According to the
U.S. Department of
Agriculture, the
average farmer is
b8 years old.
Unfortunately, too few
young people are
interested in
taking over the
business.

Hushand and wife Richard Coon and Christine
Hantelman, owners of Wookey Ranch, worry about the
future of small-scale farming.
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Unless a person inherits a farm, it’s extremely
difficult to get started in farming, especially
in California, where land prices are through
the roof. In addition, farming is a capital-
intensive occupation, and capital is scarce.
Equipment is pricey, worker’s comp is
costly, and many young would-be farmers
carry substantial student loan debt, making
it hard for them to obtain bank loans.

It is also a complex business requiring a
wide range of skills and knowledge, from
accounting and marketing to soil chemis-
try and meteorology. Yep, the weather. Its
unpredictability turns farming into an occu-
pational crap shoot.

Monica Szczepanski, CCFM’s office
manager, notes that, of every 20 applicants
for booth space at the local farmers’ mar-
kets, only one is an actual farmer.

The growing shortage of farmers cre-
ates an “existential threat,” Coon says, to
the continued success of the kind of niche,
small-scale farming that has led to the pro-
liferation of “farm-to-fork” markets and
transformed customers’ perceptions and

expectations when it comes to food.

The increasing presence of small-scale
farms and consumers’ ever-increasing
preference for their products has had rami-
fications throughout modern agriculture by
offering consumers organic products they
can trust to be fresh, healthful and free of
toxins.

Just as important is the impact these
farms have had as an alternative to corporate
agriculture. They’re designed to serve local
markets, bypass middle men and avoid hav-
ing to transport food long distances.

According to the USDA, however, the
number of mid-size family farms—includ-
ing those seen at farmers’ markets—is
shrinking and big farms are getting bigger.
The number of young people taking up
farming is nowhere near enough to replace
the number exiting.

This is not good for the food system as
a whole, nor for consumers.

Lee Altier is a professor of plant science
at Chico State and director of the Organic
Vegetable Project at the University Farm.
When he arrived here in the 1980s, he
says, there were only about 300 students
in the College of Agriculture. Today there
are about 1,000.

Most of them will graduate and go
to work in agriculture, Altier says, but
few—mostly those from farm fami-
lies who own their land—will actually
become farmers. Instead, they will work
for government agencies such as the
Natural Resources Conservation Service
and the USDA or become sales reps flog-
ging ag products, from tractors to fertiliz-
ers. Some will become ag consultants; oth-
ers will go into farm or ranch management.

Altier notes that his daughter is in that
last group: She manages a bison ranch in
Hot Springs, Mont.

Back at the farmers’ market, a chalk-
board sign in front of one of the booths
indicated that it was the site of “The Kids’
Farmers’ Market.” A gaggle of youngsters
squeezed forward, lured by the ripe straw-
berries a CCFM volunteer was handing out.

Farming isn’t an occupation; it’s a
calling, one that often is sparked during
childhood. Many of the farmers who sell
their products at farmers’ markets are ex-
urbanites who at some point remembered
how, as children, they loved working in the
family vegetable garden.

Only the kind of passion that comes
from a great love of the land is sufficient
to attract young people to such a difficult
occupation. Many of those who heed that
calling, however, are forever grateful that
they did.

—ROBERT SPEER
robertspeer@newsreview.com
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Chalet-style home with open-beamed ceilings, just outside |Bright, beautiful & spacious lower Paradise craftsman style
Paradise town limits in Lime Saddle Water District; no restric- || home on private 1.54-acre lot. Split bedroom floor plan features
tions or warnings for drinking & bathing. 3 bed/2.5 baths with ||large, open great room with vaulted ceiling that opens to kitch-
jetted tub in master & outside private deck. Large kitchen||en, formal dining & breakfast nook. Large master suite includes
has tons of storage with beautiful raised panel cabinets, large | spacious master bathroom with jetted tub, separate shower,
center cutting block island, 6-burner range & stainless steel || double sink vanity & large walk-in closet with windows. 2 guest
hood. Wood stove in family room. Newly installed laminate || bedrooms, office, guest bathroom & laundry room. Tile flooring
wood floors. 750 sf deck with gazebo. Att. 4-car garage & at-|| & new carpeting in all bdrms & office. Stunning covered patio
tached 8x26 workshop. $649,000 with stamped concrete decking. Much more! $575,000

430 W, 10TH STR, CHICO 5051 LAGO VISTA WAY, PARADISE
 CHARMING CRAFTSMAN-STYLEHOME __ IN THE DEL ORO WATER BISTRICT

RON KNAUFF: 530.877.6244

Near downtown & Chico State. Open floor plan. Living room || This beautiful T-acre lot has underground utilities. Cleared,
includes built-in shelving & window seat with storage. Both || certified & tree removal completed. Inground saltwater pool
bedrooms have high ceilings, extra wide baseboards & |(damaged). Circle drive, extensive walkways & landscaping.
their own entrances to the bathroom; southerly bedroom |Just add your dream home! Undamaged detached 20x24
includes built-in shelving; bathroom offers bathtub/shower || garage with 14’ roll-up door. Year-round creek. Lots of con-
& linen closet. 2 finished bonus rooms at back of house. ||crete area for parking a trailer while building your dream.
Fenced backyard. Storage shed, with clean/finished laundry || Much of the quality neighborhood remains, and includes
room, workspace area & access to upper section for more || meadows, ponds and abundant wildlife. This will be a home
storage. Covered front porch, natural gas, more. $285,000 | you will be proud to come home to! $137,500

TROY DAVIS: 530.570.1630
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