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Part-time Farming: Possibilities 
and Limitations 

E. II. HARTMANS, I-I. W. HERBISON, GLEN PULVER, 
and BUEL F. LANPHER 

PART-TIME FARMING dates back to our early colonial days. 
Then, colonists often worked at a trade or craft and farmed as well. 
Today, as yesterday, many combine off-farm employment with part
time farming. The reasons for farming part-time are as numerous as 
the number of people participating. 

Who is a part-time farmer? Differ
ent people and groups define part
time farming differently. For example, 
the U. S. Census calls a farm "part
time" if it sold $250 to $1,199 in farm 
products, and if the farm operator re
ported either 100 or more days of 
work off the farm in 1954 or the family 
nonfarm income was greater than the 
value of farm products sold. 

There are other forms of part-time 
farming. Some persons operate farms 
which are too small for full-time em
ployment yet the farm is their sole 
source of income. Others own farm 
land and buildings, but do so only be
cause they want to enjoy "city living 
in the country." 

This publication is intended for 
families who combine off-farm em
ployment with part-time farming in 
order to improve their living stand
ards. Taking this view, there are two 
groups of part-time farmers with 
whom we are primarily concerned: 

1. Those persons whose fanning 
operations are of such size or profit-

ability that additional off-farm em
ployment is required to provide an 
adequate income. 

2. Those persons whose employ
ment in industry or other nonfarm 
occupations does not provide an in
come sufficient to meet the family's 
needs so that they have chosen part
time farming as a means of providing 
a more adequate income. 

This bulletin treats the subject from 
the standpoint of how to make this 
type of part-time farming a profitable 
venture. 

The number of people farming part
time has increased rapidly since the 
early thirties. This trend probably will 
continue. Causes of this upward trend 
in part-time farming include such fac
tors as: 

• The nation's rapidly growing 
and decentralized industry has pro
vided job opportunities for many farm 
families. 

• The general adoption of the 40-
hour week and 8-hour day in industry 
has given a greater opportunity for 

1 E. H. I-Inrtmans is Extension Farm. :Management Specialist, University of ?viinncsota (now on leave); 
II. W. Herbison is Extension Marketing Agent, North Dakota Agricultural College; Glen Pulver is Assistant 
Professor of Ag-ricultural Economics, University of \:Yiscon~in; nnd Buel F. Lanpher is n member of the 
l~~cdernl Extension Service stuff in Washington, D.C. The authors ncted as a Subcommittee on Part-tin1e 
l~'urming of the North Central Fn11n Mnnflgement Extension Committee (see pn~e 4) in preparing this 
hullctin. Special acknowledgment is due H. G. Routhe. University of t-Hnnesota Extension Fnnn Manage
ment Specialist, who carried through finul details of publication in the absence of the senior nuthor. 
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part-time tarming both for farmers 
and industrial workers. 

• The opportunity to obtain mod
ern country living within handy com
muting distance of the off-farm job 
has increased. 

• The price-cost squeeze has cut 
income, especially for the "small com
mercial farmer." While costs have 
been rising rapidly, farm prices have 
been falling. This situation may con
tinue in many farm production lines. 
The margin of profit per unit is con
tinuously declining. This forces many 
farmers to expand their farm business 
volume or look for additional income 
outside the farm. 

• Farm people are using part-time 
farming to shift from full-time farm
ing to nonfarm employment in town 
or city. 

• Young people are working off 
the farm and farming part-time to ac
quire enough capital to become full
time commercial farmers. Capital re
quirements or "investment per work
er" in today's commercial farm opera
tion have increased tremendously un
til now they are nearly five times their 

pre-World War II level. And they are 
still rising! Modern technology has 
ushered in an era of ( 1) more busi
ness volume per farm and per worker, 
( 2) fewer and larger farms, and ( 3) 
greater capital outlay for land, equip
ment, and other production inputs. 

The "beginning farmer," short of 
capital and long on labor, finds it 
harder and harder to compete with 
established commercial farmers for 
scarce land. He faces the reality that 
today it takes 4% times as much capi
tal for land, 8% times for machinery, 
and 3% times for other capital items 
as in 1940. 

What happens in this situation? 
Farmers take nonfarm employment to 
supplement shrinking earnings or 
leave farming completely. Nationally, 
the number of commercial farms has 
shrunk by 1,250,000 since 1940. 

Values that cannot be expressed in 
money continue to play an important 
role in part-time farming. To many, 
particularly those reared on farms, 
part-time farming is a means of gain
ing personal and family satisfactions 
rather than strictly economic returns. 

Selecting an Enterprise or Enterprise Combination 

Part-time farmers generally follow 
the same type of farming as their 
neighbors. Part-time and full-time 
farmers place about the same empha
sis on the type of crops and livestock 
or even on total acreage and crop 
acreage. This is understandable. Most 
part-time farms used to be full-time 
farms before the operator took an out
side job or before a person with an 
outside job bought the farm. The 
tendency is to maintain the former 
crop and livestock program, even 
though in a less intensive manner. 
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MANY DIFFERENCES 

Yet, some very important differ
ences exist between full-time and 
part-time farmers which make a dif
ference in how they operate. Let's 
take a look at them. 

Less Labor Available 

The full-time farmer usually works 
about 3,000-3,500 hours a year, or 60-
70 hours per week. A person with an 
outside job usually works 40 hours 
per week and travels another 5-10 
hours to and from work-which adds 



Because dairying requires large amounts of labor and a high level of detailed management, 
it makes a poor choice for most part-time farmer . The returns are usually low compared 

to other Alternatives (see tables 4 and 5). 

up to 2,000-2,500 hours per year. This 
leaves him with no more than 1,000 
hours per year for farm work. 

Vilith a year around job, onl a few 
hours are availabl for farm work 
every day. This is a handicap in farm
ing jobs, such as ultivating or mak
ing hay or silage, that have certain 
short p ak labor r quirem nts. Conse-

. qucntly, th se jobs often uff r in 
quality and ffi i n y. The family 
might sometim s incr as th labor 
supply onsid rably. Thi could, how
cv r, int rfer with th homemaker's 
cluti s and may au troubl at hom . 

n th oth r hand, some farm rs 
with a onal nonfarm jobs may have 
pl nty of labor during some months 
and v ry littl during others. Thus 
th y may b abl to s lect crops and 
livcsto k with high sea onallabor re
quir m nts. Working in a beet factory 
or lumb r mill during fall and winter, 
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for in tance, would not interfere with 
cash crop production. 

L ess Time for Management 

While operators vary greatly, very 
often th part-time farmer can't pro
duce rops and liv tock a efficiently 
a th full-time farmer. This is par
ticularly true for nt rpri es that re
quir an ye for d tail , such a a 
dairy herd. Being away from home 
every day and starting farm work after 
working all day I wh re, c rtainly 
do s not contribut to high effici nc . 

Business Likely to Be Small 

With a limit d labor upply, th 
siz of th total farm bu ines ha to 
be r lativ l mall. Howe r, fanning 
with its h avy fix d o rhead co t, r -
quixes a c rtain volum of business to 
be profitable. Som nterpri re
quir u h a laxg volume to b profit-



able that hardly any labor is left for 
outside employment. The high initial 
investment in buildings and equip
ment for dairying is a good example. 

These facts indicate that the part
time fanner should-

1. Because of the limited available 
labor, select enterprises that can 
be operated on a rather small 
scale without becoming too in
efficient. 

2. Generally select those enterprises 
that will give the highest net 1'e
turn per hour of labor rather 
than those that through lm·ge 
labor inputs show a high return 
per acre of land (but a low re
turn how·ly). 

3. Keep his overhead costs down to 
a minimum. 

4. Fit enterprises to available labor. 
A person employed the year 
around should choose enterprises 
with a more uniform daily labor 
requirement. A seasonally em
ployed worker may choose enter
prises that have large labor loads 
during short periods. 

WHAT CROPS? 

Four factors greatly influence what 
crops should be grown on a part-time 
farm. 

1. The amount and type of land 
available. 

2. The amount and type of labor 
available. 

3. How profitable suitable cash 
crops are at the time. 

4. The amount of livestock and how 
profitable that particular livestock is. 

On Small Fm·ms 

Many part-time farms have little 
tillable land, and the choice of crops 
is very limited. Farmers with less than 
about 20 acres of cropland cannot af
ford to own the equipment necessary 
to grow a variety of crops. Here gen
erally the best course would be to 
have a garden for vegetables and 
small fruits and leave the ):est of the 
land in permanent grass. As we will 
see later, 15 acres of good grass and 
hay land can provide the feed for 
35-40 ewes. 

In some areas truck crops such as 
strawberries, raspberries, asparagus, 
etc., might be considered on a limited 
acreage for sale. However, truck crops 
generally have high peak labor loads 
particularly during hm·vestings. This 
means that the part-time farmer and 
his wife and children will have to 
put in some long working days. 

On F m·m~ over 20 Ac1·es 

Here the same principles guide the 
part-time farmer and the full-time 
fanner. Both must buy machinery 

Table 1. Comparative yields, prices, labor requirements, and retums from crops 
in the Corn Belt" 

Yield Price Hours Approximate 
Crop per acre per bu. per acre return per ho~~ 

Corn ................................................................................................... 65 bu. $ 1.00 6 $3.00-$4.00 
Soybeans ........................................ ............................................ 22 2.00 5 2.00- 3.00 
oats ............................................................ ........................................ 45 .60 5 none 
Barley ............................................................................................ 30 .90 5 none 
Flax ...................................................................................................... 11 3.00 5 0.00- 1.00 
Wheat ................................................................................................ 25 2.00 4 3.00- 4.00 
Alfalfa hay ................................................................................. 2~~ tons 18.00 ton 7 1.00- ;!.00 
Potatoes .................................................. ...................................... 150 cwt. 1.25 cwt. 25 1.00- 2.00 

• Data adapted from detailed cost studies by Department of Agri.cu!tura! Economics, Uni
versity of Minnesota. 
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Table 2. Comparative yields, prices, labor requirements, and returns based on Kentucky 
data, and representative for Kansas and Missouri 

Yield 
Crop per acre 
Corn ... .............................................................................................. 50 bu. 
Soybeans .................................................................................... 22 
Oats ................................................................................................... 50 
Barley ............................................................................................. 40 
Wheat ......... ...................................................................................... 30 
Alfalfa hay ............................................................... __ 2~'2 tons 
Tobacco .......................................................................... __ 1,800 lbs. 
Strawberries ........................................................................... 200 crates 

(24 qts.) 

carefully. The part-time farmer must 
try to get the maximum return for his 
labor, whether he is cash cropping 
or feeds his crops through livestock. 
This means selecting the crops or crop 
rotation with the top return per hour 
of labor. Table 1 gives some idea of 
the returns from crops in the Com 
Belt; table 2, the same for Kentucky, 
Kansas, and Missouri. 

Tables 1 and 2 indicate that small 
grains, except for wheat, should be 
left out of the cropping program 
whenever possible. However, it isn't 
always possible to grow large amounts 
of row crops on some soils or on hilly 
land. Here part-time farming depend
ing on a large proportion of small 
grain other than wheat would be 
highly questionable unless yields are 
unusually high. Then it would be best 
to produce forage to feed livestock. 

The returns shown in tables 1 and 2 
vary with the size of the farm. Fixed 
costs per acre increase rather sharply 
with small acreages. An analysis made 
of 350 farms in southern :Minnesota 
in 1950-54 and adjusted to 1959 prices 
shows how machinery cost per acre 
goes down as farm size goes up 
(table 3). 

A part-time fanner with a full-time 
nonfarm job usually has only 500 
hours to do field work-even if he 
allowed all of his time to it. This 
vvould be enough to handle approxi-
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Price 
per bu. 

$ 1.00 
2.00 

.60 
1.00 
2.00 

18.00 ton 
.60 lb. 

Hours 
per acre 

6 
5 
5 
5 
4 
7 

Approximate 
return per hour 

$1.00-$2.00 
1.50- 2.50 

5.00 24-qt. crate 

none 
0.50- 1.50 
5.00- 6.00 
1.00- 2.00 
1.00- 2.00 
0.50- 1.50 

mately 100 acres. A person with only 
winter employment could spend full
time raising crops and could handle 
as many as 300 acres on a cash-crop 
basis. 

Although it is possible and often 
desirable to raise only crops, many 
part-time farmers prefer and should 

Table 3. Power and crop machinery cost per 
acre by size of farm, Southeastern 

Minnesota, 1950-44 

Average 
acreage 

50 
100 
150 
200 
250 

Crop rna
Power cost chinery cost 

per acre per acre 

$8.20 $7.13 
6.00 6.30 
5.50 5.95 
5.15 5.60 
4.85 5.30 

have a livestock program. This gives 
them additional employment during 
the winter. However, it will usually 
cut down their time for crops in the 
summer or limit the total acreage they 
can handle. 

WHAT LIVESTOCK PROGRAM? 

As with crops, the limited labor 
supply makes it necessary to choose 
livestock that can give a high return 
per hour above the market value of 
the feed and other costs. 

\iVe give a complete breakdown of 
cost and returns for various classes of 
livestock in the Appendixes. Table 4 
summarizes the potential returns from 



livestock assuming a ( 1) good over
all ef-ficiency and ( 2) normal or 80 
percent efficiency. These figures are 
for the Corn Belt states but could also 
apply to other states in the area. 

Clearly, longtime hourly returns 
from livestock production are consid
erably lower than from row-crop pro
duction (table 4). This emphasizes 
how important it is for the part-time 
farmer to spend as many hours as 
possible in producing high-return 
crops. This is important in selecting 
a farm for the person moving into 
part-time farming. 

IN LIVESTOCK-

HuLE !-Select the most profitable 
crops or cropping system to maxi
mize return per hour. (Table 1.) 

RuLE II-Feed these crops to the 
livestock which again maximizes 
returns for labor. (Table 4.) 

Because of slope or other factors, 
many farms need some land in leg
ume-grass crops. It generally is diffi-

cult to find a good market for forage. 
In addition, forage could well remain 
on the farm to maintain the soil struc
ture. This adds up to the point that 
the forage grown should preferably 
be fed through a ewe flock or through 
feeder cattle. If still more labor is 
available after the forage is used, 
feeding corn through hogs is the next 
best alternative. On farms which need 
little or no forage crops hogs would 
certainly be the first choice. 

Table 5 shows how these rules work 
under "normal" ( 80 percent livestock 
efficiency) and "top" efficiency when 
1,000 hours of labor per year are avail
able. Here we assume that the land 
could be put in continuous corn if 
required without any detrimental ef
fect and we use the same prices, yield, 
and production figures as in tables 1 
and 3. Except for poultry and feeder 
pigs, we assume that all the suitable 
feed, except high-protein supplements, 
is grown on the farm. 

You may notice that table 4 and 
table 5 seem to disagree. Under the 

Table 4. Net return per hour above market value of feed and other costs, based on 
longtime price relationships 

Hours per 
head plus 

Item replacement 

Dairy-350 lbs. butterfat 
Grade A.... 120 
Grade B .... .. ...... 120 

Feeder calves 
300 los. gain ......... 6 

550 lbs. gain ...... 11 

Beef cows-90 percent calf 
450 lbs. calf .............................. 25 

Sheep-120 percent lamb crop 
8 lbs. wool ..... 4 

Sows-raising 2 litters per year, 7 
pigs per litter ... ................................... 2.5 

Hogs-(225 lbs.) ............................................................ 4.5 
Hens-small flock ............... .................................... 2 

large flock 1 
Turkeys (1,000 or mor<t) ... ,............................ 0.5 

Longtime 
price 

$ 1.15 
.85 

bought 20.00 per cwt. 
sold 18.00 per cwt. 

bought 20.00 per cwt. 
sold 21.00 per cwt. 

20.00 per cwt. 

18.00 per cwt. 
.62 per lb. 

12.00 per pig 
16.00 per cwt. 

.32 per doz. 

.34 per doz. 

.25 per lb. 

10 

Return per 
hour 

Potential (80 percent 
return efficiency 

per hour of potentia!) 

$1.20 $ .55 
.60 none 

1.50 none 

1.90 loss .25 

.45 loss .20 

2.25 1.05 

1.40 .50 
2.00 .40 

.45 loss .10 
1.20 none 
1.50 none 



Table 5. Total labor return for crops and livestock combinations with 1,000 hours of labor 

Livestock 

7 cows 350 pounds butterfat Grade A . 
Grade B 

30 beef cows 90 percent calf 450 pounds 
100 feeder calves 300 pounds gain 
50 feeder ca lves 550 pounds gain . 
200 ewes 120 percent Jamb crop, 8 pounds wool 
150 hogs (22 litters) . .. ...... 
350 feeder pigs (7 pigs per litter) . 
1.000 h en s (210 eggs per hen) .......................... .. . 
2.000 turkeys-20 pounds turkey . 

• Includes some returns fTom crops. 

"normal return" column no change in 
effici ncy is assumed for the produc
tion of crops, while the lives tock en
terprise is hand] d at 80 percent effi
ciency of the potential. For example, 
table 5 shows a return under the 
"normal returns" column even though 
table 4 may indicate no return or a 
loss for a particular enterprise. 

Here's an example. In table 4, 
feeder calves, 550 lb . gain, show a 
loss of $.25 per hour for the "normal 
return." Yet, in table 5, 1,000 hours 
spent in producing feed and feeding 
50 fe ders bows a return of $800 as 

Tillable Returns• 
acres for 

feed Potential Normal 

32 $1,200 $ 650 
32 600 100 
60 500 none 
90 1,300 400 
70 2,000 800 
70 2,100 1,100 
50 2,500 1,400 

1,200 250 
1,200 none 
1,500 none 

the normal return. Actually, by rais
ing .35 acres of corn and 20 acres of 
hay and silage (which would be re
quir d for feed in addition to 15 acres 
of pasture) a n t profit of approxi
mat ly $950 would have been made 
if the crop were sold in the market. 
By keeping 50 feeder cattle and 
spending an extra 550 hours of labor, 
the income drops to $800 under nor
mal efficiency. Of course, in tlus situa
tion it would have been more profit
able to not have the 50 feed rs . Sinlilar 
con iderations hold for other types of 
live tock. 

heer> lit well on farms with small acreages. Up to 125 ewes i an excellent possibility. 
! his would require about 45 acre of land, 700 hour of labor, and $10 000 to $17,000 
tn capital. Potential returns compare favorably with other enterprises (see tables 4 and 5). 
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LIVESTOCK ENTERPRISES 

Let's look at each enterprise, par
ticularly as to its adaptability for the 
part-time operator. We'll discuss for
age-consuming animals first and end 
with strictly grain. 

Sheep 

The person with a very small acre
age will do best by feeding sheep. 
On farms less than 30 acres, the op
portunity to grow row crops (except 
on a continuous basis) is limited be
cause it costs so much to operate with 
a variety of crops. Yet 25 acres in for
age, on a rather permanent basis with 
a good fertility program, can feed 70 
ewes. This would use 280 hours labor 
for the livestock and appproximately 
120 hours to produce the feed. This 
type of program, efficiently operated, 
could return $800. Operating at 80 
percent of efficiency (see table 4) 
would reduce income to $400 or less. 

Although 1,000 hours entirely de
voted to sheep could take care of 200 
ewes, it is questionable whether the 
part-time farmer should really have 
that many. Two peak labor loads 
make this almost impossible. One is 
at hay- or silage-making time, taking 
care of about 45 acres of forage crops; 
the other would be at lambing time. 

Smaller numbers are more likely to 
fit in well. Up to 125 ewes is an ex
cellent possibility for the part-time 
farmer. This would take 45 acres for 
summer and winter feed. If more land 
is available, corn could be grown on 
the rest. Depending on the labor sup
ply, hogs could be added to utilize 
the corn. 

Feede1· Calves, 300-pound Gain 

The second best alternative to 
utilize land with a high proportion of 
forage crops would be buying feeder 
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calves. It is best to buy these 400-
pound calves in the fall when they 
come off the ranches, then rough 
through the winter on hay and silage, 
and finally sell them off the pasture 
the next fall as yearlings. 

Generally, it might be best to con
centrate entirely on forage produc
tion to avoid buying too many differ
ent types of machinery, even though 
a small acreage might be suited for 
other crops. With 1,000 hours the 
part-time farmer can handle 90 acres 
to provide forage for 100 cattle. 

A real problem will be to harvest 
40 acres of hay and silage without 
interfering with the outside job or 
sacrificing forage quality. In most 
cases, outside help would have to 
be hired. The great advantage is 
that only forage-handling machinery 
would be ordinarily needed, keeping 
overhead cost down to a minimum. 

Because beef cattle prices fluctuate 
a great deal, yearly income will vary 
considerably from one year to anotheJ:. 
In addition, remember that a drop in 
efficiency to 80 percent will affect 
profits badly. 

Dairying 

Dairying is another heavy forage 
consumer. Many part-time farmers 
still have dairy cows because it takes 
relatively few acres to build up a 
rather large business. However the 
market trends and changes in tech
nology make the small dairy unit less 
and less competitive. The overhead 
costs-such as the milk house, bulk 
tank, etc.-for the small dairy herd 
are extremely large. 

High-producing dairy units are rare 
on part-time farms. The pressure of 
the outside job doesn't allow the 
dairyman to take care of the many 
small details that make dairying a 
success. Generally, part-time farmers 



produce in a B market, getting little 
or no return. A h rd producing 350 
pounds of butterfat has only an in
come potential of $.60 per hour on a 
Grade B market. Yet many part-time 
farmers have dairy h rds which aver
age I ss than 250 pounds butterfat. 

Because of th limitation on size of 
unit, the requirem nt of high level 
detail d management dairying makes 
a poor choice for the part-time farmer. 

Beef Cows 

Bas d on 10- to 15-year period, beef 
cows generally bring a low return per 
hour all through the Com Belt states, 
except under ranch conditions. The 
high wintering cost makes beef cow 
operations a poor competitor if there 
are alternative opportunities. The 
part-time farmer in the nonranching 
country has much better chance for 
profit with other forage-consuming 
livestock. 

Feeder Calves, 550-pound Gain 

Wher a larg proportion of com 
can be grown in the rotation, feeder 
calves might be considered. Instead 
of roughing the 400-pound calves pur
chased in the fall , th se calves are 
given 3-5 pounds of grain per day in 
addition to hay and silage in the win
ter. Toward the spring increase the 
grain ration to approximately 7 
pounds of com and cob. Then they 
are either ( 1) put on a full-feed of 
grain during the summer in the dry
lot, or ( 2) put on pasture with 7 
pounds of grain until about the 
middle of July, then put on full feed 
in the drylot. The pastured cattle do 
not gain quite as fast and consequent
ly come later to market. Both pro
grams, however, are oncluded within 
a year. 

Tlus plan offers a higher possible 
income than feeding forage only be
cause of the extra profits from com. 

Feeder calves provide a good opportunit to utilize hmd with a high proportion of forage 
crops. With 1,000 hours of labor, the part-time farmer can handle 100 cattle. This would 

require $23,000 to $36 000 capital and 90 acres of land (sec table 7). 
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When combined with sheep or feeder calves, hogs give the best income opportunity for the 
part-time farmer in the North Central States. Even as a single enterprise, 1,000 hours of 
labor and 50 acres will care for 150 hogs raised to market weights of 200 to 220 pounds 

(see table 5). 

In addition, the finishing of the cattle 
provides a chance for selling the cattle 
at a higher grade then they were pur
chased. 

A total acreage of 70 acres, with 
35 acr s in corn and the rest in pas
ture hay and silage, will provide feed 
for .50 feeders (see table 5) . 

The plan should bring in approxi
mately $2,000 income for the 1,000 
hours of labor under good manage
m nt. Her again, rather severe fluc
tuations in income may occur from 
on year to another. 

Hogs 

If land can stand a very heavy corn 
program (good, I vel, well-drained 
soi ls), raising and fattening hogs can 
well b fitted into the part-tim farm
ing busin ss. Like sheep, no particu
larly larg size is required. In addi
tion , farrowing can be spaced so as 
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to eliminate particularly high pc:ak 
labor loads . 

Combined with sheep or feeder 
calves, hogs give the bes t income op
portunity for the part-time farmer in 
the North Central States-ev n in 
those states where barley has to be 
used as the principal feed supply be
cause of limited corn production. 

Again rather severe fluctuations in 
income may occur from one year to 
another b caus of pri . Y t on the 
average, an income of $2,500 ould he 
obtained by raising orn on 50 acr s 
of land and putting it through hogs 
with good overall ffi i n y in breed
ing and feeding (see table 5). 

Poultry 

Poultry an b looked upon as an 
additional source of in om , patti u
larly on the very small farms. How
v r, the Rock must b larg enough 



to justify sufficient labor-saving de
vices and to compete with other com
mercial poultry Rocks. Even then the 
margin of profit is rather small. In 
addition, many areas have very limit
ed or poor market outlets. Before con
sidering poultry, those factors should 
be carefully weighed. 

Livestock Combinations 

From a management standpoint, it 
is highly questionable whether a part
time farmer should have more than 
one major livestock enterprise. A po
tential combination would be sheep 
and hogs or cattle and hogs. Remem
ber, devoting attention to different 
chores will decrease the labor effi-

ciency and very often the overall effi
ciency of the enterprises. 

From the previous discussion, a 
part-time farmer should be able to 
draw similar conclusions if his labor 
supply is more or less than the 1,000 
hours used as a base. 

Whatever enterprise is chosen, cer
tain management and efficiency stand
ards have to be met to be successful. 
However, these standards are not so 
high that many farmers with some 
management ability and the will to 
get the correct information cannot do 
even better. The agricultural exten
sion office in each county can give the 
information necessary for the success
ful operation of each of these com
binations. 

How Much Capital Is Needed? 

Modern farming requires a large 
amount of capital. For the family, 
who look at part-time farming as a 
stepping stone to full-time farming, 
or for the person with a permanent 
nonfarm job, capital is often one of 
the limiting factors. The choice of 
enterprise determines to a great ex
tent what capital needs have to be 
met. Some enterprises have high, 

others have relatively low capital 
requirements for equal labor returns. 

Table 6 gives some of the capital 
requirements. Here land is valued at 
$250 per acre. Unquestionably, many 
farms can be purchased at lower 
prices, particularly if the land is suit
able only for grassland production. 
The enterprises requiring predomi
nantly forages as feed, therefore, 

Table 6. Approximate capital requirement per livestock unit" 

Livestock 
Building and Total 

Capitalt equipment+ Land§ per unit 

Dairy cow-Grade A ............................................................... . $450.00 $200.00 $1.200.00 $1,850.00 
Dairy cow-Grade B ................................................................. . 450.00 150.00 1,200.00 1,800.00 
Beef cow-calf sold ................................................................... . 250.00 40.00 500.00 790.00 
Steer calves-300 pounds gain ........................ . 110.00 30.00 250.00 390.00 
Steer calves--550 pounds gain ..... .. 130.00 40.00 375.00 545.00 
Sow plus 2 litters .......................................................... . 235.00 110.00 1,050.00 1,395.00 
Ewe plus lamb ...................................................... . 25.00 12.00 100.00 137.00 
Hen ..... . ....................................................................... . 2.25 3.50 6.00 

• Adapted from "Budgeting Information for Use in Planning the Farm Business," Depart
ment of Agricultural Economics, University of Illinois, Urbana, February 1958. 

t Includes investment in livestock, feed plus other cash expenses. 
:1: Based on avemge investment in buildings, livestock. and crop equipment, at one-half 

new cost. 
§ Land valued at $250 pe1· tillable ac1·e. 
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could be successfully operated with 
considerably less investment in land. 

Table 7 takes the figures in table 6 
and shows how much total capital is 
necessary to use 1,000 hours of labor. 
Obviously the least amount of capital 
is required for poultry and hogs when 
all the feed is purchased. Then, too, 

as much as dairy, even in a grade 
A market. Unfortunately the small 
amount of capital and the average re
quired have attracted many part-time 
farmers to the dairy business in spite 
of its poor income opportunity. For 
dairying to be competitive on the 
part-time farm with sheep, beef, or 

Table 7. Approximate capital requirement per 1,000 hours of labor for various enterprises 

Number of Total capital with land valued at 

Livestock Livestock units Acres $250 per acre $100 per acre 

Dairy-350 pounds butterfat, Grade A 
($1.15 per pound butterfat) 7 32 / $12,550 

23,700 
36,500 
26,000 
16,000 

$ 7,750 
14,700 
23,000 
15,500 

Beef herd ............... .......................................... 30 60 
Steer calves-300 pounds gain 100 90 

550 pounds gain 50 70 
Hogs-corn raised . ................................. 150 50 8,500 

feed purchased ................................. 220 
Sheep .. .. ........................................... 200 70 

5,200 
25,000 

6,000 
14,500 

Hens-feed purchased . ................. ......................... 1,000 

hogs, sheep, and feeder cattle which 
seem to offer the best returns vary 
considerably in their capital require
ments. 

The part-time farmer aiming at 
maximum return per hour and deal
ing with land that can be kept to a 
large percentage in corn (here valued 
at $250 per acre) needs the least capi
tal to raise and feed hogs. On land 
that largely has to be kept in forage 
(here valued at $100 per acre), sheep 
will represent his best choice from an 
income and investment standpoint. 

Although dairy would require half 
the capital needed for sheep, sheep 
could return two and one-half times 

hogs the price per pound of butterfat 
will have to be $1.60 instead of the 
$1.15 assumed here. 

Under nonranching conditions, the 
beef herd certainly would receive the 
least consideration. 

The data given here will vary a 
great deal with each individual situa
tion. However, the longtime relation
ships between enterprises are apt to 
hold true. Prices for farm products 
may vary from state to state, for ex
ample, particularly for grade A milk. 
Wherever prices are quite different 
from ours, reworking the appendix 
tables with your own price situation 
may be necessary. 

Selecting Machinery and Equipment 

One of the biggest problems facing 
part-time farmers is to keep machin
ery costs down in the face of an in
creasing need for farm machinery. 
The part-time farmer has very little 
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labor for farming, especially at har
vest time. This seems to dictate more 
machinery to save labor. On the other 
hand, most part-time operations are 
small. An investment in a large and 



expensive piece of machinery will 
raise the costs per unit of output con
siderably. 

To keep machinery costs down, 
study all the relevant factors. Care 
must be taken to see that machinery 
is kept in good repair, for a break
down can be extremely costly to the 
farmer already limited in time. A good 
analysis of costs and returns at the 
time of purchase will do the most to 
help keep machinery costs down. 
Many machines are purchased on the 
basis of convenience or attractiveness 
rather than on careful analysis. The 
part-time farmer must base the pur
chase of a new machine on what re
turns or loss it will bring him. 

What A1'e the Costs? 

Machinery costs are made up of 
annual ownership costs and the costs 
of operation. 

Ownership costs include deprecia
tion, interest on investment, repairs, 
housing, and taxes. They are about 
the same whether the machine is used 
a great deal or not. These costs 
amow1t to about 15 to 20 percent of 
the original costs each year in most 
machines. 

Operating costs include gas, oil, and 
grease. These costs vary directly with 
the amount of annual use. 

If the original cost of the machine 
is low, the annual fixed cost and the 
corresponding cost per crop acre will 
be quite small. If the original cost is 
high the annual fixed cost will he 
high. Cost per acre will be high if a 
high-cost machine is operated over 
only a few acres. 

The part-time fanner with small 
acreage will have high per acre costs 
for the more expensive machines un
less he can find some way to reduce 
the original investment in machinery. 
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FigU1·ing the Costs 

Here's a reasonably accurate way 
of figuring the costs of a machine. A 
power-take-off baler is used as an ex
ample. 

STEP 1: Determine the number of 
hours the machine is to be 
used. The baler will be used 
to bale 100 acres of roughage. 
The baler will be used 50 
hours each year. 

STEP 2: Find the original cost of the 
machine. The baler costs 
$1,500. 

STEP 3: Figure the annual ownership 
cost. Multiply the original 
cost ( $1,500) by the charges 
for depreciation, interest, 
housing, and repairs and total 
the charges. 

Depreciation ............... ........... 10.0% 
Interest ....................................... 2.5% 
Housing ...... ......................... .. . 2.0% 
Repairs ....................................... 2.0% 

Annual ownership cost ........................ . 

$150.00 
37 .. 50 
30.00 
30.00 

$247.50 

STEP 4: Determine the operating cost 
per hour of operations, or per 
unit of output, and total the 
operating cost for the year. 

Fuel and oil for the tractor: 50 
hours X $. 70 . .. .... ...... .............. ........... .... $ 35.00 

Labor: 50 hours X $1.00 ....................... 50.00 
Twine: 4,000 bales (l ton yield 

50 lbs. bales) X $.016 ....... 64.00 

$149.00 

STEP 5: Total the annual ownership 
cost ( $247.50) with the an
nual operating cost ( $149.00) 
for the total cost of owning 
and operating the baler each 
year ( $396.50). 

These five basic steps can be fol
lowed in determining the costs of any 
farm machine or piece of equipment. 



If additional equipment must be pur
chased or labor hired for a particular 
operation they must be added to the 
cost. 

Further calculation shows the fol
lowing costs: 

I) $396·50 = $3.97 per acre 
100 acres 

2) $396·50 = 10¢ per bale 
4,000 bales 

If the part-time farmer is to make 
wise decisions on questions of ma
chine ownership he must be able to 
figure these costs. 

Basic Machinery 

There are certain basic machines 
which nearly every farmer should 
own. These machines include a trac
tor, plow, cultivator, and some of the 
basic tillage equipment. These ma
chines are either used a great many 
hours each year, such as the tractor, 
or have a relatively low original cost, 
such as the plow. 

In considering the purchase of the 
machines which are basic to every 
farm operation, size is important. 
Small farms do not require large ma
chines. Although time at land prepa-

ration and planting is limited, the 
smaller farm equipment will handle 
most jobs adequately. If time is ex
tremely limited, the farmer should 
probably consider hiring these jobs 
clone. 

H.m·vesting Machine1·y 

Part-time farmers must raise some 
real questions before purchasing most 
harvesting equipment. For example, 
take field forage harvesters, balers, 
corn pickers, and combines. Their 
original cost is high and the hours 
of annual use low. In addition they 
often require more than one person 
to operate them advantageously-and 
perhaps several tractors and greater 
storage facilities-and are more diffi
cult to service and repair than the 
basic farm machinery mentioned. 

It is always possible, of course, that 
some equipment or machinery invest
ments may be made to improve qual
ity or to prevent crop losses. A hay 
conditioner or a mow-curing installa
tion are examples of this kind. In such 
a case, the cost of the investment has 
to be compared with the benefits to 
be gained. 

Table 8. What these machines cost per acre" 

Machine 

Field chopper 
($2,500 chopper and blower; 
$750 two wagons) 

Baler ($2,000 baler) ........... . 

Combine ($1,600 combine) 

Two-row corn picker ($1,500 picker) 

Acres 

20 
40 
60 

100 
20 
40 
60 

100 
20 
40 
60 

100 
20 
40 
60 

100 

To Own 
(cost per acre) 

$23.42 
13.75 
10.50 
8.26 

14.46 
9.36 
7.66 
6.30 

10.93 
6.44 
4.93 
3.73 
8.02 
4.78 
3.69 
2.82 

To Hire 
(cost per acre) 

$10.30 
10.30 
10.30 
10.30 
10.00 
10.00 
10.00 
10.00 
5.00 
5.00 
5.00 
5.00 
4.75 
4.75 
4.75 
4.15 

• Developed by Glen C. Pulver, Department oj Agricultural Economics, and Orrin Berge, 
Department of Agricultural Engineering, University of Wisconsin, June 1956. 
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Before buying any expensive machinery, the part-time farmer should consider several alter
natives. How does ownership co t compared with custom work (table 8)? Will ownership 
costs be reduced by owning the machines jointly or trading work with a neighbor? Is good 
used machinery available? Will the money invested some other way return more income? 

Before Buying, Consider These 

B fore buying an expensive ma
chine several alternatives should be 
considered. 

Custom work-By hiring the work 
don you can k ep your investment 
in machinery low, avoiding high tor
ag costs and purchasing the tools to 
r pair the rna hin ry. Most part-time 
farm rs do not have time to make 
sure that th machin are ade
quat ly maintain d and repaired. Cus
tom work would r li e the part-time 
farmer of some of the heavy w0rk 
after working a full day off tl~ farm. 
Wh re several p opl are n eded the 
custom operator normally provides an 
additional man or two and also addi
tional tractors. This provides the part
tim farmer with the labor he need 
at busy tim s. 

The loss in crop value, due to in
ability to g t u tom help when it is 
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needed, is outweighed on the small 
part-time farm by the high cost of 
ownership. Crop value mu t be raised 
considerably before the co t of own-
r hip is ov rcom . The mall fru-mer 

might consider purcha ing a major 
harve ting machin and doing custom 
work for others in areas wh re there 
is a shortage of cu tom op rators. This 
could s rve as a po ible source of 
off-farrn employment. This would also 
materially reduce the cost of machin
ery on the home farm. 

compru·ison of th co t of owner
hip and co t of hiring the work done 

is shown in tabl 8. 

Joint ownership - Farmers con
cerned with having th machine at 
hand wh n th do hav tim off from 
th ir work may wish to con ider joint 
own r hip of machin ry. Annual fixed 
co ts of machin ry are gr atly re
du d if v ral part-time farmers 



purchase a machine jointly. They 
could take time off from their off-farm 
work and operate the machine to
gether, thereby reducing the necessity 
for hiring labor. 

Trading work-This, too, will re
duce costs. Many fanners work quite 
closely with their neighbors. One 
farmer owns one major machine, the 
other owns another machine. This 
serves to cut the investment in half. 

Used machinery - The part-time 
farmer should also consider the pos
sibility of purchasing a used machine. 
Great care must be taken to insure 
that the machine is not outdated, in 
poor condition, or in need of large re
pairs. The advantage of reduced origi
nal cost can quickly disappear if a 

large investment must be made in re
pairs soon after purchase. 

Making the Decision 

In selecting the right machinery, 
the part-time farmer must decide 
which size, make, and type of equip
ment is best. He must decide what 
kind of ownership or hiring suits his 
needs best. 

Before purchasing a machine, the 
part-time farmer must consider the 
alternative uses of his capital. It may 
be better to delay the purchase of a 
machine even if custom work is more 
expensive. Machinery purchase may 
tie up money which might better be 
spent for fertilizer, feed, or some other 
item which would bring higher re
turns to the farm family. 

· Advantages and Disadvantages of Living on a Part-time 
Farm versus Living in Town 

Individual likes and dislikes of the 
family, as well as the location and 
condition of the farm unit, will de
termine what are considered to be 
the advantages or the disadvantages 
of part-time farming. There are many 
factors which affect what a person be
lieves to be desirable or undesirable 
characteristics of home location. 

One big factor is the previous back
ground of an individual and his fam
ily. For instance, families already liv
ing on a farm will likely consider 
many things as advantages or disad
vantages which would not be so con
sidered by families who have not pre
viously lived on a farm. Also, the 
future intentions about farming
either on a part-time or a full-time 
basis-will considerably affect the in
dividual family's thoughts on the de-
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sirability or the undesirability of part
time farming. 

In summary, different individuals 
might set down the advantages or dis
advantages of living on a part-time 
farm much as is shown in our "chart." 

For most families, however, raising 
children in "country surroundings" as 
opposed to rearing them in town may 
take on special attributes. For exam
ple, most responsible parents are fa
vorably impressed with these: 

• Opportunities the country pro
vides children to learn about nature 
by living and working with growing 
crops and animals. 

• Healthful outlets for youth's 
abundant energy, at work or at play. 

• Educational work-opportunity re
lated to the age and broad interests 



of individual boys and girls within a 
natural, closely supervised home en
vironment. 

RU1'al Resident Living Instead 
of Part-time Farming? 

Hecently more and more people live 
in rural areas or on the edge of towns 
but do very little farming. These fam
ilies arc called "rural residents'' and 
they secure practically all of their in
come from off-farm employment. In 
many instances these families have 
been fanners or part-time farmers who 
have cut out most of their farm opera
ticns after becoming established in 
part-time work. Also, many ·people 

have purchased a large lot or sold 
off all land except a couple of acres 
and buildings. These "rural residents" 
raise gardens and/or a small amount 
of livestock. 

"Rural residents" can often obtain 
many of the advantages and have rela
tively few of the disadvantages of 
part-time farming. This may account 
for the increasing number of "rural 
residents." They can productively use 
spare labor without becoming entan
gled in constant lcng working hours. 
The more limited work may serve 
more as recreation than in the case of 
the part-time farmer. The "rural resi
dent" may have about the same ad-

LIVING ON A PART-TIME FARM 

Advantages 

I. Security of housing and family 
living in event of unemployment or 
a long strike. 

2. Occupational variety and change, 
both daily and seasonal. 

3. The quiet and peacefulness of 
country living in contrast to the noise, 
hustle and bustle of the industrial city. 

4. Increase in th~ real value of rural 
property over time, and probably gain 
in the family's net worth from improv
ing the part-time farm. 

5. The part-time farm's contribution 
to the family's real income position (in 
dollars, savings opportunity, better liv
ing) which would not be so readily 
realized under an urban working and 
living environment. 

6. Time and opportunity for outdoor 
recreation, meditation, mental and 
physical vigor for the parents and their 
growing children. 
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Disadvantages 

1. Helativcly low income from labor 
and investment to supplement off-farm 
wages. 

2. l'\'lonotony of chore routine and 
long hours of work while holding down 
an off-farm job. 

:1. Lack of ready access to public 
services, entertainment, and the varied 
social life the modern city offers. 

4. Increased immobility, plus diffi
culty of selling easily without financial 
sacrifice, in event a move to better job 
opportunity seems desirable or possible. 

5. Time and money costs of travel 
to and from the off-farm job, transport 
of children to and from school or 
church, and transacting family's busi
ness may offset earnings from the farm. 

6. Part-time farming may curtail time 
and opportunity for recreational ac
tivity. 



vantages as the part-time farmer in 
regard to having a favorable place to 
raise. children. He will likely feel less 
pressure on his tim~ that can prevent 
his participating in community ac
tivities. 

feel less secure than the part-time 
farmer about being able to earn some 
income if his offcfarm job were lost. 

il~ess. capital, giving a low return, 
will probably be invested in facilities 
( ()th~r .·than in the home) by "rural 
residents" than by part~time farmers. 
However, the "rural resident" may 

In summary, part-time farming 
where any real volume of farming is 
involved should be carefully studied. 
The disadvantages will often out
weigh the advantages for many fam
ilies. In many instances the alternative 
of "rural residency" may be more ad
vantageous. 

'f·· .. ·,'.I; APPENDIXES 

APPENDIX I. Comparative cost and returns for livestock, Kentucky 

Beef 

Dairy Cow herd 

:Item 
8,000 lbs. 90 percent calf crop, 

4 percent milk 450 lb. calf 

Production per head plus replacement 
Feed per head: 

Corn-bushels ........... :.: .............. ' .................. :........................ 50 bu. 
C\!lmmercial feed-lb·. .. ........... : .... , .... • .. :................. ... 300 lb. 
Hay-ton ....................................................................................... 3.50 
Silage-ton ·1 ......................... , ...... : ............ , ................................ . 

P,astu:re-acrc ''"'"'"' • "'' "''' •••••• '''''"' •••• 'L" "''',';'"w"~""''''' "' 

i~cres required per head: 
· corn;_!~0-5Q .}:>u.shel yield_. .............. ......... ~: .................. . 

9.0 
3.0 

1.0 
Ha;v-2Mz· tol)._ ~leld ................ , .......... ,., ............. ,................... 1.5 
Silage-7 ~'.,.1ton-yleld ............................... , ......... : ................ . 

, Tillab!\Jil paswr~2% , ton yield.··; ..... ,................. 3.0 
' ' I ' ' • 

Total fe~d .
1 

a:ct~s ....... : ........ : .. ::: ..... : .... ::.: ....................... ... 5.5 ' 

~~f~i:::;;~~,::~; ::::;:::: :~~PO' =t mUk 
Oth~1f''.~c~stJ :·, (bulictf~g~: . v~t~rfl!iarlan, . 

1 et'Ci'f9 1·~xc~bt;'iliHoF r.:.:.c .. :t.:. : ..... ;·.:.1.: .. : ... : ......... ::.· ........ : • · . 32.00 

b?:~~i¥~~~~j:;~;~;~::~~~ ::::: . 
~~~:r:::r0~o:~:~.~~-) .... :::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::::: 194

.80 
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2.0 

3.0 

1.25 

3.0 

4.25 
2o¢ per lb. 

$81.00 

$57.00 
5.00 

10.50 

$72.50 

$ 8.50 

57 
.15 

Feeder cattle 
(calves) 

400 lbs. at 20¢ 
550 lbs. gain 

40 
400 

1.25 

1.0 

0.8 
0.5 

1.0 

2.3 
21¢ 

$115.50 

$ 52.00 
14.00 

7.50 

$ 71.50 
$ 44 .. 00 

35 
1.25 



Comparative cost and returns for livestock, Kentucky (continued) 

Hogs 

Item 225 lbs. 

Production per head 
Feed per head plus replacement: 

Corn-bushel ............................................. . 15 bu. 
Commercial feed-pounds 100 lb. 
Hay-ton ............................................ .. 

Silage-ton ............ .. 

Pasture-acre .10 

Acres required: 

Corn-60 bushel yield ...................................... .. ..... .33 

Hay-2~!.. ton yield .............................................. .. 

Silage-7~2 ton yield .................................................. . 
Tillable pasture-2 \2 ton yield .. .. 

Total feed acres 

Price product ................ . 

Value produced 

Cost: 

.10 

.43 
16¢ per lb. 

$36.00 

Crops produced 

Purchased feed 
Other costs (except labor) 

.......... $11.00 

4.00 

4.00 

Total cost ....................................... . 

Raturn for labor .............................................. . 
Hours of labor (producing feed plus 

caring for livestock) ............................................... .. 

Return per hour 

$19.00 
$17.00 

6 

$2.90 
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Sheep 
Hens 

150 percent lamb crop, 
9lbs. wool 220 eggs per hen 

2· 
70¢ 

.25 ton 

.25 

.25 

.04 

.10 

.25 

.39 
20¢ per lb. mutton 

$27.00 

$ 9.00 

.75 
3.00 

$12.75 

$14.00 

5 

$2.80 

65 

33¢ per doz. 

$6.53 

$3.25 
.50 

$3.75 

$2.78 

2 

$1.39 



APPENDIX II. Comparative cost and returns for livestock, Com Belt area 

Beef 
Poultry Dairy 

10 cows or less Cowherd Feeder Hogs (large flock 
90 percent cattle 400 lbs. Sows for (fatten- 1,000 and 

Item Grade A GradeB calf crop bought at $20 per cwt. Sheep feeder pigs ing) up) 

Production per head -·--·---·-----···- 350lb. BF 350lb. BF 450 lb. calf 300 lb. gain 550 lb. gain 120 percent 7 pigs 225lb. 210 eggs 
lamb per litter 
Bibs. wool 2 litters 

per yr. 

Price of product ·--····--·-----·· $1.15lb. $.85lb. $20cwt. .$18 cwt. $21 cwt. $18 cwt. $12 p<;>r pig $16 cwt. $.34 doz.:· 
62¢ lb. 
wool 

Value produced: 

Products ----------·-···--·------- $402 $297 $ 5 $168 $5.90 

Meat ----------------------------- 50 50 $81 $46 $119 19 14 $36 .30 

t~ Total --------------· --~------------- $452 $347 $81 $46 $119 $24 $182 $36 $5.20 ..,. 
Feed per head 

Corn-bushels ---····-----------· 40 40 45 3 15 1.5 

Hay-ton ---------------- 300 300 150 250 120 50 

Commercial feed-pounds --··· 3.5 3.5 3.0 .5 .5 .4 

Silage--ton --------· 8 8 2 1.5 

Pasture--acre ---------- 1.5 1.5 I( perm.) .4(perm.) .3(perm.) 1 per7 1 per 25 

Feed cost per head ---··-·---· $186 $186 $55 $26 $78 $12 $23 $4.15 

Other costs and labor --·--·-- 120 90 15 11 20 3 4 .85 

Total -· ------- $296 $276 $70 $37 $98 $15 $27 $5.00 

Return for labor per head ___ $146 $71 $11 $ 9 $21 $ 9 $ 9 $1.20 

Hours of labor per head ------ 120 120 25 6 11 4 4.5 1 

Return per hour -------- $ 1.21 $ 0.59 $0.44 $1.50 $1.91 $ 2.25 $1.40 $ 2.00 $1.20 

Feed acres per head ----·-- 4.5 4.5 2 1 1.5 .4' .25 


