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The Farmer’s Income

T HE FARMER who works his own farm has a

unique kind of independence. He is at once owner,
manager, producer and merchant. He has no boss to
tell him what to do. He can- and, indeed, must
exercise individuality, initiative and originality. He
does not await the whims of others for his advance-
ment, but reaps directly the benefits of his own
enterprise.

To stay in business, a farmer must seek an adequate
income. This demands his attention to many varied
activities and fields of knowledge. He must keep his
soil fertile, plan his crop rotations, balance his live-
stock programme with available feed, and sell his
produce to the best advantage. He needs to know how
to control expense and make efficient use of labour
and machinery. Failure to measure up well to any of
these requirements is sure to result in at least lower
income and at worst financial loss.

A neat farmstead is usually an indication of a good
farm manager, but hasty judgments should not be
made. Not every unpainted building is an indication of
slackness. The farmer may not have the time or the
money to paint because he is waging a gallant battle
against depletion of soil and is building up, year by
year, a permanent capital in the way of productive
farm land. The important things in farm management
are to keep machinery in good repair, keep necessary
fences standing, replace and maintain organic matter
in the soil, eradicate weeds and other crop-impairing
forces, and build or grow whatever protective devices
are needed, such as ditches and wind-breaks.

Agriculture is anything but static. To look back at
farming in Canada’s early days -- or even in the days
of our grandfathers -- is to see a picturesque scene, but
that sort of farming will not do today. There are still
some people content with subsistence farming, but
most standards have risen. Farmers require income
that provides the comforts of life as well as its necessities.

Supply and demand
The demand for farm products rises and falls in

accord with the supply of produce and the purchasing
power of consumers. The marketing system attempts
to bring demand and supply into balance by storing
produce in times of surplus for use in times of scar-
city, and by fluctuations in prices.

One thing is sure: human beings will continue to try
to feed themselves adequately at least three times a day.
That is the sole market for farm food-stuffs.

G. S. Shepherd reported in Marketing Farm Products
(1946) that the per capita consumption of food in the
United States had remained practically constant over
the preceding 35 years at about five pounds per person
per day. The average consumption from 1909 to 1939
was 4.96 pounds; the average in 1935 to 1939 was
4.91 pounds.

The consumption of some foods, of course, has
increased markedly, while that of others has decreased.
Processing and packaging have brought changes, and
methods of selling have affected the sale of food
products.

Addressing the Canadian Food Processors Associa-
tion in February, F. T. Sherk recalled the old days
when butchers, truck farmers and others peddled their
wares from door to door, and contrasted that with
present-day stores and super-markets. Sales in retail
food stores, he said, increased 230 per cent during the
ten years 1941 to 1951, while Canada’s population
climbed only 22 per cent.

Changes such as these complicate the income-getting
effort of the farmer. The demand for basic food-stuffs
does not keep pace with rises in family incomes. Except
for the very low income groups, people spend propor-
tionately less on food as their earnings increase. Low
income means a greater consumption of cheaper foods
such as grain products and potatoes; with rising income



there comes a demand for meat, dairy and poultry
products, fruits and vegetables.

One of the first problems to be solved by the farmer,
then, is that of what to produce. A characteristic
feature of agriculture is its dependence upon area. A
factory or a department store can expand upwards; a
fishing fleet can sweep a wider arc of the ocean; a
mining concern can go deeper into the earth. The
farmer must do the best he can with the area comprised
in his farm, to the depth of a few inches.

Value oJ Jarms
Taking the farm as the unit of operation, the value

of the capital per farm measures its resources in
production of farm commodities. The census of 1951
provided figures that span fifty years in the development
of Canadian farms:

Most striking in this tabulation is the increase in
machinery. Mechanization has, more or less according
to other factors, lightened the physical load of the
farmer and increased his efficiency; other machinery,
not on the farm, has affected him by the change it has
brought about in the processing of the raw product he
provides.

The change is well illustrated in an article by S. E.
Johnson in the May 1950 issue of The Journal of Farm
Economics (United States). He says that whereas 
1945 one farm worker produced enough to provide
himself and about 14 other persons with agricultural
products, in 1920 he produced enough for himself and
nine other persons, and about a hundred years earlier
only enough for himself and a little more than three
other persons.

However, no matter how ingenious a new agricultural
machine may be, the farm manager must have wisdom
to decide whether he needs it now, foresight to decide
what its use will be, economically, in future years, and
skill to fit it into the general scheme of his farm.

D. L. MacFarlane, Professor of Economics at
Macdonald College, made this point in an article he
wrote for Queens Quarterly: "The presence of a tractor
on a farm means neither that it is mechanized nor that
it is an efficient unit. One frequently finds a tractor on
a small farm in the west and on many farms where the
total capital is well under $10,000. Both are economic
anomalies."

If little use is made of a machine the high proportion
of total annual expense represented by depreciation
makes the cost per day or per acre or per hour extremely

high. As to operating costs, it will be recalled by many
that early in the 1930’s many farmers put aside their
tractors and returned to the use of horses because the
machinery used a fuel that had to be paid for in cash
whereas horses consumed one grown on the farm.

Farm income

With the mechanization of farms there has gone a
corresponding decrease in the need for manpower, so
that more and more workers have been released to
enter industry and services. So great development has
taken place in secondary industry and in services that
only $1,900 million of the national income amounting
to $19,043 million in 1953 was directly attributable to
farm produce, less than 10 per cent.

All revenue from farm operation is obtained through
the sale of crops and live-stock, plus a little received in
payment for off-farm and non-farm work. In 1954 the
cash income from the sale of farm products amounted
to $2,409 million. It first passed the $2,000 million
mark in 1948, and since then has averaged $2,566
million a year.

Many devices have been tried in the effort to stabilize
farm income. High prices for his product do not spell
prosperity for the farmer if to attain them he has to
reduce his volume so much that his total income is
reduced. Nor has any solution yet been found in
schemes to reduce the marketing expenses.

These are changing times, and nowhere are changes
more apparent than in the production and marketing
fields. Mention of a few examples will illustrate the fact.
There is an increasing amount of time utility embodied
in consumers’ goods: many foods that were formerly
seasonal are now provided the year round in various
preserved forms. There is a new demand from con-
sumers for goods in more elaborate form. They want
foods in small quantities and in such shape that little or
no processing at home is required. Bread, pastries and
cake are bought, for the most part, ready-baked;
vegetables come in tins, ready-cooked; bacon is sliced.
The work our parents did in baking and preparing
meals and cooking is now done by processors between
the farmer and the consumer, and must be paid for.
The costs include: processing to a more finished form,
handling in smaller units, and wrapping in expensive
packages.

This is a trend that shows no sign of changing. Half of
the book Marketing Farm Products is given over to
discussing the question in the farmer’s mind about the
spread between what he gets for the raw material and
the consumption price at the end of the chain of
distribution.

There is little an individual farmer can do but accept
the current price when he chooses to sell. He will do




