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What Every Young Family 
Farmer Should Know

YOUNG PRODUCERS

by Austin Miles, research associate  |  ramiles@noble.org

32 PERCENT of small farms had more 
than half of their sales come from beef.

41 PERCENT had a positive net income. 
They were accountable for 20 percent of 
total agricultural sales.

66 PERCENT
It is important to note that midsize and large 
family farms, while fewer than 9 percent of all 
farms, produce 66 percent of total agriculture 
sales. The majority of these entities rely solely 
on income generated from their operation(s).

Farm Facts from the 2012 Census of Agriculture

Small farms held 40 percent of cattle and 89 
percent of horse inventory. 
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97 percent of U.S. farms are family-owned. The family farm is a complex entity that comes in a variety of sizes and structures. 

88 
PCT

of U.S farms are small, which 
when visualized would be 
all of the U.S. except Texas, 
Oklahoma and New Mexico.

FAMILY FARMS

farmers in 2012 were 
beginning farmers

According to the census, beginning 
farmers control 16 percent of farmland.

BEGINNING FARMERS

Beginning farmers are 
categorized as principal 
operators who were on their 
current operation less than 10 
years. While the number of 
these operators has declined 
20 percent since 2007, they 
still operate almost 25 percent 
of U.S. farms.

522,058

15 PERCENT of the value of ag products 
sold are produced by beginning farmers.

22 PERCENT of products sold directly to 
consumers and 26 percent of the value of 
organic sales came from beginning farmers. 

Only 16 percent depended on the farm as a 
majority of their income.

The 2012 Census 
of Agriculture 
compiled by 
the U.S. Depart-

ment of Agriculture 
National Agricultural 
Statistics Service 
revealed some shock-
ing (and maybe not 
so shocking) truths: 
farmers and ranchers 

are getting older, fewer in numbers, and there 
aren’t as many “new” producers entering 
the industry. While these facts may sound 
gloomy and disheartening, let’s look closer at 
some of the information and, more impor-
tantly, how young producers like myself can 
contribute to their family’s operations.

When looking at the farm facts below 
one wonders, what does this mean for 

you and your family operation? How does 
a young producer get involved? What can 
or should you do to improve upon the 
legacy of the family farm or ranch? 

As a young producer, I have pondered 
these questions myself. Our family operation 
in Whitesboro, Texas, is the stereotypical 
small family farm as defined by the agricul-
ture census. My great-great-grandfather 
homesteaded there more than 100 years ago. 
Since then, my family has raised everything 
from cotton and corn to peanuts and cattle. 
My grandparents both had jobs off the farm, 
as did my parents, as do I. While I’d like to think 
the farm has always been profitable, I know 
that is not the case; without outside income, 
our operation would not have survived. I’d 
like to reflect on my experiences as a young 
producer and share some observations that 
could hopefully aid and encourage other 

upstart farmers, ranchers and land managers.

BE WILLING TO ASSUME RISK. Risk can 
come in a variety of forms: financial, occupa-
tional or reputational. Any time you put skin 
in the game, you’re going to become more 
invested in the success and well-being of 
the operation. Be motivated and push the 
needle to accomplish your goal(s).

SPEAK UP, BUT KNOW WHEN TO SHUT 
UP. Proposing new ideas can be seen as 
challenging the status quo but, in reality, 
without the injection of new ideas, an 
operation can become stagnant and possi-
bly miss out on an opportunity to become 
more efficient and/or productive. It can be 
something as small as how and what we feed 
cattle to exploring new marketing opportuni-
ties for our crop, such as direct marketing to 
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consumers. However, you can learn a lot from 
listening. Seek out those who have been in the 
business, who have had success and failure, 
and learn from their experiences. That kind of 
education is free and real-world tested.

ASK QUESTIONS. This goes hand-in-hand 
with my previous point. Sometimes being 
the silent observer is fine, but do not be 
timid about asking why things are done the 
way they are. Try to gain some perspec-
tive and history before you offer input or 
thought into why or how an operation 
could be doing something differently.  

GET YOUR HANDS DIRTY. I’m very proud 
of the degrees on the wall of my office, 
but I’m equally proud of the experiences 
and lessons learned from others I have 
encountered and worked with in the field. 
I am convinced that formal education 
empowers a person to continue to learn 
after they graduate and enter the profes-
sional world. Who better to learn from 
than those already actively engaged and 
doing the work?

“AGVOCATING” IS MORE THAN A 
HASHTAG. Social media is a great way 
to connect with people who we would 
otherwise never meet yet alone interact 
with. It is an easy way to stay abreast 
of current events and industry news, 
and to share information and ideas. It is 
important to promote our industry and 
heritage with photos, infographics, etc., 
but simply taking pretty pictures isn’t 
enough. Be mindful of the opportuni-
ties you may have to promote agricul-
ture and be confident enough to do 
so, whatever the venue or whoever the 
audience may be.  

SEEMINGLY SMALL THINGS CAN YIELD 
MAJOR REWARDS. Change can be as drastic 
or subtle as you make it. As a small opera-

tor, my goal for our farm is to be as efficient as 
possible with our finances, natural resources and 
livestock. This past winter, my dad and I decided 
to change how we feed hay. Historically, we’d  put 
hay rings around a round bale, knowing we were 
wasting a significant portion of the bale (and 
money).  My exposure to current research and 
different management techniques proved that we 
could do better with little-to-no additional effort 
required. Once we began rolling the bales out 
instead of simply setting them down with a hay 
ring, we noticed a greater portion of the hay was 
consumed and less was wasted. This decreased 
how many bales we needed to purchase to feed 
through the winter. That money we saved from 
not buying hay could be reinvested in our pastures 
through fertilizer this spring. Small improvements 
stack up quick and can quickly change the 
landscape and character of an operation.  

LEAD CHANGE AND BECOME INVOLVED. 
American agriculture has overcome many 
challenges and obstacles in the past, but 
I feel our greatest contest is yet to come. 
With increasing regulation, more competi-
tive global markets, and a general population 
who continues to grow removed from and 
distrust modern agriculture, we as an industry 
must ensure our livelihood and rural heritage 
endure. It is easy to sit back and say, “Well, 
I can’t do anything about it. I’m a little guy.” 
National and state organizations are the 
collective voice of our industry. It is imperative 

The Census of Agriculture is conducted 
every five years. The 2017 survey will be 
released at the end of the year, and can 
be completed either online or by mail. We 
encourage every farmer, rancher and land 
manager to fill it out. For additional informa-
tion, please visit www.agcensus.usda.gov. 

DID YOU
KNOW?

to not only become a member but also be 
actively engaged in that organization, and 
promote its creed and mission.

BE ABLE TO ADMIT WHEN YOU NEED 
HELP. Know your limits and when you need 
assistance. It is OK to admit you do not know 
something or your abilities aren’t as advanced 
as those around you. More importantly, be the 
helping hand when you are called upon by 
others.

WORKING WITH FAMILY IS WHERE 
MEMORIES ARE MADE AND LIFE 
LESSONS LEARNED. Some of my fondest 
memories growing up involve riding on the 
tractor and in the wagons during peanut 
harvest. I’ll never forget the smell and 
sounds of harvest as a young boy (and the 
stomachache from eating too many fresh 
peanuts). My working relationship with my 
grandfather and dad has changed since 
then from shotgun rider to partner, and for 
that I am truly blessed and grateful. Now 
that I have a family of my own, I take every 
opportunity I have to take my daughters 
with me to check cattle, get on the tractor, 
fix fence, etc. The time spent together 
is irreplaceable; I know that because my 
mentors and role models took the time to 
take me along on similar chores. Take time 
to give back to younger generations; they 
will be the caretakers of the future we are 
all working to make a reality. 

The future of agriculture in our great 
country is bright and full of opportunity 
for those willing to grasp it. As young 
farmers and ranchers, we are blessed 
with tools, technologies, techniques and 
information our predecessors could only 
dream about. Though we face challenges 
that previous generations did not, we are 
still in contest with some all too familiar 
ones. I am encouraged by the fact that so 
many still commit themselves to feeding 
and clothing their fellow man. It is a noble 
effort that is forgotten by so many.

Austin with his father, Gregg Miles, 
and grandfather, James Hightower.  
Together, they operate and manage a 
commercial beef cattle herd in Whites-
boro and Sadler, Texas.


