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Trends in North Carolina’s Agriculture Industry
North Carolina has been one of the fastest-growing states in the country in recent years, 
adding about 144,000 new residents from 2022-2023, trailing only Texas and Florida.1 
In the past, much of this growth has been concentrated in urban areas, but more 
recent trends suggest that many rural and suburban areas are growing as well (see 
Rural Resurgence: Recent Population Growth in Rural N.C.). As our state continues 
unprecedented growth, development, and change, it is important to keep in mind how 
industries vital to our state are being affected, including one of our oldest and largest 
industries - agriculture. 

Agriculture has historically played a large role in the economy of North Carolina. 
The state has a long, storied history of agriculture, with a legacy rooted in tobacco 
production, a legacy that continues to be felt to this day. However, our state now ranks 
among the nation’s leaders for a diverse range of foods and other crops, including 
sweet potatoes, hogs, chickens, peanuts, cucumbers, and Christmas trees (and of 
course, tobacco).2  This diverse offering lands the state at number eight in the value of 
agricultural products sold, with $18.7 billion.3 The full economic impact of agriculture, 
however, is much more than just the products sold, with an estimated economic impact 
of over $110 billion in 2023.4 

One does not need to look far to see the impact of agriculture on our economy, but 
also its influence on the people who live here. Our state is filled with people farming 
the same land their families have farmed for decades. While this is true throughout the 
state, it is especially true in our rural communities. In many ways, agriculture and rural 
places are inextricably linked. 

The importance of agriculture in North Carolina cannot be overstated. However, 
rapid changes in our state and beyond have added many pressures on much of our 
agriculture industry and those in the industry. In this report, we analyze shifts in North 
Carolina’s agriculture industry and discuss the future of agriculture. 

https://www.ncruralcenter.org/2024/06/rural-resurgence-recent-population-growth-in-rural-n-c/
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Declining Number of Farms
Over the past several decades, the number of farms operating in the state has 
continued to decline. In 1997, there were 59,120 farms in North Carolina. By 2022, the 
number has fallen to 42,817, with drops in rural, suburban, and urban counties alike. 

While the number of farms has declined in all county types defined by the NC Rural 
Center, the rate of change has differed. The greatest declines (proportionately) have 
actually occurred in urban counties, followed by rural farms and then suburban farms. 
In raw numbers of farms, rural counties have seen the greatest losses. That being 
said, farms in rural counties still make up around 70 percent of all farms in the state, 
highlighting how “rural-centric” agriculture remains. 

Change in Farms by Rural Classification
Classification 1997 2022 Total Change Percent Change
Rural 
Counties

42,068
(71% of farms) 29,828 (70%) -12,240 -29.1%

Suburban 
Counties 13,529 (23%) 10,631 (25%) -2,898 -21.4%

Urban 
Counties 3,523 (6%) 2,358 (6%) -1,165 -33.1%

Total 59,120 42,817 -16,303 -27.6%
Source: USDA Census of Agriculture; Analysis by NC Rural Center
Note: Percentages may not sum to 100 percent due to rounding. 
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How have specific counties fared recently in the number of farms operating? The map 
below shows the change in farms from 2012-2022. During this time, only 17 counties 
added farms, 12 of them rural. That means 83 counties lost farms during the same time, 
66 of which are rural. Ashe County had the greatest decline with a loss of 380 farms 
from 2012-2022. Moore County added 84 farms, the most of any county. 

Since 1997, declines are most prevalent in mid-sized farms, those ranging from 50 to 
999 acres in farmland. Declines in smaller farms, those operating one to 49.9 acres of 
farmland, are evident but not as pronounced. The number of very small farms (one to 
9.9 acres) varies from year to year. The decline of small farms (10 to 49.9 acres) was 
minimal until a large drop from 2012-2017. The only farms that have grown substantially 
since 1997 are very large farms, those operating 2,000 acres or more. 
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In real numbers, very large farms still make up a small portion of total farms. However, 
given the growth of very large farms and the decline of smaller farms, especially mid-
size farms, the gut reaction could be that agriculture in North Carolina is transitioning 
away from family farms and toward corporate-ownership. This may not be the case. 
According to the latest research from the USDA Economic Research Service, just under 
3.5 percent of all farms in the United States are nonfamily-owned farms, operating 10.5 
percent of all acres operated and account for 16.8 percent of production.5 While the 
influence and prevalence of corporate farms may be growing throughout the U.S., to 
say they are dominating agriculture would not be accurate. Rather, family-owned farms 
seem to be getting larger. 

Many factors contribute to a declining number of farms. The Farm Bureau highlights 
increasing regulations on farmers, rising supply costs, labor shortages, and weather 
disasters as stressors that have closed many farms.6 Other factors include rapid 
consolidation and advancements in technology,7 which have helped boost production 
and productivity but also put stressors on small farms. Consolidation could also be 
driven by many farmers aging out, and instead of having a succession plan in place 
deciding to consolidate into larger farms. 

The average age for U.S. farmers has increased almost every data year available since 
1978. However, in general the population of the U.S. has aged at a slightly faster rate 
than farmers.8 In reality, many of our professions are likely getting older. People tend 
to live - and work - longer than they used to.9 Pair this with technological and health 
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advancements, even workers in industries requiring manual labor like agriculture can 
work well into older age if they wish. 

In other words, the aging of farmers is not unique. Older farmers are often still more 
than capable of working if they want to. What could become an issue is if many farmers 
decide to retire at once, which may be on the horizon. As our communities get older 
and the baby boomer generation approaches retirement age at once, industries and 
workforces will likely change rapidly as well.10 In 2022, the average age of a North 
Carolina farmer was 58.1 years, meaning many of our farmers are likely approaching 
retirement age. While many of these farmers may have younger farmers involved who 
are interested in taking over, others may look to consolidate their family farm with other 
farms, or even sell to a non-family farm. Supporting interest in agriculture in younger 
generations and supporting beginning farmers could be a way to help keep farms 
operating and “in the family.”

Thankfully, trends are positive for beginning farmers. The number of beginning farmers, 
those who have been working on any farm for 10 years or less, has increased in recent 
years in the U.S.11 The same is true for North Carolina. From 2017-2022, beginning 
farmers increased in both total numbers and share of total farmers for North Carolina, 
despite the total count of farmers declining during the same time. Continuing support of 
young or beginning farmers could be an excellent way to keep this positive trend. 

Change in Total Farmers and Beginning Farmers
Year Total Producers Beginning Producers Share of all Producers

2017 74,062 20,298 27.4%
2022 72,479 22,940 31.7%
Change 
2017-2022

-1,583
(2% Decline)

2,642
(13% Growth) —

Source: USDA Census of Agriculture; Analysis by NC Rural Center
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Farmland Loss and Average Farm Size
At the same time the number of farms in North Carolina is declining, the amount of 
farmland being operated in the state is declining as well. In 1997, farms operated on 
over 9.4 million acres. By 2022, farms were operating 8.1 million acres, a drop of 14 
percent. The greatest declines happened from 1997-2007, and have slowed since. 
Concurrently, average farm size is trending upward in terms of size, albeit slowly, further 
supporting the idea that farms are getting larger and operating more land. 

Farm acreage tends to be greatest in the eastern part of the state, where counties are 
larger, flatter, and more conducive to large-scale agriculture. These are rural areas, 
but being rural does not necessarily mean massive amounts of agricultural land. Many 
of the counties in the far western part of our state are quite rural as well, but farmland 
acreage is quite low. The county with the most farmland is Sampson, with over 292,000 
acres of farmland. The county with the fewest acres is Dare, with only 115 acres.
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Given the large quantity of farmland in some rural places, it is not surprising that 
rural farms tend to be larger than their suburban and urban counterparts. Rural farms 
average 218 acres, compared to 132 acres in suburban counties and 92 acres in urban 
counties. Like the state as a whole, farms are trending larger in rural counties. 

Farmland loss is not uniform across the state. Mapping the changes in farmland show 
declines are found throughout the state. Many of the counties with the greatest growth 
are found in the eastern part of the state, counties that tend to already have a high 
number of acres devoted to agriculture. There are 61 counties that declined in farmland 
acreage, while 37 counties increased in acreage. Note that two counties - Dare and 
Swain - are missing 2012 data so this calculation could not be determined. Both 
counties did have estimates for 2017 however, and both lost farm acreage from 2017-
2022. 
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Farmland acreage does not refer to just cropland. Declines in woodland and 
pastureland have been steady since 1997, with the number of acres lost since 1997 
totalling around 949,000 and 706,000 acres, respectively. Cropland declines were more 
severe from 1997-2007, but losses in cropland have somewhat slowed. Still, North 
Carolina has lost over 820,000 acres of cropland since 1997. Land with other uses, 
which includes homesteads, buildings, ponds, roads, wind/solar developments, and 
other miscellaneous uses, has actually increased slightly since 1997, adding about 
29,000 acres.
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Loss of farmland does not necessarily mean that land has been lost to development. 
Rather, it indicates the total number of acres being operated by farmers. Some of 
the land that is not being operated could sit unused for the time-being, but still under 
the control of the farmer. However, unoperated land could be more vulnerable to 
development in the future, still posing a risk in keeping farmland. Other parts of this land 
could have also been lost to natural disasters, such as flooding. 
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The Future of Farmland
There have been losses in farmland over the past few decades. If these trends 
continue, losses could continue to mount and create greater difficulties for farmers and 
our agricultural ecosystem. Data from the American Farmland Trust (AFT) Farms Under 
Threat report helps inform just how extensive the losses could be. Researchers at the 
AFT produced projections of farmland loss based on their analysis of local patterns of 
agricultural land conversion to developed land from 2001-2016. With this information, 
they project the amount of agricultural land that will be converted into developed land 
under three scenarios.

The first is the business as usual scenario, in which development follows patterns of 
residential sprawl from 2001-2016. Second is the runaway sprawl scenario, in which 
development becomes even less efficient than current trends and low density residential 
development spreads quickly. Finally, there is the better-built cities scenario, in which 
policymakers, land-use planners, and developers promote compact development and 
reduce sprawl. Please note that, due to the low amount of farmland in Dare County, 
projections are not made for that county. 

In the business as usual scenario, North Carolina is projected to have 1,197,300 
acres of agricultural land converted to developed land from 2016 to 2040, about 12 
percent of available agricultural land.12 While many rural areas are projected to remain 
largely unscathed, especially in the eastern part of the state, many rural counties in 
the Piedmont and western regions are projected to lose substantial portions of their 
farmland to development. 

https://farmlandinfo.org/statistics/farms-under-threat/
https://farmlandinfo.org/statistics/farms-under-threat/
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In the runaway sprawl scenario, in which low density residential development 
accelerates uncontested and unmonitored, North Carolina is projected to have 
1,678,100 acres of agricultural land converted.12 In this scenario, farmland loss is much 
greater, with even some counties in Eastern North Carolina projected to have significant 
farmland declines. Declines elsewhere, in the Piedmont and western regions of the 
state, are projected to be even greater. 

To some, this scenario might seem unlikely. Why would North Carolina defy a 15-year 
trend to become less efficient in development? But consider that North Carolina has 
become one of the fastest-growing states in the country, and the growth is not expected 
to slow soon. Already the ninth-most populous state, North Carolina is projected 
to become the seventh-most populous state by the early 2030’s, and by 2050, it is 
projected to have 3.8 million more people than in 2020.13 Other analysis has found 
that population growth since 2020 has been faster annually than growth experienced 
annually from 2010-2020.14 In other words, trends suggest growth in the state is 
accelerating. Our own analysis of population change finds that growth is also being 
seen in rural areas, meaning expansive development may be found in rural counties, 
too. The true pace of development, even in rural areas, may be much faster than 
previously estimated. If this is the case, the runaway sprawl scenario could become 
more believable. 

Finally, in the better built cities scenario - in which thoughtful, dense development is 
prioritized - 661,500 acres of agricultural land is projected to be converted by 2040.12 
While urban cores such as Wake and Mecklenburg counties are still expected to 

https://www.ncruralcenter.org/2024/06/rural-resurgence-recent-population-growth-in-rural-n-c/
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experience significant cropland conversions in this scenario, those conversions are 
largely contained in those counties alone. In the runaway sprawl, and even business as 
usual scenario, several counties surrounding the state’s fast-growing metro areas are 
expected to experience significant conversions. In this scenario, those conversions are 
minimal. 

Conversions of farmland do not necessarily mean the total acres of farmland will 
decline. While that specific land will be lost to residential land, farmers could still 
purchase other land in the area and develop it into farmland, or they may already own 
land they can also develop to operate it. This can be an expensive process, though. 
Cropland in the USDA-defined Appalachian region, which includes North Carolina, 
Virginia, and Tennessee, is valued at $5,190 an acre on average in 2023.15 Finding, 
purchasing, or developing more farmland will not be cheap. While larger farms 
might have the resources to develop additional land they might lose to residential 
development and sprawl, smaller farms and beginning farmers would be more likely to 
struggle to develop additional land. 
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Economic Impact of Agriculture
Despite a decline in farms and farmland, the economic health of agriculture appears 
quite strong. Inflation-adjusted net income has increased with every Census year, 
indicating (collectively) farms are bringing in more money from their farm operations. 
Another positive trend is the percentage of farms with net losses has decreased from 
over 45 percent in 2002 to under 40 percent in 2022. 

New technologies and science in the field have allowed greater farm productivity, 
efficiency, and yield, at least for the farmers that have the capital to access it. These 
developments are undoubtedly a driving force behind the changes observed. However, 
we must recognize that not all farmers have access to these advancements, and those 
without access (including beginning farmers) may be left behind. While the rate of farms 
that have negative net incomes has decreased - perhaps at least partially due to farms 
consolidating and increasing in size - there are still thousands of farms each year that 
operate at a loss. 

While agricultural-income trends in North Carolina  are positive, they may not continue. 
Annual measures from the USDA show that national net income for farms reached a 
near 20-year peak in 2022, but experienced a decline in 2023 - a decline projected to 
continue into 2024.16 Analysis from the Farm Bureau suggests that increasing costs 
of labor, interest, and taxes, in addition to reduced government support, are creating 
significant financial pressures for farmers in the United States.17 Although these are 
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national trends, North Carolina farms are likely to feel pressures as they mount. 

Net income for farms gives us an understanding of how farms themselves are doing 
financially. While this is helpful, agriculture extends beyond farms into several other 
industries, such as food manufacturing, restaurants, or forestry. To get a full grasp of 
the role of agriculture on the overall economy of North Carolina, these related industries 
must be considered as well. 

According to data from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, agriculture and related 
industries have played a diminishing role in the North Carolina economy as a whole. 
In 2010, an estimated 9.6 percent of North Carolina’s gross domestic product (GDP) 
was attributed to agriculture and related industries. By 2023, the estimated impact was 
6.9 percent. Notice that farms themselves play a small role in overall GDP for North 
Carolina, but other industries like food and beverage manufacturing play a larger role. 
Agricultural impact starts with farmers, but extends to many other industries. 

Although agriculture is playing a smaller role in North Carolina’s economy, that does 
not mean the total GDP from agricultural industries is diminishing. In fact, total GDP 
(inflation adjusted) of agriculture and related industries has largely remained steady 
over the past decade plus. Although there are fluctuations year to year, agricultural GDP 
appears to be strong and resilient, hovering between $40 billion and $50 billion annually.
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Even with a declining number of farms and farmland, agricultural industries have 
remained stable, a testament to the ingenuity, adaptation, and advancement of 
agriculture in our state. And while agriculture is playing a smaller role in our overall 
economy, North Carolina still relies on agricultural industries more than the Southeast 
region - Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North 
Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia - and the United States 
as a whole.
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The downward trend observed is likely due to growth and diversification of different 
industries, changes that are apparent in North Carolina. But, agriculture still remains 
a larger part of the North Carolina economy, with 6.9 percent of our GDP due to 
agricultural industries compared to 5.7 percent in the Southeast and 4.9 percent in the 
U.S. North Carolina’s economy is growing in different areas, but agriculture still plays 
an important role in our state’s economy. Supporting agricultural industries and those 
working in them is still vital for our state’s economic health.
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Conclusion and Recommended Action
Agriculture in North Carolina continues to be an important part of our economy, but 
many stressors are evident. Our state, like much of the United States, faces a declining 
number of farms, farmland losses, and a trend of farms increasing in size. While some 
established farmers are likely equipped to better weather these changes, the shifting 
landscape impacts many existing and beginning farmers negatively, even those in 
rural areas where agriculture remains a key industry. North Carolina leaders, both in 
the agriculture economy and outside of it, should recognize the importance that the 
agricultural industry provides to the state and act to support that industry and those 
interested in becoming involved. We recommend leaders consider the following points 
to help support agriculture. 

Prioritize Denser Development in Areas of Growth
The state of North Carolina is growing at a rapid pace, with new residents calling 
our state home everyday. As this growth continues, and even shifts to affect many 
rural areas, development is likely to happen - whether we want it or not. However, 
this development does not need to be expansive in nature. Denser, more efficient 
development of land will put less stress on agricultural land and the farmers that operate 
it, helping farmers keep their valuable farmland and young/beginning farmers get their 
start in agriculture. There are also ample opportunities to reuse/revitalize structures 
already existing in rural communities to create new housing options without having to 
expand into existing farmland. Growth and development will always pose a challenge 
for farmers, and the trends suggest development will continue. However, a strong 
agricultural economy can continue to thrive in this growing state if efforts are made to be 
more thoughtful about the development that is bound to happen. 

Support Capital Access for Farmers
Starting and supporting a farm can be quite expensive. Rising costs of land,15 inflation, 
and labor costs can create difficulties for existing and beginning farms. It is not 
surprising, then, that access to financial capital is one of the greatest challenges farmers 
can face, especially when getting started.18 Supporting new paths for farmers to access 
low interest capital can improve farmer retention and interest in beginning farmers, and 
help make agriculture a more feasible path to financial success. 
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Data 
Data were analyzed with Rstudio and Tableau. R code is available upon request to 
Dalton Bailey (dbailey@ncruralcenter.org). 

USDA Census of Agriculture
•	 United States Department of Agriculture: Census of Agriculture (Multiple Years). 

https://www.nass.usda.gov/AgCensus/ 

*Data was retrieved from the USDA Quick Stats API and downloaded directly into R. 

American Farmland Trust
•	 American Farmland Trust: Farms Under Threat. https://farmland.org/project/farms-

under-threat/ 

U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis
•	 U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis: Annual Gross Domestic Product by Industry. 

https://www.bea.gov/data/gdp/gdp-industry 

* Industries selected for analysis were selected based on a previous analysis by the USDA Economic Research Service at the 
national level. GDP was available for all industries at the regional and state level except “food and beverage stores.” Thus, the share 
of GDP for food and beverage stores at the state and regional levels was assumed to be the same as the national level. 

Additional Information
Methodology and Data
Data were analyzed with Rstudio and Tableau. R code and data (when able) is available 
upon request to Dalton Bailey (dbailey@ncruralcenter.org). 

Rural Definition
This report utilized the NC Rural Center’s classifications of rural counties to analyze 
trends in rural North Carolina and compare it to suburban or urban North Carolina. For 
more information on how the NC Rural Center defines rural, please visit our website. 

mailto:dbailey@ncruralcenter.org
https://www.nass.usda.gov/AgCensus/
https://quickstats.nass.usda.gov/
https://farmland.org/project/farms-under-threat/
https://farmland.org/project/farms-under-threat/
https://www.bea.gov/data/gdp/gdp-industry
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/chart-gallery/chart-detail?chartId=58270
mailto:dbailey@ncruralcenter.org
https://www.ncruralcenter.org/how-we-define-rural/

