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Introduction 
This paper combines information from the 2002 Census of Agriculture and the 2005 Nevada 
Country Agricultural Survey. The purpose of this paper is to update information contained in the 
2001 publication entitled Nevada County Agriculture along with marketing issues identified in 
the survey. 
 
The Census of Agriculture is completed by USDA every 5 years. The 2002 data set is the most 
recent available. The 2005 Nevada County Agricultural Survey was emphasized questions on 
marketing. The survey was sponsored by the Nevada County Farm Bureau, Nevada County 
Economic Resource Council, and UC Cooperative Extension. A total of 299 surveys were mailed 
out and 36.7% were returned. 
 
Population Growth 
Population growth began to impact Nevada County agriculture in the 1970s. Prior to that decade, 
growth increased only 36.6% from 19,283 to 26,346 between the 1940 and 1970. Between 1970 
and 2000, growth increased 245.8% from 26,246 in 1970 to 91,100 in 2000. According to the 
Department of Finance, Nevada County’s current population is expected to grow to 166,073 by 
2040, an increase of 82.2% from 2000. 
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Land in Agriculture 
Agricultural acreage declined over 144,000 acres between 1959 and 2002. A large decline of 
158,410 acres occurred between 1959 and 1969. This decline was due to the Alta Sierra, Lake 
Wildwood, and Lake of the Pines sub divisions coming into their initial stages of development. 
The land in agriculture has slowly increased to its present 82,000 acres. This increase was 
created primarily by people migrating from Southern California and the Bay Area who 
purchased small parcels of land in order to experience a rural lifestyle and start some sort of 
agricultural enterprise fueled this increase. Land in agriculture has remained fairly stable since 
1978. 
 
Grazing land makes up over 80% of the total agricultural acreage. The rest is divided up among 
vegetables, fruits, Christmas trees, vineyard, and woodland. 

 
 
Number of Farms 
Population growth led to fewer farms initially. There was a 71% decline in Nevada County farms 
between 1950 and 1974. During this time period, the population increased by 66%, from 19,888 
in 1950 to 33,000 in 1974. Between 1974 and 2002, the number of farms increased from 169 to 
599 despite a 186% population increase to 95,100. The population migration from other parts of 
California has tended to buy up smaller parcels and conduct some sort of agricultural enterprise. 
Current farm numbers are now similar to pre-1950 levels. For example, there were 481 farms in 
Nevada County in 1920 when 30% of the county was in agriculture. Today, there are 599 farms 
at a time when only 13.4% of the county is in agriculture. This has caused average farm size to 
decline and increased the number of less than 50 acre farms. 
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Age of Farmers 
The average age of farmers has increased since1982 and reached 57 years by 2002. These figures 
reflect statewide trends. Age distribution numbers show that 55% of all farmers are 55 years of 
age or older. Over 24% are 65 years of age or older. Conversely, 14.6% of all farmers are less 
than 45 years of age. The most severe decline has occurred with the under 35 years of age. 
  
Where’s the Younger Generation? 
Nevada County’s lack of a new generation to take over for aging farmers as they reach 
retirement age present an area of concern. The increase in farmers nearing retirement age will 
impact land use in Nevada County over the next 20 years. For many of these farmers, the land 
has represented either a kind of 401K retirement fund or an inheritance. The big question to be 
answered over the next 20 years is what will happen to these lands? Will they stay in agricultural 
production or converted into houses? 
 
Enhancing the economic viability of agricultural operations would enable agricultural lands to 
stay in production and attract a new generation to agriculture. Another approach would be to 
incorporate efforts of organizations such as California Farm Link, which seeks to match young 
farmers with farmers nearing retirement. This would then lead to these young farmers eventually 
being able to purchase the farm.  
 

 
 
 
 

4



UC Cooperative Extension – Placer/Nevada  Roger Ingram 

Market Value of Sales 
Over 84% of Nevada County farms generated less than $10,000 in gross sales. It will be 
important for farms to produce more product to sell, assuming that production would contribute 
positively to profit. Increased economic viability is needed to sustain, not preserve agricultural 
operations. 

 
 
Nevada County Ag Survey 
In an effort to address the need for more farms to generate more revenue, the Nevada County Ag 
Survey was conducted in fall 2005 to assess the current marketing situation and define needs. 
Increasing average net return can have huge impacts on farm profitability. 
 
The average net return for all farms in Nevada County has been a loss in both 1987 and 1997 
according to the Census of Agriculture. In 1992, there was a positive net return, but the amount 
was only $2,692. Over 75% of all farms are losing money. The opposite picture appears for 
farms with gross sales greater than $10,000 as they generated a positive return for all three 
Census of Agriculture years and over 70% generated a positive net gain.  
 
More Nevada County farms need to generate a positive net return if they are expected to stay in 
business and not sold for development. One key factor will be to increase gross sales over the  
$10,000 level, as more farms are profitable at that level or higher. 
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Survey Respondents 
There were 100 completed returned surveys. Livestock producers made up almost 50% of the 
respondents. Responses were a cross-section of enterprises. 

 
Product Availability 
Most products are available in summer and fall. Spring was higher than expected due to the high 
number of livestock producers responding. Winter is the season with the least availability. 
 
Where Are Products Sold? 
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On-farm sales, auction, and the Growers Market were the most popular sales venues. 
Restaurants, local groceries, and the Internet were lower. A challenge to increasing local sales is 
increasing the number of sales venues that feature local products every day of the week. A 
consumer wants convenience and cannot be counted on to always make it to a farmers market or 
drive out to the farm. 

 
 
Most products being marketed is purchased in Nevada County or California. A small percentage 
goes for personal use. Over 42% of respondents reported gross annual sales of over $10,000. 
This is benchmark for being more likely to be profitable. The remaining 58% were generating 
less than $10,000.  
 
Crop Report 
The 2004 Nevada County Crop Report showed the following: 
Crop Sales ($) 
Timber 11,538,200 
Livestock   2,930,300 
Fruit and Vegetables   2,410,600 
Field Crops and Nursery   2,062,100 
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Marketing Methods 
Almost 80% respondents use word of mouth as a marketing method. Other methods such as 
advertising, public events, internet, and brochures all came in between 20-28%. This indicates a 
big need to increase the diversity of marketing methods. People need to find out about your 
product to motivate them to purchase and eat what is grown. It is only at this point that word of 
mouth becomes effective.  

 
Agricultural Issues  
Government regulations and water were cited by 50% of respondents as two main issues 
affecting their operation. Marketing and labor were the next most mentioned issues. 
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Positive Trends 
A community driven effort sprouted up in 2005 to find ways to expand the ability to buy local 
food. Planning efforts began to hold an event in late March that would get people from the 
community out to learn about local agriculture, meet farmers, and learn where to buy local 
agricultural products.  
 
The Come Home to Eat event was held March 26, 2006. Over 200 people attended. A panel 
discussion was held in the morning and participating farmers received a standing ovation! After 
the panel discussion, everyone enjoyed a lunch featuring local food. Farmer and people from the 
community broke bread together. 
 
The momentum generated from Come Home to Eat has resulted in organizational efforts for a 
Local Food Coalition. Interested farmers and people from the community have been meeting 
monthly to work on processing, marketing, distribution, and mentoring for young farmer issues. 
The last point is not a mis-print. The coalition meetings have attracted several under 35 farmers. 
 
Conclusion 
Will agriculture still be around in 50 years? Agriculture finds itself faced with challenges of poor 
economic returns, population growth that encroaches on agricultural lands, and the lack of a new 
generation to take over the farm. These challenges coupled with increased regulatory 
requirements makes sustainability of the family farm difficult. 
 
Long-term methods and approaches that are proven to be profitable must continue to be 
emphasized. Agricultural producers will need to think like an entrepreneur and seek out niche 
marketing opportunities, increase time and attention on management, and improve marketing. 
 
The future of an economically viable agriculture is dependent on developing strategies 
compatible with growth that produce a profitable return for a product being produced in a 
sustainable manner. Producers who embrace the opportunities of growth rather than the threats 
will have the greatest chance for success. 
 
Allan Nation put it best in his August 2000 Stockman Grass Farm column,  
“The bottom line of this discussion is I think you should farm to live and that you should farm 
so as to live abundantly. It’s not easy, but this change in mindset will make you look at your 
operation in a new light and seek out new opportunities.” 
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