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Chair Ernst, Ranking Member Markey, and distinguished members of the Committee, thank you 

for the opportunity to testify today. 

My name is ValJay Rigby; I serve as President of the Utah Farm Bureau Federation. Utah Farm 

Bureau is our state’s largest general agricultural organization representing more than 37,000 

member families.  

I am a fifth-generation farmer from Newton, Utah, in the beautiful Cache Valley, where my 

family continues to farm much of the same ground that formed part of our original 1869 

homestead. Together with my brother and my children, we raise beef cattle and grow 

approximately 1,500 acres of alfalfa, safflower, and small grains. Like millions of farmers across 

America, our family farm means more to us than just being a business. It represents our family’s 

livelihood, our legacy, and our hope for the next generation. 

Yogi Berra famously observed, “It’s tough to make predictions, especially about the future.” As 

this Committee considers the future of American small businesses over the next 250 years, I 

believe family farms offer valuable insights into the principles that will allow small businesses to 

thrive into the future. First, agriculture constantly adapts. Every generation of farmers and 

ranchers faces new challenges, yet American agriculture continues to produce more food, fiber, 

and fuel with fewer resources at low cost and high quality. Farmers are eternal optimists; we live 

on hope. We hope to work through each challenge that nature sends our way, that the worldwide 

markets will supply our inputs at survivable costs and in sufficient quantities, and then reward 

our production with prices that sustain our business enterprises and encourage us to continue 

feeding our families, our urban neighbors, and the world. Despite the many challenges facing 

agriculture, I remain optimistic that the next 250 years of American agriculture will still offer 

farmers, young and old, sustainable livelihoods and healthy environments for the small 

businesses which produce the food, clothing, fuel, and other products needed for our national 

security. This can only happen in an environment where family farms can continue to adapt, 

succeed, and pass their businesses to the next generation. 
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To do this, Congress must build the policy framework that will: 1) preserve and strengthen the 

farm business economics; 2) keep land and opportunity within reach of the next generation of 

farm business owners and operators; and 3) recognize agriculture as the foundation that upholds 

our national security, a healthy population, and a resilient and strong economy. 

1. Strengthen Farm Businesses 

Farms numbers in America tell an important story. The 2022 USDA Census of Agriculture 

reports that between 2017 and 2022 the United States lost 141,733 farms, or seven percent of all 

farm business enterprises. At the same time, the value of agricultural production increased from 

$389 billion to $533 billion, a 40 percent nominal increase, and a 17 percent increase after 

adjusting for inflation. With fewer farms operating on fewer acres, American agriculture still 

produced substantially more. 

A related structural change appears across farm revenue brackets, which the USDA categorizes 

by the value of annual farm gate commodity sales. From 2017 to 2022, the number of farm 

businesses in the lowest tier ($0 to $4,999) fell by 120,970, or 13 percent. The $5,000 to $49,999 

class lost another 32,215 operations, or 5 percent. Meanwhile, the number of farm businesses in 

the $1 million-plus gross revenue class increased by 28,566, or 36 percent. Farms in the largest 

economic class accounted for 79 percent of the value of agricultural products sold in 2022, 

compared with 69 percent in 2017. 

Those numbers show significant business consolidation, but we should not equate consolidation 

with the disappearance of family farm businesses. As of 2022, family operations, including sole 

proprietorships, partnerships, and family-held business entities represented 97 percent of U.S. 

farms (down slightly from 97.2% in 2017) and 91 percent of operated acreage. Non-family 

business entities represented only one percent of farms and two percent of operated acreage.  

For many farmers and ranchers, consolidation represents an economic necessity rather than a 

business preference. All farms, and more so for small businesses, face extremely high unit costs 

for land, equipment, labor, fertilizer, fuel, seed, insurance, and regulatory compliance and those 

costs can escalate overnight based on such distant events as attacks on oil tankers in the Straits of 

Hormuz. Similar volatility affects prices farm businesses receive for sale of the commodities 

they produce. Small farm businesses are price takers; they are seldom price makers. Expanding a 

farm can help spread fixed costs across more acres or animals, improve purchasing power, and 

make better use of labor and equipment. Size also affects bargaining power and the ability to 

invest in increasingly expensive technology. 

But size alone does not tell the entire story. For many farm families, farm business revenues 

alone are not enough to support the household. In 2023, only 23 percent of farm household 

income came from farming, while 77 percent came from sources outside the farm. An astounding 

96 percent of farm households earned at least some income outside the farm, whether from the 

operator, a spouse, or another source. Most of that outside income comes from work, not passive 

wealth. Approximately 72 percent came from earned sources, including wages and salaries at 61 

percent, and non-farm business income at 11 percent. 
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Off-farm employment reaches across farm sizes. More than 60 percent of principal operators on 

farms with less than $100,000 in annual gross sales worked off the farm for at least one day per 

week. Even among farms with more than $500,000 in sales, as many as 45 percent of principal 

operators worked at least one day off the farm. Young and beginning farmers rely heavily on 

outside employment. Only about 20 percent of young farmers and 24 percent of beginning 

farmers worked exclusively on the farm, compared with nearly 40 percent of all farmers. 

I recently smiled at a social media video about farming that said, “I could never work a 9-to-5 

job. I just love the flexibility of working my 100-hour work week whenever I want.”  

Farmers understand the joke because most live it but may not think it is funny. Many farmers 

work a 9-to-5 job in addition to farming. They leave home before sunrise to work another job, 

return in the evening, and then irrigate fields, feed livestock, repair equipment, or prepare for the 

next day. That does not represent a failure on the part of the farm business owner. Since farmers 

generally cannot control commodity prices, and a single drought, equipment failure, disease 

outbreak, market downturn, or dramatic increase in input costs can change the economics of a 

farm, off-farm employment mitigates the risk of business failure.  

Regulatory certainty and simplicity are also essential to the economic health of family farms. 

Every government agency understandably believes that the regulations it administers are 

important, and from an agency’s perspective, a new requirement may appear straightforward and 

relatively easy to implement. But compliance looks very different from inside the farm gate. 

Most family farms do not have attorneys, compliance officers, human resources departments, or 

regulatory specialists on staff. A requirement that may take an agency a few hours to implement 

or cost a larger business entity a relatively small fraction of its overhead can be the last straw for 

a small farm family which spend days researching rules, completing paperwork, or changing the 

way it operates, or spending precious cash hiring outside help, Congress and federal agencies 

should look for opportunities to eliminate unnecessary regulations, simplify compliance, 

coordinate requirements across agencies, and make sure new rules are proportionate to the size 

and capacity of the businesses expected to comply with them. If we want small farms to remain 

viable, regulatory policy needs to recognize that the cost of compliance is often not measured 

only in dollars, but in time, costs of compliance, and extra demands on the owner of a farm 

family business desperately trying to stay afloat. 

Policy makers cannot focus exclusively on the farm itself. Farm families also depend on the 

broader rural economy. In 2022, 64 percent of residents in farm-dependent counties commuted 

outside their county for work, compared with 56 percent in nonmetro counties generally, and 46 

percent in metro counties. Rural businesses, including farm businesses, depend on communities 

with good schools, access to reasonably priced health care, transportation, reliable infrastructure, 

quality internet, access to capital, and sustainable jobs. 

Congress can help by giving family farms and other small businesses the certainty they need to 

invest, adapt, and amortize loans. They need flexibility to adjust to difficult years and to tame the 

wild impacts of trade disruptions, whether by tariffs, regulations, world events, weather, and 

taxes.  



 

4 
 

Tax policy plays an important role in that effort. The tax provisions included in H.R. 1 provide 

meaningful certainty for family-owned farms and other small businesses, and we greatly 

appreciate Congress’ attention to these important statutes. Making the Section 199A Qualified 

Business Income deduction permanent helps family farms organized as pass-through business 

entities compete more fairly with corporations. Permanently increasing the estate tax exemption 

will help prevent families from selling productive farmland to meet tax obligation following the 

death of a parent or grandparent. Expanding Section 179 expensing and restoring full bonus 

depreciation encourages investment in equipment, technology, conservation improvements, and 

infrastructure. 

Congress also needs to reauthorize the farm bill. Senator John Boozman, Chairman of the Senate 

Agriculture Committee, has released his discussion draft, “Agricultural Act of 2026.” Provisions 

in this discussion draft cover critical issues for farmers and ranchers in Utah and across the 

country. Updating crop insurance programs to better serve specialty crop farmers would provide 

a more robust safety net for these high-value crops. The bill also establishes a sales-based 

framework for more timely direct assistance for specialty crop producers during market 

disruptions or economic crises. It addresses elevated input costs by increasing transparency in the 

fertilizer market and supporting on-farm storage capacity for essential inputs. Updates to credit 

and loan programs would also provide critical financing options at a time when production 

expenses are near record highs. Utah Farm Bureau urges the Senate to advance a farm bill as 

quickly as possible to deliver certainty and relief to our Utah farmers and farmers across the 

United States. 

2. Keep Land, Capital, and Opportunity Within Reach of the Next Generation 

A young farmer can possess the expertise, equipment, work ethic, education, and desire to farm 

and still struggle to build a business without access to land. 

According to USDA statistics, from 1982 to 2022, the U.S. lost 55.7 million acres of cropland, or 

13 percent. Rangeland declined by 16.3 million acres, or four percent, and pastureland declined 

by 5.7 million acres, also about four percent. During that same period, developed land increased 

by 47.6 million acres, or 66 percent, an area roughly the size of Nebraska. I should put those 

numbers into context. Not every acre that leaves cropland permanently leaves agriculture. 

Between 2017 and 2022, 5.65 million cropland acres moved into pasture, while only 687,000 

cropland acres moved into developed uses. During that same period, 4.15 million pasture acres 

and 2.11 million Conservation Reserve Program acres moved into cropland. Farmers constantly 

adjust land use in response to markets, weather, conservation programs, water availability, and 

other conditions. 

The greatest concern comes when development permanently converts productive agricultural 

land to housing, industrial sites, roads, energy infrastructure, or other built uses. Although 

development has slowed considerably from its peak, it continues. New development took 10.8 

million acres from 1992 to 1997, compared with approximately 3 million to 3.4 million acres 

during each of the two most recent five-year periods. 
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The loss of agricultural land is also about more than the number of acres. Some farmland is 

particularly valuable because of its soils, climate, water availability, growing conditions, or 

location. Once that land is converted to development, it can be extremely difficult, if not 

impossible, to replace its agricultural value elsewhere. The Provo Bench in Utah provides a good 

example. It was historically one of Utah’s premier fruit-growing areas, but much of that 

productive agricultural land has been converted to residential development. We cannot simply 

replace every acre of highly productive farmland with an acre somewhere else and expect the 

same agricultural potential. 

Even when productive farmland remains in agriculture, it may not be readily available to the 

farmers who need it. In 2022, 39 percent of U.S. agricultural land was rented. In 2024, more than 

2 million landowners rented out 347.8 million acres, while non-operating landlords controlled 

276.1 million acres. A beginning farmer may have access to equipment, capital, and knowledge, 

but still struggle to compete for a lease. Similarly, an established family operation may want to 

transition a farm to a son, daughter, or another young producer but face difficult decisions 

involving inheritance, estate planning, taxes, and ownership. 

As farmers and as a nation, we are also approaching a significant transition in agricultural land 

ownership. More than one-third of non-operating landlords are at least 75 years old, and those 

landowners control more than 40 percent of such acreage. Even so, we should not expect an 

immediate farmland cliff. Less than five percent of owned farmland is expected to change hands 

through sale or gift within five years. Ten percent is expected to enter trusts, while 15 percent 

may pass through wills. At the same time, the American Farmland Trust estimates that 

approximately 300 million acres, or nearly one-third of America’s agricultural land, could change 

hands during the next two decades. This transition creates both opportunity and risk for the next 

generation. 

Congress should view land access as a small-business formation issue. A young entrepreneur 

cannot build a farm business without land. An established family operation cannot grow without 

access to additional acres. And producers will hesitate to make long-term investments in 

conservation, irrigation, soil health, and technology without confidence that they can continue 

using the land. 

For Western agriculture, the role of the federal government in land management cannot be 

overstated. Ranchers often pair their privately held ranches with permits to graze livestock on 

Bureau of Land Management or U.S. Forest Service lands. This generations-long public-private 

partnership helps produce food while maintaining working landscapes and providing important 

stewardship of natural resources. The viability of many Western ranching businesses depends on 

reliable access to these public grazing lands. 

Wildfire is another significant challenge facing these small ranching businesses. Ranchers have a 

direct economic interest in preventing and managing wildfires because fires can destroy forage, 

fencing, livestock water infrastructure, grazing improvements, private property, and the natural 

resources on which their businesses depend. Science-based grazing management can be one tool 

for reducing fine fuels and improving the health and resilience of rangelands, but grazing alone 
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cannot address the broader forest health and wildfire challenges facing the West. Utah Farm 

Bureau appreciates the bipartisan passage of the Fix Our Forests Act in the House and 

encourages the Senate to pass its version of the legislation. Active forest management, including 

reducing hazardous fuels and improving the ability to conduct timely forest restoration and 

wildfire mitigation, is important not only for protecting forests and communities but also for 

protecting the agricultural businesses and rural economies that depend on healthy landscapes. 

Capital presents another barrier to entry and growth. American agriculture now operates in one 

of the most technologically advanced periods in its history. Today’s farmers and ranchers use 

GPS-guided equipment, drones, satellite imagery, virtual fencing, robotic milking systems, 

autonomous equipment, artificial intelligence, and precision irrigation and pesticide application 

technologies. These tools allow farmers to make better decisions, use inputs more efficiently, 

reduce costs, and conserve resources. But technology requires capital. Producers need access to 

affordable financing and a tax code that encourages investment in precision equipment, irrigation 

improvements, robotics, conservation practices, and other technologies. Federal conservation 

programs administered through agencies such as the Natural Resources Conservation Service can 

also help offset the cost of long-term investments that improve both the efficiency of operations 

and the conservation of natural resources. Tax certainty, depreciation, credit availability, and 

estate planning therefore directly influence whether a young person can enter agriculture, 

whether an existing operation can expand, and whether a family can pass a viable business to the 

next generation. 

3. Recognize Agriculture as a National Asset 

Family farms matter because they form the backbone of rural economies, serve as important 

stewards of land and water, help feed a healthy population, contribute to the cultural fabric and 

identity of our communities, and provide a foundation for a secure and resilient nation. 

People sometimes ask why we grow certain crops in regions where the conditions for production 

are different from other parts of the country. In Utah, we frequently hear a version of that 

question: Why grow food in the West? Wouldn’t it make more sense to grow it somewhere else? 

Farmers make these decisions every day based on climate, water, soil, markets, labor, and many 

other factors. American agriculture is remarkably diverse because different regions are well 

suited to producing different crops and livestock. That diversity is a strength. A resilient food 

system should not depend on agriculture being concentrated in only the places where production 

may be most efficient on paper. It should maintain a broad geographic base of farms and ranches 

capable of producing food across the country. When drought, disease, extreme weather, supply 

chain disruptions, or other challenges affect one region, agriculture in other parts of the country 

provides important capacity and resilience. We need agriculture in Utah and across the West, just 

as we need it in the Midwest, South, Northeast, and every other region where farmers and 

ranchers contribute to our nation’s food supply. 

We saw this firsthand in Utah. Earlier this year, a late freeze severely affected fruit production 

across the state, demonstrating how quickly a single weather event can disrupt an entire regional 

agricultural sector. When production is concentrated in a limited number of places, drought, 
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freeze, disease, or another unexpected event can have consequences far beyond the farms 

directly affected. Maintaining agriculture in many regions gives the country greater capacity to 

respond when one region experiences a major disruption. Agricultural security is national 

security. A hungry people are not a free people. 

We should not build a food system that depends too heavily on a small number of regions, 

aquifers, crops, producers, transportation routes, or foreign suppliers. The United States remains 

one of the world’s leading agricultural producers and exporters, but we cannot take that position 

for granted. In 2025, U.S. agricultural imports exceeded exports by $41 billion, making the 

United States a net importer of agricultural products for the fifth consecutive year. Some of that 

trade makes perfect sense. Tropical products and certain seasonal or labor-intensive 

commodities, for example, may not make economic sense to produce domestically. International 

trade will remain essential to American agriculture, and we should not attempt to produce every 

commodity in every region. But for decades before the current period, the United States was a 

net agricultural exporter. A strong domestic agricultural sector gives the country options when 

global supply chains face disruption. 

There is also an environmental consideration. Moving food, feed, livestock, and agricultural 

inputs thousands of miles requires energy and infrastructure. Agriculture will always involve 

transportation and trade, but resilience and efficiency should account for the entire supply chain 

rather than simply the cost of producing a commodity in one location. When conditions allow, 

producing food closer to consumers can reduce unnecessary transportation and the risks inherent 

in long-distance supply chains. That resilience carries value even when a market price does not 

capture it.  

Family farms play an important role in maintaining that diversity because their continued success 

gives the country more producers, more regions capable of producing food, and more options 

when circumstances change. 

The same principle applies to rural communities. A successful farm supports a network of other 

small businesses, including equipment dealers, veterinarians, mechanics, truck drivers, banks, 

processors, restaurants, and other Main Street businesses. In many rural communities, farms 

serve as economic anchors. Agriculture cannot thrive in communities that cannot attract workers, 

educate children, provide health care or housing, connect businesses to markets, or support 

entrepreneurs. The strength of rural American small businesses and the strength of American 

agriculture therefore depend on each other. 

There is one final contribution of family farms that proves harder to measure but perhaps matters 

even more than farm cash receipts: agriculture helps produce really good kids. 

Growing up on a farm teaches responsibility, work ethic, and initiative because livestock and 

crops need care every day, regardless of the weather or the calendar. It teaches accountability 

because unfinished work carries real consequences. It teaches resilience because crops fail, 

machinery breaks, markets change, and another problem always waits around the corner. It 

teaches humility because farming reminds us that some things remain outside our control. It 

teaches teamwork because no successful farm operates through the efforts of one person alone. 
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And it teaches a whole range of basic skills such as planning, communication, finances, 

maintenance, and project management and the confidence of being able to do all these things. 

These lessons prepare young people to become good employees, entrepreneurs, neighbors, 

citizens, and leaders. 

As we look toward the next 250 years of American small business, I hope we remember what 

family farm small businesses contribute to this country. They produce food, fiber, and fuel. They 

sustain rural communities and create opportunities for other small businesses. They drive 

innovation and care for the land and natural resources that future generations will depend upon. 

They provide diversity and resilience to our food system, strengthen domestic food security, help 

feed a healthy population, and strengthen our national security. Most importantly, they help raise 

good kids whose character develops through responsibility, hard work, and service to something 

larger than themselves. 

So, if we want American agriculture to thrive for another 250 years, I believe Congress should 

focus on three things. 

First, strengthen the economic foundation of agricultural small businesses so families can earn a 

living from farming and withstand the inevitable risks of agriculture. 

Second, keep land, capital, and opportunity within reach of the next generation so young farmers 

can enter the business and existing family farms can transition from one generation to the next. 

Third, recognize agriculture as a national asset that strengthens our national security, helps feed a 

healthy population, and supports the resilient communities and strong economy that our country 

depends upon. 

Farmers will continue to adapt. We will continue to invest. We will continue to work before 

sunrise and long after sunset. We will continue to hope for good weather, strong markets, and 

wise decisions from policymakers. 

But farmers cannot do this alone. 

America needs family farms. America needs rural communities. America needs a diverse and 

resilient food system. And America needs the next generation to believe that farming remains a 

viable way to make a living, a legacy worth carrying forward, and a future worth pursuing. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to testify. 

 


