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Abstract 
 
Farmers and ranchers in 27 states were surveyed during the spring of 2001.  The survey 
contains questions about farm income and risk management, conservation and 
environmental policies, trade, food labeling, the changing structure of agriculture, 
producer demographics, and a series of optional questions.  In South Dakota, 1500 
producers received surveys and 325 returned completed forms.  This document compares 
the responses of South Dakota producers with those in the North Central region, and the 
nation. 
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Executive Summary 
 

Federal government policies significantly affect the behavior of farmers in South Dakota, 
the North Central region, and the nation as a whole.  In general, producers favor 
programs that provide income support and protect them from the full impact of free 
market adjustments. 
 
Farmers and ranchers in 27 states were surveyed during the spring of 2001.  The survey 
contains questions about farm income and risk management, conservation and 
environmental policies, trade, food labeling, the changing structure of agriculture, 
producer demographics, and a series of optional questions.  In South Dakota, 1500 
producers received surveys and 325 returned completed forms. 
 
Most producers favor proposals that either continue commodity programs introduced in 
the 1996 farm bill or that would increase funding levels.  Only about 20% of producers 
favor eliminating all direct support programs.  They also support the continuation of 
support for “traditional” crops and expanding dairy compacts to the whole country. 
 
Producers feel the government has an essential role in providing incentives to encourage 
the provision of environmental benefits.  They also believe that the conservation reserve 
program should be continued at current or expanded levels.   
 
The majority of producers feel that they benefit from international trade and that trade 
barriers should be eliminated.  They also believe that labor issues, the environment, and 
food safety should be part of trade negotiations.  Approximately half of producers believe 
that countries should be allowed to use trade restrictions to pursue domestic goals. 
 
The vast majority of producers favor country of origin labeling and labeling to identify 
the presence of biotechnology in food products.  They also think the government should 
improve the traceability of food products and ingredients. 
 
Most producers would like to see federal farm and rural credit programs either continued 
at current levels or increased.  They would also like to see programs targeted to beginning 
farmers and producers in low-income areas and for income support programs to be 
targeted to small farms.  Producers also trust the government to collect and distribute 
market information and that the government should more effectively enforce antitrust 
laws or strengthen those laws.  Producers are also quite concerned about the availability 
of a future agricultural workforce. 
 
Most producers are 45 years of age or older, have at least a high school education, own 
most of the land they farm, are not members of an agricultural organization, and expect 
their current operation to be passed on to a family member when they retire.  The 
majority of producers receive income from one or more government farm programs, use 
some type of risk management tools, and are the 3rd generation or less to run the current 
operation. 



The 2001 National Agricultural, Food, and Public Policy Preference Survey:   
The South Dakota Perspective 

 
 
 

Federal government policies, particularly the Farm Bill, significantly affect the behavior 

of farmers and ranchers in the United States.  But the reverse is also true.  The conditions 

in the agricultural sector greatly influence the types and degree of intervention by the 

government in agriculture.  This was especially evident as Congress was writing the 1996 

Farm Bill.  High commodity prices led to farm legislation that focused on export markets 

and put little emphasis on the “safety net” for agricultural producers.  This led to years of 

ad hoc disaster payments to producers as prices reached near historic lows, at least in real 

terms, and a lack of response to market signals by producers.  The opinions expressed in 

this survey are the results of this economic situation in the agricultural industry. 

This research was conducted to ascertain the opinions of farmers and ranchers in 

the 271 states across the country that participated in the 2001 survey.  The survey 

instrument employed is included in Appendix B.  The survey contains questions 

regarding farm income and risk management, conservation and environmental policies, 

trade, food labeling, the changing structure of agriculture, demographics about producers, 

and a series of optional questions targeted to producers in each of the 27 participating 

states. 

A random sample of producers in each of the 27 states were mailed the survey in 

the spring of 2001.  In South Dakota, 325 of the 1,500 producers surveyed returned 

                                                 
1 States participating in the 2001 National Agricultural, Food, and Public Policy Preference Survey are 
Alabama, Arizona, Colorado, Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Louisiana, 
Maryland, Michigan, Missouri, Mississippi, Nebraska, New Jersey, New York, North Dakota, Ohio, 
Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, SOUTH DAKOTA, Tennessee, and Texas 



completed forms.  This is a 22% rate of return, slightly better than the 20% return rate on 

the national level.   

The South Dakota respondents appear to be similar to the typical agricultural 

producer in South Dakota.  The major difference that may be observed is the higher 

response rate from producers with over $100,000 in sales versus those with sales below 

$100,000.  Although 70% of the producers in the state fall into the lower income 

category, only 51.5% of the survey responses come from this group.  However, this type 

of response rate produces results consistent with current national production where a 

relatively small number of producers control the majority of acres and produce the 

majority of commodities in the U.S.  The problem that must be solved is where to 

target new agricultural policy initiatives, toward the largest number of producers or 

toward the producers who account for the majority of output. 

Since the 2002 Farm Bill has already been passed, the results of this survey are  

compared with the provisions that have been included in the final version of the bill.  The 

results of the survey have also been broken down by geographic region.  This allows for 

comparison of South Dakota results with national results and those of the North Central2 

area.  In addition, results are summarized by size of operation.  This allows for the 

comparison of the responses from large and small producers to determine if different 

groups really do have different wants and needs from federal agriculture programs. 

Discussion of the results of this survey generally fall into the basic categories of 

farm income and risk management, conservation and environmental policy, trade policy, 

food policy, the structure of agriculture, demographic data, and the optional questions 

                                                 
2 States included in the North Central area are Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Missouri, 
Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, and SOUTH DAKOTA. 



targeted specifically to South Dakota producers.  Please refer to the survey instrument for 

the exact wording of the questions.  At the end of this narrative there is a table in 

Appendix A that compares the responses of South Dakota producers with their 

counterparts in the North Central region and at the national level. 

 

Farm Income and Risk Management  (Questions 1-6) (p.29-31) 

*All of the results reported in this section are composite.  Differences between large and 
small producers will be discussed in the next section. 
 

Nearly half (48%) of South Dakota producers think that direct support levels for 

agriculture should be increased up to the maximum levels allowed by our current 

international trading agreements (WTO).  Approximately 33% think that funding should 

be continued at 2000-2001 levels and 19% believe that all direct support should be 

phased out over a five to ten-year time period.  Along the same vein, 75% of producers 

believe that income supports should be continued for traditional program crops.  Fifty-six 

percent believe that livestock and livestock products should also be covered.  Just over a 

third (35%) think that the dairy support program should also be continued. 

The vast majority of producers, 85%, believe that the government should provide 

income support for agriculture to protect producers from the full effect of market 

fluctuations.  The preferred methods for receiving this support are, in rank order,support 

payments tied to price, fixed payments, subsidized insurance, support payments tied to 

income, and ad hoc disaster payments.   

Over half, 55%, of producers think that the concept of dairy compacts should be 

allowed to expand to other areas of the country.  Thirty percent think the Northeast Dairy 



Compact should be eliminated, and 15% thought that only the Northeast Dairy Compact 

should be continued. 

In the area of risk management, producers stated that the most preferred method 

for increasing risk management programs would be increasing coverage regions, 

protection levels, and premium subsidies for crop and revenue insurance.  This preference 

was closely followed by the preference for providing insurance for livestock producers 

and establishing tax-deferred savings accounts.  The least preferred option was incentive 

payments for using various risk management tools. 

Conservation and Environmental Policy  (Questions 7,8) (p. 32) 

At least 90% of producers believe that the federal government should provide 

financial incentives to encourage the protection of water quality, reduce soil erosion, and 

produce fuels from grains and biomass.  Other priorities in this area are protection of 

farmland (83%), provision of wildlife habitat (72%), management of animal waste (70%), 

protection of open space (65%), carbon sequestration (59%), and providing habitat for 

endangered species (53%).   

Forty percent of producers believe that the Conservation Reserve Program should 

be expanded, 29% favor remaining at current levels, 16% believe that the program should 

be targeted to high priority, sensitive lands, and 16% think the program should be ended 

as current contracts expire. 

Trade Policy  (Questions 9-13) (p.33) 

Most producers (75%) believe that they benefit from agricultural trade.  Sixty-

nine percent also think that we should pursue free trade policies in food and medicine.  

The majority (63%) also believe that labor laws, environmental impacts, and food safety 



standards should be included in trade negotiations.  Only fifty percent believe that trade 

should be restricted to pursue other social and public policy goals. 

Food Labeling  (Questions 14-18) (p.33) 

When questioned about food labeling, 99% support country of origin labeling.  

Eighty-seven percent also believe that foods containing biotechnology should be labeled 

as such if there is scientific evidence that the product is different from one not 

containing biotechnology.  Just over half (54%) believe that all products containing 

biotechnology should be labeled even if there is no scientifically provable difference 

between products.  Almost half (47%) want labels to explain the differences in 

production practices if biotechnology is employed.  Finally, 74% think the government 

should do more to improve the traceability of food products to improve food safety. 

The Structure of Agriculture  (Questions 19-28) (p.34-36) 

The next ten questions generally deal with the structure of the agricultural sector 

and the type of policies that should be pursued by the government to target agricultural 

and rural development program benefits to the producers with the most need.   

When asked about uses for additional rural development funding, producers 

ranked the choices as follows: 

1. Improve access to capital for business expansion and development in rural 
areas. 

2. Increase funding for business development and job creation in rural areas 
3. Improve education and training programs for rural development 
4. Increase federal funds for local government infrastructure and services 
5. Increase rural access to the internet 
 



Producers also believe that federal farm and rural credit programs should be 

continued at current levels (44%).  Another 41% thought that funding for these current 

programs should be expanded while 15% thought they should be eliminated. 

When asked about the possibility of targeting these credit programs, 22% of 

respondents thought that this approach should be adopted.  They also believe that the 

priorities for the target audience should be low-income farms and rural areas (63%), 

beginning farmers (59%), new enterprises and diversification (32%), and socially 

disadvantaged groups (16%). 

Eighty-five percent of respondents believe that farm income support programs 

should be targeted toward small farms.  Producers ranked, in order, the following 

criterion for targeting: net farm income (34%), acreage farmed (33%), farm and non-farm 

household income (19%), and gross farm sales (14%). 

Regarding the issue of concentration in agribusiness, producers feel that the 

appropriate ways to address the issue are: 1) Strengthen antitrust laws to reduce 

concentration in all agribusiness sectors (46%), 2) Enforce current antitrust laws and 

review possible market impacts before approving mergers or acquisitions (41%), and 3) 

Let the forces of the market guide industry consolidation by reducing government 

regulation (13%). 

An even more pronounced confidence in government is expressed regarding the 

gathering of market information and price reporting.  Seventy-five percent of respondents 

feel that the government should continue to collect and distribute market information, 

versus only 25% who thought that private firms should provide this service on a fee basis. 



When asked about government policy toward commodity promotion and research 

check-off programs, 41% of producers feel that such programs should be subject to 5-

year mandatory referendums, 30% think all check-off programs should be eliminated, 

17% believe that the programs should become permanent upon a vote of producers, and 

13% think such programs should be subject to referendum by petition or at the discretion 

of the Secretary of Agriculture. 

Finally, producers were asked about how they would rank the importance of labor 

issues in agriculture.  The issue ranked highest was workforce availability.  This was 

followed by labor and human resource management, availability of seasonal labor, the 

use of independent contractors versus hiring employees, the community impacts of 

immigrant workers, the foreign guest worker program, and worker unions and collective 

bargaining. 

Producer Demographics  (Questions 29-39) (p.37-41) 

Seventy-one percent of the principal operators responding to the survey were 45 

years old or older.  Only 14% were 34 years old or younger.  As we examine the average 

gross revenue generated by the farm/ranch operation, the two different sizes will be 

looked at separately.  The operations with gross sales less of than $100,000 may be 

broken down as follows; 30% have sales less than $10,000 annually, another 30% have 

sales between $10,000 and $49,999, the remaining 40% have sales between $50,000 and 

$99,999.  The larger producers have a wider variation.  Sixty-one percent have sales 

between $100,000 and $249,999.  An additional 34% fall between $250,000 and  

$999,999.  Only 5% have sales in excess of $1 million annually. 



For producers in South Dakota, nearly 45% of cash receipts are generated through 

sales of livestock or livestock products.  Approximately 30% of income is from grain 

sales.  Oilseeds add another 14%.  Forages, dairy and dairy products, specialty crops, and 

other agricultural products generate the balance of cash receipts.  Forty-eight percent of 

the respondents generated at least 76% of family income from the farm/ranch operation.  

Seventeen percent generated from 51-75% from the operation, 14% between 26 and 50%, 

16% from 1 to 25%, and 5% produced no family income from the farm/ranch operation. 

In the area of education 67% of respondents have either finished high school or 

had some college education.  Eighteen percent have a college degree, and 4% have an 

advanced degree.  Only 12% of respondents have less than a high school education. 

When questioned about federal farm program participation in 2000, producers 

responded as follows; 65% participate in the commodity programs, 44% in risk 

management, 43% received disaster assistance payments, 24% participated in 

conservation programs, 8% in agricultural credit programs, and 21% in other federal farm 

programs. 

The majority of farm/ranch operations in South Dakota, 89%, are 3rd generation or 

less.  Only 11% have been in existence four generations or more.  In addition, 42% of the 

operations own at least 76% of the land in the farm/ranch.  Seventeen percent own none 

of the land they operate, and 42% own between 1 and 75% of the land.  In most of these 

operations the children of the current operators are expected to continue the operation 

(55%).  Twenty-six percent expect to transfer the farm/ranch to unrelated individuals 

outside the current operation, and the balance of the current operations will be operated 



by another relative or run by an unrelated individual currently involved in the operation.  

Only 7% expect the operation to be converted to non-farm uses. 

Very few current South Dakota producers are members of traditional agricultural 

organizations.  Only 12% are Farm Bureau members, 16% belong to the National 

Farmers Union, 10% to a commodity or trade association, and 2% to the National 

Farmers Organization.   

When asked about the risk management tools being employed on current 

operations, 52% of respondents used grain storage and insurance on production or 

revenue.  Forty-seven percent had an off-farm source of income, 28% used some type of 

management education or information, 19% used some type of price risk hedging tools, 

diversification or savings account/financing methods, 16% used the Internet to collect 

information, and 5% employed input cost hedging techniques. 

 

Large Versus Small Producers 

For this section of the analysis the responses of large and small producers in 

South Dakota will be compared with the composite answers reported in the previous 

section.   Instead of repeating the process employed in the preceding section, in this 

section only the differences from those results will be reported, along with the magnitude 

of the difference.  As in the prior section, please refer to Appendix 1 for the actual text of 

the survey questions.  In South Dakota, approximately 70% of producers have sales less 

than $100,000 annually.  Fifty-two percent of the respondents to the survey are in the less 

than $100,000 in annual category. 



Farm Income and Risk Management (Questions 1-6) 

More large than small producers, 54% vs 45% think direct support levels should 

be increased.  Both groups generally agree on keeping funding at 2000-2001 levels, but 

many more small producers believe that direct funding should be phased out over time, 

23% vs 11%.  Continuing along the subject of government support, more large than 

small, 80% vs 72%, prefer continuing support for traditional program crops.  More small 

producers, 58% vs 50%, think that livestock and livestock products should be covered.  

Slightly more small producers favor continued support for dairy commodities, 36% vs 

32%. 

Both groups highly favor the protection of agriculture from the full effect of 

market fluctuations-- 89% large and 83% small.  When examining the types of programs 

to include in the safety net, both groups ranked the alternatives the same, with ad hoc 

disaster payments being the least preferred approach and programs like marketing loans 

being the most popular option. 

Both groups favored expanding dairy compacts-- 58% of small and 50% of large.  

Nearly equal amounts, 29% and 32%, favored eliminating compacts, and 14% of small 

and 19% of large producers favored maintaining the current compact system. 

Opinions about risk management programs between the groups produced some 

disagreement.  The most preferred option for both groups is increasing coverage areas 

and protection levels for crop and revenue insurance.  Large producers were essentially 

indifferent between providing incentive payments, providing programs for livestock 

producers, and providing tax deferred savings accounts.  Small producers preferred 



providing coverage for livestock producers, followed by savings accounts, and incentive 

payments.   

Conservation and Environmental Policy (Questions 7,8) 

Both groups agree on the top four priorities for environmental emphasis-- 

reducing soil erosion, protection of water quality, using crops and biomass to produce 

fuel, and protection of farmland.  Rankings are generally the same or very similar for the 

other environmental priorities.   

Priorities concerning the Conservation Reserve Program are generally the same 

except that more large producers prefer restricting the funding of, and enrollment in, the 

program, 19% vs 14%, to the small producers preference for eliminating the program, 

16% vs 15%. 

Trade Policy (Questions 9-13) 

The benefits of trade are evident to both large (79%) and small (74%) producers.  

Seventy-three percent of large producers favor pursuing free trade agreements versus 

68% of small producers.  Nearly the same percentage of both producer sizes, 66% and 

63%, agree that the government should eliminate unilateral trade sanctions.  More small 

producers (80%) than large (69%) believe that labor laws, environmental impacts and 

food safety standards should be included in trade negotiations.  Finally, a small majority 

of small producers, 54%, believe that trade should be used as a policy tool versus only 

41% of large producers. 

Food Labeling (Questions 14-18) 

Ninety-nine percent of both groups think food should be labeled for country of 

origin.  Fewer large producers favor identifying the inclusion of biotechnology on labels, 



81% vs 90%, for foods with a scientifically determined difference.  For foods with no 

proven scientific difference, only 34% of large producers favor labeling versus 62% of 

small producers.  Small producers also favor labeling for production practices, 54% vs 

31%, and think the government should improve product tracking, 80% vs 61%. 

The Structure of Agriculture (Questions 19-28) 

Both large and small producers believe that the top two priorities for rural 

development programs are to improve access to capital for expansion and development 

and to increase funding for business development, although they do not rank them the 

same.  Large producers rank access to capital 1st, while small producers prefer business 

development funds.  Small producers rank education programs next, followed by 

infrastructure funding.  Large producers reverse these rankings.  Both groups agree that 

improved Internet access is the lowest priority.   

          Slightly more small producers, 46% vs 40%, want to continue current farm and 

rural credit programs.  Both groups generally agree on increasing funding, 40% and 43%, 

and slightly more large producers, 18% vs 14%, are in favor of eliminating farm lending 

programs. 

Neither group felt strongly about targeting programs toward selected populations, 

22% and 21%.  If the programs were targeted, large producers favor beginning farmers, 

65%, low income farms and rural areas, 56%, new enterprises and diversification, 40%, 

and socially disadvantaged groups, 13%.  For small farms, the percentages are 56, 67, 28, 

and 17, respectively.  Ninety-one percent of small producers would prefer targeting farm 

income supports toward their group.  Seventy-three percent of larger producers agree 

with them. 



There was no consensus between the groups as to the criteria to determine what 

small is.  Small producers ranked net farm income and acreage farmed highest, at 34% 

and 32%, respectively.  Large producers reversed the two, at 36% and 33%.  Gross sales 

and household income were both ranked approximately 10 percentage points lower. 

Both groups favor increasing regulations on agribusiness to control market 

concentration, with the top choice being to strengthen anti-trust laws (large 49%, small 

44%).  The second choice for both was enforcement of current laws (40% and 42%).  

Only 12% and 14% favored allowing the market to work and “regulate” the process. 

Small producers were more favorable toward government collection and 

distribution of market information, 78% vs 69%.  Nearly a third, 32%, of large producers 

thought that private companies should perform this service.   

Both groups ranked the important labor issues in agriculture exactly the same.  

Their opinions on check-off programs were also very similar.  Both groups thought that 

the programs should be subject to mandatory 5-year referendums, although large 

producers favored this option 51% to 37%.  More small producers than large, 33% vs 

21%, were in favor of eliminating check-off programs.  The two groups agreed on their 

opinions about the other two options. 

Producer Demographics (Questions 29-39) 

In South Dakota, as in the rest of the country, there is a dearth of producers in the 

lower age categories.  Only 15% of small producers are 34 or younger and 10% of large 

producers fall into this age category.  The largest age group for small producers is the 65 

and over group, with 30% of the producers.  Twelve percent of large producers are in this 



age category.  Forty-nine percent of small producers are 55 and older.  Only 19% of large 

producers are in this category.  Most large producers, 61%, fall into the 35 to 54 category. 

The gross sales for small producers is almost evenly split between the three 

income ranges with 30% each in the under $10,000 and $10,000 to $49,000 categories.  

Forty percent are in the $50,000 to $99,999 range.  The distribution for large producers is 

very different.  Sixty-one fall into the $100,000 to $249,999 range.  An additional 34% 

sell from $250,000 to $999,999 annually.  Only 5% have sales of $1,000,000 and over. 

Almost half, 49.5%, of cash receipts on small operations is generated through 

sales of livestock and livestock products.  Grains account for another 27.5% and oilseeds 

12.3%.  Large producers have a different distribution.  Only 33.9% is livestock related.  

Thirty-four and a half percent is grain sales and 18.9% is oilseeds.  No other category for 

either operation size contributes more than 5%.   

The most common choice for share of family income generated by the farm/ranch 

operation was 76% to 100%.  However, 78% of large producers fell into this category but 

only 35% of small producers did.  Small producers were much more evenly distributed 

across the five different categories, with 6%, 22%, 17%, 19%, and 35%, respectively in 

each.  Large producers had 12% in the 50-75 category and the other three were all below 

10%. 

There was very little difference in educational backgrounds between the two 

groups.  The only real difference was that large producers were more likely to have a 

college degree, 37% vs 28%. 

Both groups were very likely to participate in federal farm programs, but large 

producers were much more likely to be participants.  Ninety percent of large producers 



received benefits from commodity programs versus only 55% of small producers.  Large 

producers were also more likely to receive benefits from conservation programs, 31 vs 

22%, risk management, 63% vs 36%, and disaster assistance, 51% vs 40%.   

When asked about land ownership, 50% of small producers owned at least 76% of 

the land they operate.  Only 24% of large producers are in the same category.  Large 

producers were fairly consistent over the five ranges in question, with percentages of 19, 

14, 21, 22, and 24, respectively.  Except for the spike in the last category, small producers 

lag in every other category, at 16%, 10%, 10% and 13%.   

There was no clear favorite among producers when examining membership in 

agricultural organizations.  Twenty-one percent of large producers are members of the 

National Farmers Union; small producers only had 14% membership in that organization.   

This was the organization with the highest membership for both groups. 

Large producers are much more likely than small producers to employ risk 

management tools and to employ a wider variety of tools.  The most popular tools for 

large producers are grain storage (78%), production or revenue insurance (67%), hedging 

tools (44%), diversification and education (both at 40%), and off farm income sources  

(38%).  Large producers were also more likely to have at least some college education, 

58% versus 40% for small producers.  Small producers were most likely to have off farm 

income (51%), use income or production insurance (45%), store grain (40%), and collect 

information from the Internet (12%).   

The most popular option for the future of the operation for both groups was for 

their children to continue the operation, 56% for small and 51% for large operations.  The 

next most popular option for both groups was the transfer of the operation to someone 



outside the current operation, 22% for small and 34% for large operations.  No other 

option for either group garnered more than 9%. 

Finally, when looking at how many generations the operation has been in the 

family, 36% of large operations were third generation compared to 28% of small 

operations.  Thirty percent of small and 20% of large operations are first generation 

businesses.  Thirty-two percent of small and 30% of large operations are second 

generation.  Fifteen percent of both sizes have been in the family four or more 

generations. 

South Dakota and the Nation 

We have examined the opinions of South Dakota producers and the differences 

that exist between large and small producers.  The next question to be answered is how 

do South Dakota producers compare with producers in the North Central area and those 

in the rest of the country?  For this section the composite results reported in section 1 will 

be compared with the composite results for the whole country and the North Central 

region. 

Farm Income and Risk Management  (Questions 1-6) (p.29-31) 

Producers in both the nation as a whole and the North Central (NC) area show 

less support than South Dakota (SD) producers for increasing direct support payments.  

The results are 48% for SD, 44% for the NC area, and 42% at the national level. 

Fewer national producers favor continuing support for traditional crops, 69%, 

than those in SD, 75%, and in the NC area, 79%.  National producers are also less 

supportive of protecting producers from fluctuations in the market-- 80% versus 85% 

(SD), and 84% (NC).   



When questioned about what the farm safety net should be composed of, more 

national level producers agreed with SD producers stating that support payment tied to 

price was the preferred subsidy option.  US producers also slightly preferred support 

payments tied to income over fixed payments, a reversal of the SD rankings.  US 

producers also preferred subsidized insurance to ad hoc disaster payments, another 

reversal of SD preferences. 

Opinions regarding the concept of dairy compacts were very similar for all three 

producer groups, with less than 5 percentage points difference on any of the three options 

available to choose from. 

SD and NC agreed on increasing coverage regions and protection levels as being 

most important.  US producers preferred the establishment of tax-free savings accounts.    

Rankings for the four available options fell between 2.82 and 2.15 on a four-point scale.   

Conservation and Environmental Policy  (Questions 7,8) (p.32) 

    The conservation priorities expressed by all three groups of producers coincide.  

There are some minor differences in the percentages of producers supporting each but the 

rankings are consistent and there is no more than a 3 percentage points difference in the 

support levels.   

Slightly fewer producers at the national level, 33%, versus 40% in SD and 38% in 

the NC area, support expanding the Conservation Reserve Program.  Opinions on the 

three other options are very similar. 

Trade Policy  (Questions 9-13) (p.33) 

Seventy-five percent of producers in all three areas agree that trade is beneficial to 

agriculture.  Free trade is slightly more popular with North Central and national 



producers than those in South Dakota; the results are 80%, 74%, and 69%, respectively.  

Fewer national producers, 56%, versus 63% in SD and the NC area, support including 

labor laws, environmental issues, and food safety standards in trade negotiations.  Only 

43% of NC producers believe that trade should be used as a tool to further domestic and 

social policy goals.  In South Dakota this number is 50% and at the national level it is 

48%. 

Food Policy  (Questions 14-18) (p.33) 

Producers in all three areas support country of origin labeling at the 97% level or 

higher.  They also favor labeling for biotechnology if there is scientific evidence of 

differences.  However, even if there is no scientific proof, 61% of national level 

producers still favor labeling, compared to 53% of NC producers and 54% of SD 

producers.  Fewer NC producers, 41%, favor labeling for production practices employing 

biotechnology than those in SD (47%), or nationally (49%).  Supporters of improved 

traceability of food products are approximately the same for all three groups, ranging 

from 73% to 76%. 

The Structure of Agriculture  (Questions 19-28) (p.34-36) 

The three producer groups ranked the priorities for additional rural development 

funding the same, with improved capital access for business expansion at the top of the 

list and improved Internet access at the bottom.  Producers also agree on policies 

regarding federal farm and rural credit programs and on whether to target these programs 

to specific groups.  They also agreed that if the programs are focused they should target 

low income areas, beginning farmers, new enterprises and diversification, and, finally, 

socially disadvantaged groups.   



Over 80% in each group favor focusing support programs on smaller producers.  

There is no consensus among producers as to how to classify operations for targeting 

funds, but they are consistent in their rankings of the criteria, with net farm income 

ranking first, followed by acreage farmed, household income, and gross farm sales. 

Opinion about government policy toward concentration of agribusiness is the 

same for the three groups, although there are some minor differences in the percentages 

of producers supporting each method.  All groups feel that some type of government 

intervention is essential.  The same feeling exists regarding data collection and price 

reporting.  More confidence is expressed in the government than the free market. 

When asked about labor issues in agriculture producers in all three areas ranked 

workforce availability as most important and the influence of unions and collective 

bargaining as the most least important issue.     

Finally, when asked about check-off programs, all producer groups ranked the 

choices the same, preferring mandatory 5-year referendums, and ranking as least 

preferred the option for referendums by petition or at the discretion of the Secretary of 

Agriculture. 

Producer Demographics  (Questions 29-39) (p.37-41) 

In South Dakota 71% of principal operators are 45 or older.  In the North Central 

area this increases to 78% and nationwide the percentage is 81%.  There are also fewer 

young producers nationwide.  South Dakota has 14% under 35, while nationwide this 

number is only 4% and in the NC area the number is 6%. 

The distribution of producers in the different gross sales categories is slightly 

different between South Dakota, the North Central area, and the nation.  More small 



producers in the U.S. generate less than $10,000 in gross sales than in SD—36% to 30%.  

There are also more national producers in the $50,000-99,999 range than South Dakota 

has, 39% to 30%.  The percentage in the NC area is even higher, at 41%.  This also 

translates into fewer producers in the higher income level, 32% in the NC and only 25% 

nationwide versus the 40% in South Dakota.  Large producers in South Dakota and the 

North Central area were distributed across the four income categories in approximately 

the same proportions.  There are some differences when looking at the national numbers.  

There are fewer producers in the lowest large operation sales category than there were 

nationally, 55% to 61% in SD and the NC.  There are also more producers nationwide in 

the highest sales category, $1 million or more, 8% to 4% in the NC and 5% in SD. 

There are also some major differences in the sources of cash receipts.  Forty-five 

percent of South Dakota cash receipts are generated through livestock and livestock 

product sales.  This falls to 29.2% in the NC area and 41% nationwide.  Grains account 

for 41% in the NC area and only 24.3% in the nation, compared to South Dakota’s 30%.  

Oilseed sales are also much lower nationwide, accounting for only 6.6% of receipts, 

compared to 14% in SD and 12.9% in the NC area.   

In examining the percentage of family income generated by the farm/ranch 

operation, there are some significant differences between South Dakota and the other two 

areas.  Only 26% of producers nationwide earn at least 76% of their family income from 

the agricultural operation.  This is much less than the 48% of producers in South Dakota 

and 32% in the NC area.  Thirty-eight percent of producers nationwide earn 25% or less 

of their family income from the farm/ranch, compared to 16% in SD and 31% in the NC 



area.  The percentages in the other income categories are very similar for all three groups.  

Educational levels for all three groups are also very similar.   

There are some very significant differences when we examine the benefits 

producers received and the type of programs they participate in.  Commodity programs 

are very popular in SD (65%) and the NC area (61%).  This falls to 40% when we look at 

the nation as a whole.  Other major differences are in risk management (crop insurance), 

44% in SD, 29% in NC, and only 20% nationwide.  Similar results are observed in 

disaster assistance programs.  Forty-three percent of SD producers participate, compared 

to only 26% in the NC and 30% nationwide.  The final difference is in other programs 

where SD producers are more likely to participate, 21% vs 16% in NC and 13% 

nationwide. 

The percentages for land ownership are similar between the three groups except 

for two categories.  There are more producers in SD who own none of the land they 

operate, 17% vs 10% NC and 8% nationwide.  The other difference is at the opposite end 

of the scale, where 42% of SD producers own at least 76% of the land they operate 

compared to 50% NC and 58% in the rest of the country. 

Participation rates in agricultural organizations are much lower in South Dakota 

than in other parts of the country.  In the NC area and the nation as a whole 

approximately 42% of producers are American Farm Bureau members, compared to 12% 

in South Dakota.  The most popular organization in SD is the National Farmers Union 

with a 16% participation rate.  This is much higher than other parts of the country, where 

a 5% rate is the norm.  Participation in other organizations is similar among the three 

areas. 



There are a number of differences between the three areas when risk management 

is addressed.  The popularity of different risk management tools is quite different for 

producers, especially at the national level.  In South Dakota 52% of producers use some 

type of production or revenue insurance.  In the North Central area the percentage is 

39%.  However, when we go to the national level the number drops to 29%.  We see the 

same type of results with grain storage.  Fifty-two percent of South Dakota producers 

store grain.  This compares with 49% in the North Central area and only 28% nationwide.  

Fewer SD producers have off-farm income sources than their counterparts in the NC area 

or nationwide, 47% vs 55% and 56%, respectively.  The other difference is in the use of 

hedging tools.  More producers in the North Central area, 24%, use hedging as a risk 

management tool than those in South Dakota, 19%, and nationwide, 15%. 

As we look at the future of the current farming/ranching operations and how long 

they have been in existence, there is very little difference between the three areas 

regarding both questions.  The two observable differences regarding the future of the 

operation are that more SD producers expect the operation to be transferred to individuals 

outside the current operation, 26% versus 24% in the NC area and 20% nationwide.  

Nationwide, more producers expect the operation to be converted to non-farm uses, 13% 

versus 7% in SD and 8% in the NC area.  More operations nationwide are 1st generation, 

36%, versus 27% in SD and 31% in the NC area.  South Dakota has a higher percentage 

of 2nd generation operations, 32% vs 26% in the NC and 25% nationwide.  Numbers in 

the other categories are approximately the same. 



Optional Questions (p. 42-46) 

Each state that participated in the survey had the choice of adding optional 

questions to the survey to elicit information from producers that is of particular interest to 

the specific state.  The questions chosen for South Dakota focused on agricultural policy 

and technology issues.  The results of these questions will be reported in this section of 

the report. 

Optional question 1 was used to elicit producer’s opinions regarding the future 

direction of agricultural policy.  This was an attempt to prioritize the issues dealing with 

commodity programs.  These issues will be ranked and their scores on a ten-point scale 

are as follows: (1 is most important to 10 being least important) 

1. Continuing disaster payments tied to low farm income levels (4.14) 
2. Keeping the current combination of fixed payments and marketing loans (4.32) 
3. Continuing crop insurance programs (4.41) 
4. Continuing marketing loan programs  (4.7) 
5. Continuing disaster payments tied to crop losses  (5.1) 
6. Continuing a system of fixed payments  (5.12) 
7. Establishing a counter-cyclical payment system that is triggered by low farm 

income  (5.37) 
8. Re-coupling support payments to production controls through set-aside programs  

(6.35) 
9. Providing support payments to production controls through set-aside programs  

(6.84) 
10. Eliminating all commodity programs over a 5 to 10 year period  (8.66) 

 

Question 2 dealt with policies regarding the marketing loan program and loan 

rates.  Fifty-two percent of producers thought that loan rates should be raised.  Nearly 

equal numbers of producers favored keeping rates at current levels and eliminating the 

program, 16% and 15%, respectively.  Five percent thought the rates should be lowered 

and 13% favored setting the rates at the producer’s variable cost of production.  Seventy 



percent thought that loan rates should be realigned between commodities.  Only 28% of 

producers were in favor of capping marketing loan gains and LDP’s at $150,000.   

Producers were generally not in favor of supply control programs.  Forty-five 

percent felt that the government should not try to manage grain inventories.  Re-

establishment of the Farmer Owned Reserve was favored by 29% of producers.  Ten 

percent want to extend the marketing loan program beyond the current nine months and 

16% would like the government to subsidize construction of farmer owned grain storage 

facilities. 

When asked about government policy toward livestock insurance, producers 

favored government subsidized insurance to protect against income losses (39%), 

followed closely by protection against unavoidable production disasters (36%), and 

leaving insurance to private companies (25%).  Only 33% of producer thought that 

extension programs should be targeted toward small producers.  Seventy-eight percent 

favor re-defining a farm up to at least $10,000 in sales to eliminate hobby farms from the 

definition.   

The final two questions dealt with new technology.  Sixty-seven percent of 

respondents felt that research and technology developed at public institutions should be 

made available at no cost to producers.  Twenty-four percent thought these developments 

should be patentable and 9% want to reduce or eliminate research at public institutions.  

When asked to identify the technologies they use on their current operations, respondents 

did so as follows with the percentage employing the technology in parentheses: 

 

 



1. Herbicide tolerant crops (50%) 
2. Genetically modified seed (41%) 
3. Livestock production stimulants (40%) 
4. Plant growth stimulants/regulators (16%) 
5. Insect growth regulators (13%) 
6. E-commerce (11%) 
7. Precision agriculture technologies (8%) 
8. Seed increased through tissue culturing (4%) 
9. Precision irrigation technologies (3%) 
 

Survey Results and the 2002 Farm Bill: Are the Results Compatible? 

 The Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 (FSRIA) was passed in 

early 2002, after the results of this survey became available to legislators.  The question 

to be addressed here is how closely do the provisions of the new bill match the desires 

expressed by producers in the survey.   

 The main commodity provisions in the 2002 bill are loan rates, target prices, 

direct payments, and counter-cyclical payments.  All of these provisions are recycled 

from previous bills and have had various degrees of success.  Table 1 details the levels 

established for these programs.  The figures in the table are national levels that will be 

adjusted for local conditions.   

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 1.  Loan Rates, Direct Payments, and Target Prices for Selected Commodities 

 Loan Rate Loan Rate Direct Payment Target 

Price 

Target Price 

 2002-03 2004-07 2002-07 2002-03 2004-07 

Corn (bu) $1.98 $1.95 $0.28 $2.60 $2.63 

Barley (bu) $1.88 $1.85 $0.24 $2.21 $2.24 

Wheat (bu) $2.80 $2.75 $0.52 $3.86 $3.92 

Soybeans (bu) $5.00 $5.00 $0.44 $5.80 $5.80 

Minor Oilseeds (lb) $0.96 $0.93 $0.0080 $0.0980 $0.1010 

Source: Farm Bill Conference Summary, Senate Agriculture Committee 

Loan rates are significantly higher than they were during the last six years, raising the 

safety net for producers.  The direct payment, which is decoupled from both price and 

production levels, will be paid to producers regardless of market price levels, another 

large contribution to the raised safety net.  The target prices essentially guarantee 

producers a minimum price for the commodities they produce.  Counter-cyclical 

payments are applicable only in years of low commodity prices.  In order to give 

producers the target price, the higher of the loan rate or the 12 month average price is 

added to the direct payment amount and this sum is subtracted from the target price.  The 

difference is then the amount of the counter-cyclical payment that is available.  In years 

of high prices, no counter-cyclical payment will be available.  Counter-cyclical payments 

are decoupled from production levels but not from price; payments are made on 85% of 

base acres.   

 For the first time since the 1980’s producers will also have the opportunity to 

update base acres and yields.  Direct payments will be made on “old” yields and acreage 



bases, unless producers decide to add oilseed base acres.  Counter-cyclical payments will 

be made on updated base yields and acres. 

 The other main provision in the bill for crop producers is the Conservation 

Security Program.  This is a three tier program where producers may earn from $20,000 

up to $45,000 annually for performing a variety of different conservation practices.  

Rules for this program have not yet been written. 

 The main program for livestock producers in the bill is the Environmental Quality 

Incentives Program (EQIP) which can provide up to $450,000 per producer to help 

finance facilities designed to reduce run-off from livestock facilities. 

What Did Producers Want? 

 In general, respondents to the survey preferred a continuation of the marketing 

loan program and some type of fixed payments rather than the ad hoc disaster payments 

that were common during the last few years. The main provisions of FSRIA focus on 

these preferred methods of producer subsidization. Producers also wanted access to more 

subsidized production and revenue insurance, which was not included in the new bill.  

Dairy compacts, supported by respondents, were left out of the bill. 

 The Conservation Security Program does appear to provide the incentives desired 

by producers to encourage efficient use of the scarce land resource.  None of the producer 

desires for the inclusion of livestock producers in the bill were addressed. 

Conclusion 

 The periodic surveying of producers to determine their views on policy issues is a 

useful and important part of devising effective agricultural policy.  This is especially true 

when the survey is performed just prior to the writing of a new farm bill.  However, for 



the process to work efficiently and effectively the information gathered must be used by 

lawmakers in their decision making process.  It does not appear that this was entirely the 

case with the 2002 farm bill.  Some producer desires were included in the 2002 bill, 

others were omitted.  Future discussions should seek to more closely match industry 

needs with policy prescriptions designed to make agriculture an independent and healthy 

industry. 
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