the Census of Agriculture provides unique
insights into the U.S. farm economy that are not
available through other sources.

Beginning with the 1978 Census of Agricul-
ture, farms were instructed to report sales of edible
products at direct-to-consumer (DTC) agricultural
outlets (Figure 1). DTC sales are those occurring

Figure 1. 2012 Census of Agriculture Questions

via roadside stands; farmers markets; community
supported agriculture (CSA) programs; on-farm
stores; and, in more recent years, online market-
places. Farms were instructed to report only direct
sales of unprocessed farm products like fresh fruit,
fresh vegetables, milk, and eggs. They were
instructed to exclude sales of non-edible products
(like craft items), resold products, farm products
produced off-farm, and sales of value-added prod-
ucts that were processed on-farm. This phrasing
implies that sales of, for instance, meat, cider, wine,
cheese, butter, jelly, jam, and salsa were not to be
reported in the DTC sales estimate. This was the
only direct-marketing sales question included in the
Census of Agriculture through 2012.

Evidence collected from other USDA surveys
suggested that direct-marketing sales were occur-
ring predominately via direct wholesale market
channels (Low et al., 2015; Low & Vogel, 2011).
To generate more information about the use of
direct wholesale channels, a yes/no question was
added to the 2012 Census of Agriculture that asked
farms if they marketed products directly to retailers
that in turn sell directly to consumers.

Local Food Marketing Practices Survey: 2015
USDA administered the first-ever Local Food
Marketing Practices Survey (LFMPS) in 2016 (to
collect 2015 data) to solicit detailed information
about market channels used by direct-marketing
farmers (USDA NASS, 2019a). The LEMPS was
the first USDA survey to collect sales data of
value-added agricultural products that were

DIRECT SALES FOR HUMAN CONSUMPTION

1. During 2012, did you produce, raise, or grow any crops, livestock, poultry, or agricultural products that were
sold directly to individual consumers for human consumption?

INCLUDE - sales from

- roadside stands

« farmers markets

- pick your own

- door to door, etc.

« Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)

1409 i
1 [ Yes - Gross value of these direct sales

EXCLUDE

- craft items

« processed products such as cheese,
butter, jellies, sausages, and hams

- wine and cider

Value of Sales
(Dollars)

1410
Specify product(s) —

3 [ No- Goto SECTION 34
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processed on-farm and direct sales by farms to
retail establishments, institutions, and other local
intermediary businesses like food hubs. Even
though the LFMPS contains the phrase “local” in
the title, there are no geographic restrictions on
sales. In particular, the DTC sales estimate includes
online sales by farmers, which conceivably can
occur across any distance.

We compare the methodologies between Cen-
sus of Agriculture and LEMPS,; since the Census of
Agriculture’s direct-marketing questions were
changed between 2012 and 2017 based on the
LFMPS’s design. However, comparing data
between the Census of Agriculture and LEMPS
must be undertaken cautiously due to the different
ways they were administered. While the former is a
census of all known farms, the latter is a sample of
direct-marketing farms. USDA used responses
from approximately 5,700 farms to generate aggre-
gate LFMPS 2015 sales estimates (O’Hara & Lin,
2019). Since this was the first time USDA
administered the LEMPS, the list of potential
respondents may have been incomplete. While
Census of Agriculture data is publicly available at
the county level, USDA only released state-level

Figure 2. 2017 Census of Agriculture Questions

estimates from the LFMPS for 30 states; it did not
disclose data at the county level due to both a lack
of data and privacy concerns.

Census of Agriculture: 2017

Questions in the 2017 Census of Agriculture
regarding direct marketing were designed to mimic
the more comprehensive questions in the LEFMPS.
This rephrasing of the pre-existing questions
restricts the ability of stakeholders to evaluate
trends in direct-marketing activity between 2012
and 2017. However, the 2017 data represents a far
more comprehensive estimate of the sector. While
the new questions introduce a one-time transition
that complicates the ability to infer trends between
2017 and previous years, these changes will provide
more information and likely improve the capability
of stakeholders to analyze direct-marketing trends
in future years.

The 2017 DTC sales question was reworded so
that farms reported the aggregated sales of both
unprocessed farm products (such as fresh fruits
and vegetables) and value-added products
processed on-farm (such as cider and jelly) (see
Figure 2). This means that the DTC sales estimates

Sl=abe I FOOD MARKETING PRACTICES

1. During 2017, did this operation produce and sell any crops, livestock, poultry, or agricultural products that were food for

humans to eat or drink?

INCLUDE
+ edible agricultural products
for human consumption

EXCLUDE

2750 . .
1 O Yes - Complete this section

« non-edible products such as hay, cut flowers, Christmas trees, nursery products, etc.
= commodities produced under production contracts
- praducts purchased and resold

3 O No - Go to SECTION 28
2. How much was received in 2017 for the food produced and sold directly to:

. Mark "X"

a. Consumers: Farmers markets, on-farm stores or farm stands, roadside ifalzcme (Dollars)
stands or stores, u-pick, CSA (Community Supported Agriculture),
............. ae0 [ $ .00

(i) Specify the food(s) that was produced and sold directly to consumers in 2017.

Gross Value of Sales

4161

institutions, or food hubs in 2017.

b. Retail Markets, Institutions, or Food Hubs for Local or Regionally
Branded Products: Supermarkets, supercenters, restaurants, caterers,
independently owned grocery stores, food cooperatives, K-12 schools,
colleges or universities, hospitals, workplace cafeterias, prisons,
foodbanks, etc.? . . ... ... ...

(i) Specify the food(s) that was produced and sold directly to retail markets,

Gross Value of Sales
(Dollars)

2751
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Table 1. Summary Table of Direct-marketing Questions in the Census of Agriculture in 2012 and 2017

Market Channel

2012

2017

Market channel
examples provided

Roadside stands, farmers
markets, pick your own,
door-to-door, CSA

Roadside stands or stores, farmers
markets, on-farm stores or farm stands,
CSA, online marketplaces

Consumers Report gross value of

sales

Yes

Yes

Include On-Farm
Processed Products

No

Yes

Definition

Market products directly to
retail outlets that in turn
sell directly to consumers

Sales to retail markets, institutions, or
food hubs for local or regionally branded
products

Market channel

Direct Wholesale examples provided

Restaurants, grocery stores,
schools, hospitals, or other
businesses

Supermarkets, supercenters, restaurants,
caterers, independently owned grocery
stores, food cooperatives, K-12 schools,
colleges or universities, hospitals, work-

place cafeterias, prisons, foodbanks

Report gross value of
sales

Yes

Include on-farm
processed products

Yes

Note: Farmers are instructed to only report sales of edible agricultural products produced on-farm.
This excludes non-edible products, products bought and resold, and products not grown/raised on operation.

in the 2017 Census of Agriculture are not
comparable to DTC sales data from previous ver-
sions of the Census of Agriculture. Also, a new
question was inserted into the 2017 Census of
Agriculture asking farms to report sales they made
to retail markets, institutions, ot food hubs of
locally or regionally branded products. (The ques-
tion did not define what constituted a “branded”
product.)

Despite these changes to the questions regard-
ing sales, trends between 2012 and 2017 in the
number of direct-marketing farms can be still
inferred because the count for both DTC farms
and direct wholesale farms in the 2017 Census of
Agtriculture is more expansive. First, DTC farms
that undertook value-added production exclusively
and did not make any sales of unprocessed farm
products would not have been counted in the 2012
Census of Agriculture, but they would be counted
in 2017. Second, in 2012, the phrasing of the direct
wholesale question suggests that sales through
locally oriented distributors, like food hubs, should
not be included. This is because consumers are
unlikely to make purchases directly from food
hubs. In 2017, direct wholesale farms were asked
to include food hub sales provided that the

34

product was locally or regionally branded. We sum-
marize these changes in the Table 1.

If there were a greater number of direct-
marketing farms in 2017 than in 2012, then it
would be unclear if the change was attributable to
changes in the phrasing of the question or overall
sector trends. However, if there were fewer direct-
marketing farms in 2017 than in 2012, we could
conclude a decline had occurred because the
phrasing of questions was less restrictive in 2017.

Direct-marketing Farm Trends

We show in Table 2 that DTC sales of unprocessed
products approximately doubled in the U.S.
between 1992 and 2007 from US$706 million to
US$1.4 billion (in 2017 U.S. dollars). Similarly, the
number of DTC farms rose by over 50 percent
between 1992 and 2007 (from 86,432 to 136,817).
DTC sales plateaued between 2007 and 2012. The
2015 LEMPS revealed that value-added products
accounted for 47% of total DTC sales. Aggregate
DTC sales appear to have declined by 10%
between 2015 (US$3.1 billion) and 2017 (US$2.8
billion), although this interpretation is subject to
the caveat we mentioned earlier regarding com-
paring LEMPS and Census of Agriculture data.

Volume 9, Issue 1 / Summer 2019
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Table 2. Direct-to-Consumer (DTC) Farms and Sales for Commodities and Value-added Products, 1992-2017

DTC Farms DTC Sales (billion 2017 USD)
Unprocessed Processed Processed and Unprocessed Processed Processed and

Year Survey Products Products Unprocessed Products Products Unprocessed
1992 Ag. Census 86,432 $0.7

1997 Ag. Census 93,140 $0.9

2002 Ag. Census 116,733 $1.1

2007 Ag. Census 136,817 $1.4

2012 Ag. Census 144,530 $1.4

2015 LFMPS 58,560 74,738 114,801 $1.7 $1.5 $3.1
2017 Ag. Census 130,056 $2.8

The number of DTC farms decreased from
144,530 in 2012 to 130,056 in 2017, even though
the 2017 estimate includes farms exclusively selling
value-added products. This suggests that the
decline in DTC farms during this period was at
least 10%. In Table 3, we present state-level results
for 20 states with the greatest number of DTC

Table 3. Change in Number of Direct-to-Consumer (DTC) Farms, 2012 to 2017,
for the 20 States with the Highest Number of DTC Farms in 2012

farms in 2017. There was a decline of at least 3,000
DTC farms in the West Coast states of California,
Oregon, and Washington. There was likewise a
decline of at least 1,800 DTC farms in the mid-
Atlantic states of New York and Pennsylvania. The
combination of these states represents two of the
most prominent regions of the country for DTC
marketing (Low et al,,
2015). Only four of the
20 states that had the
greatest number of DTC

State 2012 2017 Change % Change 2012 Rank farms in 2012 did not
Texas 7,954 7,667 -287 -4% 2 experience an unambigu-
California 8,588 7,623 -965 -11% 1 ous decline in DTC farms
Pennsylvania 7,577 6,403 -1,174 -15% 3 between 2012 and 2017.
Ohio 6,612 6,130 -482 -7% 5 Three of these states are
Oregon 6,680 5,720 -960 -14% 4 in a contiguous region of
New York 6,342 5,697 -645 -10% 6 the Southeast (Kentucky,
Michigan 6,243 5,669 -574 -9% 7 Virginia, and Tennessee).
Wisconsin 5,848 5,088 -760 -13% 8 The reduction in direct
Washington 5,640 4,503 -1,137 -20% 9 wholesale farms from
North Carolina 4,475 4,058 -417 -9% 10 49,043 in 2012 to 28,958
Kentucky 3,438 3,782 344 10% 17 in 2017 was more pro-
Tennessee 3,679 3,773 94 3% 13 nounced than the decline
Missouri 4,096 3,640 -456 -11% 12 in DTC farms (Table 4).
Virginia 3,681 3,586 5 0% 15 Since the 2017 question
Minnesota 4,213 3,533 -680 -16% 11 was broader, this repre-
Florida 3,480 3,440 -40 -1% 16 sents a decline of at least
Indiana 3,673 3,235 -438 -12% 14 41%. The decline of at
Colorado 2,896 2,987 91 3% 20 least 81% in Texas is
Illinois 2,981 2,628 -353 -12% 18 particularly pronounced,
lowa 2,964 2,575 -389 -13% 19 since in 2012 the state had
Total 144,530 130,056 -14,474 -10% the second—highest

Question phrasing varied between 2012 and 2017.

Each state has a statistically significant difference at the 0.01 level except Virginia.
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U.S. Of the 20 states in
the U.S. with the most
direct wholesale farms,

Table 4. Change in Number of Direct Wholesale Farms, 2012 to 2017, for the
20 States with the Highest Number of Direct Wholesale Farms in 2012

. I State 2012 2017 Change % Change 2012 Rank

only two (California and  Gajitornig 4,432 4,301 “131 3% 1
Florida) may have expeti- gy, yor 2,533 1,587 -946 -37% 3
enced doechnes of less Pennsylvania 2,379 1,443 -936 -39% 4
than 20%. Wisconsin 1,719 1,153 -566 -33% 9
In Figure 3, we show g hington 1,654 1,142 -512 -31% 10
thatl;he Pfop‘zmon of Oregon 1,898 1,040 -858 -45% 6
sma Cfc‘ls?zegTafms . Michigan 1,637 1,029 -608 -37% 11
engaged in DTC market- o4, 1,187 982 ~205 -17% 14
ing was greater in 2017 Ohio 1,802 962 -840 -47% 7
;}51;1 mfi());zé Ifn 201}71’ 4, NorthCarolina 2,201 925 -1,276 -58% 5
e Off ﬁrmio 42 Hawaii 1,260 878 -382 -30% 13
stze o A ‘;W“ than . Virginia 1,769 828 -941 -53% 8
;E)rfzs (230/““;“1;5%;6} Maine 1,074 795 -279 -26% 17
o 00 s ,la“lns Vermont 1,174 737 437 -37% 15
‘Zere t1S smafl. SIMEALY, - pissouri 923 699 -224 -24% 21
{_) erefwas ilgrea,ter dnf)?_c Minnesota 974 637 ~337 -35% 20
fer © _m;%le;'sfe 4 Kentucky 1,341 615 ~726 -54% 12
2?;1“; ;“h, . than 1n o Tews 2,927 569 2,358 ~81% 2
IS HBUIE SUSBESES  passachusetts 1,035 567 ~468 -45% 18

that the decline in DTC
Ero dutin this neriod | 12%2 914 558 -356 -39% 22

n
Arms during this perio Total 49,043 28958  -20,085 —41%

was driven by a reduction
in larger farms.
While it is possible

Question phrasing varied between 2012 and 2017.

Each state has a statistically significant difference at the 0.01 level.

that some larger DTC farms decided to make
direct-marketing sales exclusively through direct
wholesale channels, the corresponding decline in
direct wholesale farms indicates that in the aggre-
gate this is unlikely to be the sole explanation. Crop
prices were relatively lower in 2017 than in 2012,
and as a result, it would not necessarily have been
advantageous for direct-marketing farms to have
begun producing commodity crops like corn and
soybeans during this period (USDA NASS, 2019b).
We cannot compare changes in the size distribu-
tion of direct wholesale farms between 2012 and
2017 because this information was not reported in
the 2012 Census of Agriculture.

Discussion and Conclusions

Data from the Census of Agriculture reveals there
was an unambiguous decline in the number of
direct-marketing farms between 2012 and 2017.
Since the phrasing of the questions in the Census
of Agriculture was broader in 2017 than in 2012,

36

only a lower limit on the decline between 2012 and
2017 is known. The different questions further
imply it is challenging to investigate the causes of
the decline with the data. One factor that could
have contributed to a national-level decline in
direct-marketing farms is an increase in online
shopping. If online purchases had an adverse
impact on brick-and-mortar retailers, retailers may
have been less inclined to have made purchases
from nearby farms, which in turn could decrease
the number of direct wholesale farms. Online pur-
chasing could similarly have adversely affected
DTC producers. Since direct marketing is particu-
larly advantageous to farms near cities (e.g., O’Hara
& Lin, 2019), development pressures associated
with urban expansion like sprawl or increased land
prices could have been disadvantageous to direct-
marketing farms in urban areas.

Practitioners and researchers with highly
informed views of their own direct market
conditions may be able to undertake more in-depth

Volume 9, Issue 1 / Summer 2019
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Figure 3. Comparison in the Size of Farms Selling Direct to studies that can identify causes
Consumer (DTC) in 2012 and 2017 Censuses of Agriculture behind this trend. Additionally,
The number of DTC farms in each category appears on each organizations administering technical
section of the chart. assistance programs geared toward
direct-marketing farmers may want to
100% examine their activities to see which
90% ones are most effective at mitigating
this decline in the number of farms
80% doing direct marketing, =
g 70%
£ 91,635
5 60% 110,738
s
&  50%
S
o 40%
e
()
o 30%
20%
10%
0%
2012 2017
m1to9acres 10 or more acres

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2019c.
Note: 1 acre=0.4 hectare
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