
Farm  Scene in  the Sixth D istrict
Farmers in Sixth District states helped sustain the enviable 
level of living in America in 1953 by hauling near record 
loads of produce to market. At year’s end District crop 
and livestock statistics revealed a total farm output about 
a sixth greater than the large harvest of 1952. Vastly 
greater shipments of beef supplemented increased yields 
of practically all crops.

City dwellers often seem to take for granted the large 
quantities of food obtainable for their tables and the wide 
selection of clothing available for their wardrobes. House
wives, it is true, frequently grumble when they add up 
their grocery bills, and men often complain about the 
price tabs on cotton shirts, socks, and handkerchiefs. But 
city dwellers seldom fear that farmers in the Sixth District 
or elsewhere will fail to satisfy their basic needs. Only 
when our food supply system is severely strained, as it 
was during the war, does such fear grip the nation’s city 
population. The first sharp twinge pushes farm product 
prices high, and that happens fast. When war dangers 
fade, fear subsides and supplies increase, and farmers are 
sobered by the distasteful marketing pattern they inherit— 
selling cheap and buying dear. That pattern confronted Dis
trict farmers as they prepared for their 1953 production. 
To thousands of them there seemed to be only one alterna
tive—to produce more. Their springtime decision was 
clearly apparent from the tonnages harvested last fall.

O v e r f lo w in g  B in s  a n d  B a rn s
The 1953 poundage of cattle and calves marketed by 
District farmers was half again as large as that of a year 
earlier. Piled on top of the sizable growth in beef mar
ketings were production gains for milk, broilers, and eggs— 
gains that more than offset a drop in hog marketings.

Three events had entwined in 1953 and forced District 
farmers to sell lighter weight cattle but many more of 
them. There was a further painful slump in cattle prices; 
there was a feed shortage in some localities; there was 
improved calf production per brood cow, which added 
to numbers available for sale. Greater milk and egg out
put in 1953 came mostly from improved yields per cow 
and per hen.

A gratifying gain of about 14 percent in total District 
crop output was scored over 1952. Sharply higher cotton 
yields in Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi and more 
acres harvested in all six states made the 1953 District 
cotton crop 8 percent larger. Recovery in yields of oats, 
corn, hay, and peanuts from the drought year of 1952 
increased the size of those crops, but increased plantings 
were primarily responsible for the rise in output of sweet 
and white potatoes. On the negative side adverse weather 
reduced the soybean crop by about a third and caused 
a slight cut in the District states tobacco crop.

M ore H e a v i l y  C a p i ta l i z e d  F a rm  B u s in e s s e s
The flood of produce in 1953 came from a large farm 
plant fairly well run. It is a large plant partly because 
farmers, since 1940, have poured capital into buildings,

livestock, and machinery, and have used greater quantities 
of capital items like fertilizer. Now the broadened capital 
base is permitting a great outpouring of produce.

A big plant, standing ready to turn out a large volume, 
can hum busily when complementary forces generate 
power for its operation. One source of power is weather,
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and by and large it favored over-all farm output despite 
the drought which seared particular areas. Drought in the 
District had burned most severely in 1952, and dry 
weather continued to aggravate farmers in parts of Louisi
ana, Mississippi, and Tennessee last year. Hot, dry 
weather is one of the needs for large output of the im
portant money crop—cotton. Heat helped in 1953; it 
perked up a limping cotton crop that had been stricken 
by a wet, cold spring.

Another driving force in the big plant’s operation is the 
intent of many farmers. When prices for their products fall, 
they usually try to increase production. Some cash crop 
farmers, spurred by price advantage, may shift part of their 
land to different crops. But they do not have much elbow 
room for short-time changes because the inflexible nature 
of farming provides narrow limits for adjustments from 
season to season. Their goal remains that of getting from 
the farm each year the largest possible quantity of salable 
produce.

Caught in a pinch between declining prices and rising 
costs, farmers cast about for a way out of the squeeze. 
They find it well-nigh impossible to cut fixed expenses 
like taxes and mortgage payments. They cannot cut la
bor expenses much since they use largely family labor, 
and they cannot afford to take a sizable chunk out of the 
fertilizer bill if they want yields to stay up. The only way 
out is to cut family living to the bone, push the family 
labor harder, and try to produce more.

Price-support programs, for some crops, stimulate the 
managers of our farm plant to strive for maximum pro
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duction. Some farmers in 1953 planted more acres of 
cotton after noting its guaranteed price and figuring that 
their best interest lay in selling a lot at that price.

Strong market prices are extremely effective in bring
ing most departments of the farm plant to a peak of 
feverish activity. Rice, for example, favored by a vora
cious export market, in 1953 has brought a favorable 
price. High rice prices have encouraged farmers to bring 
some relatively unsuitable land into rice production in 
parts of Louisiana to develop new rice farms in Florida, 
and to swing part of their land to rice in the Mississippi 
delta area. Such is the power of high prices for farm 
products.

P ric e s  a n d  I n c o m e s  B r in g  A n x i e t y
Latest available data show that 1953 cash receipts from 
crop marketings in the United States were about the same 
as in 1952: although receipts from cattle were down about
8 percent, total cash receipts were off only about 4 per
cent. Meanwhile the average of all prices paid for pro
duction items fell just a small amount. Since the quantities 
of production items used in 1953 apparently were similar 
to the amounts used in 1952, total production costs were 
not markedly lower. As a result the final reckoning will 
show the nation’s net farm income to be down about 7 
percent, according to the Department of Agriculture.

Net farm income in 1953 probably came closer to 
equaling that of 1952 in the District than in the nation. 
District cash receipts from crop marketings in 1953 were 
about the same as such receipts in 1952, but returns from 
all marketings were down slightly. Undoubtedly reason
ably stable cash receipts and a decline—though slight— 
in production costs kept District net farm income from 
falling much. That likelihood is borne out by this Bank’s 
estimates of income payments to agriculture in the District 
for the first three quarters of 1953; evidently there was 
no significant change in the District total from the like 
period a year earlier.

High prices for a few District products helped hold up 
District cash farm receipts. Farmers were elated last year 
when hog prices rose well above the 1952 levels. Orange 
and egg prices in 1953 held a favorable relationship to 
the high prices of a year earlier. But the bloom of healthy 
farm prices was not on all farm products. Prices of beef
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cattle were off 39 percent and cottonseed and milk prices 
were down somewhat. Potatoes were particularly sour 
items; they suffered a price drop of 48 percent. Cash 
receipts from potatoes were consequently held down, and 
farmers, disgruntled, are expected to shift part of their land 
from potatoes to other crops when planning their pro
duction for this year. Such is the power of low prices for 
farm products.

At the start of 1953 many District farmers, reflecting 
on the blows dealt them by prices in 1952, feared there 
was danger of further sharp cuts in their incomes. By the 
saving grace of a high volume output from a large farm 
plant and price supports, those fears were dispelled; no 
severe tailspin occurred in the District farm economy. 
Much of the moderation in the general price decline of 
farm products last year must be credited to price supports 
under important District crops. Such supports insure be
tween 40 and 50 percent of District farm cash receipts.

Prices had been at record or near record levels, and 
farmers found it difficult to adjust to the rapid price de
cline in 1952. That decline continues to be the basis for 
public discussion of farm price policies despite the relative 
stability in the average of farm prices received in 1953.

A n n u a l  P r o d u c tio n  C y c le  R e p e a te d
The 1953 harvest from District farms may almost be 
matched in 1954 if the weather is reasonably favorable; 
farmers have the land and tools with which to produce. 
As in the past, high total costs will strengthen farmers’ 
intentions to grow more in order to achieve lower unit 
costs. The larger output sold at prevailing prices will enable 
them to recover those high total costs. Aside from the ap
parent need for a large output, there is the less obvious 
result of a gradually rising productivity per District farm 
worker as more scientific knowledge is applied to farm 
operations each year. These influences will be opposed by 
reduced cotton production when acreage controls are ap
plied. But with fair weather, average cotton yields are likely 
to go up if the clues provided by history have validity. And 
of course, most of the land taken out of cotton will be 
planted to other crops, and so there will be a tendency for 
total crop output to be maintained. District marketings of 
cattle, poultry, and milk products are not likely to fall 
much, if any, below the 1953 level, and hog marketings 
probably will increase somewhat.

The 1954 average of all prices received by farmers is 
expected to be about like that in 1953, provided con
sumers at home and abroad continue high level buying of 
farm produce. Consumer spending for farm products in 
this country has not yet shown signs of weakening. More 
strength in foreign purchases, however, would be desir
able. It seems probable that a combination of continued 
high level domestic demand, fairly steady foreign demand, 
a 90-percent-of-parity price-support program for some 
crops, and large farm output will prevail this year. Dis
trict farm cash receipts, as a result, are likely to hold near 
the 1953 total. If cash costs continue relatively high in 
the District, net farm income will undoubtedly be shaved 
a bit more; but the shaving will vary in thickness for 
different types of farming.

Arthur H. Kantner 
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