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  Foreword

  Since the first edition of The Joy of Hobby Farming was published in 2011, food and agricultural trends have continued to stress the local. Businesses are banding together for “buy local” campaigns; farmer’s markets are popping up on many days of the week in cities and small towns; farm-to-table restaurants are all the rage; urban and community gardens are growing food for inner city residents as well as suburban families.

  While the most recent farm census shows that the number of farms decreased 5 percent from 1997 to 2012, the USDA Farmer’s Market Directory has shown an exponential increase in the number of farmer’s markets, now listing 8,334 active farmer’s markets around the country. How can there be fewer farms but more farmer’s markets? It may be in how farmers and growers define what they are doing.

  The Farm Census continues to reach the most traditional farmers, those that harvest row crops and graze cattle, purchase farm insurance and accept farm subsidies. Sure, there are plenty of non-traditional farmers that participate in the census. But there is also a growing population of lifestyle farmers that do not view themselves as farmers and would not even consider reporting to the census, but none-the-less they are a vital part of local agriculture.

  The term farmer has become somewhat limiting. At our farmers market, there are vendors selling a vast array of locally produced products, including: vegetables, flowers, cheese, fruit, pasture-raised meats, eggs, micro greens, smoothies made with local produce, local grains, bread, farm-raised fish, fermented foods, jams and jellies, mushrooms, herbs, honey, soaps and other locally made health products, as well as a myriad of local crafts and artwork. Any or all of these producers might call themselves farmers. But more likely, they describe themselves as growers, artisans or hobbyists. Ask them all about the work of farming and most likely they will tell you it’s a lifestyle, not a job.

  So while the numbers of people entering farming as a profession is decreasing, those incorporating farming into their lifestyles is increasing exponentially. It’s these people (maybe you) that are helping bring a diversity of local and healthy foods and products to their neighbors and communities.

  We’ve visited many small and non-traditional farms over the last several years. At East New York Farms in Brooklyn, New York, there is a city block bordered on one side by the elevated subway. There, a seasonal crew of local high school students works with members of the local community center to grow fresh produce for their neighbors. They sell it throughout the week and on Saturday at a farmer’s market that they started. The line for their produce on some days stretches around the block.

  East New York Farms, along with the hundreds of other urban and community gardens, is an example of just some of the promise that lifestyle farming offers: local and healthy food in places only served by big grocery chains, hands-on skills for our youth and ourselves, and green space providing habitat for healthy soil, plants, insects, birds, and animals. It’s not big agribusiness that provides this service. It’s local hobby farms and community gardens that are leading the charge.

  But the goal of hobby farming isn’t necessarily to change the world, although it’s helping without really trying. It’s enough to cherish your own small piece of land and enjoy whatever you decide to produce on it, which may be nothing more than trees for migrating birds. Or maybe you only want a place to retire or relax away from the bustle of the city. The promise of hobby farming offers peace of mind without the struggle of professional farming. We hope this book provides you with some of the skill and inspiration to get started in whatever farming endeavor you choose. Our story of hobby farming is only one approach, which we hope you’ll use to find your own path. And remember, the point of hobby farming is to not burden yourself with so much farming that you forget to smell the roses (we prefer compost) along the way.


  Preface

  Imagine any sunny summer afternoon. Chances are, my wife Audrey and I have spent the day at the farmer’s market, selling our selection of cut flowers, vegetables, jewelry, eggs, and honey. We wake up early, before the sun is up, to load the car under the lights of our shed. At the market, we set up our canopy and create our multi-level display on tables and wooden crates covered with tablecloths. We hang our farm banner, write the day’s offerings on our white board, and design some flower bouquets in vases as we wait for the customers. The hours fly by as we sell our wares and there’s rarely a moment to sit and rest.

  After noon, when the market is shut down and we count our moderate sales, we again pack up the car with a (hopefully) much lighter load. Back at the farm, we spend an hour or so cleaning out our flower buckets, storing the leftover flowers in the cooler, and putting away our supplies. The profit for our time doesn’t quite add up, but with my “real” job kicking back in on Monday morning, we can certainly justify a pleasant nap. We’ve learned that when it comes to hobby farming, we need to use the term “profits” loosely—the pleasures of an afternoon enjoying the land or our friends at the farmer’s market easily evens out the costs of the work.

  We weren’t looking for a farm when we decided to move to Virginia. We’d been living in the Bay Area, where we’d relocated from Colorado during the height of the Internet boom years. We moved from the peace of the mountains to a frenetic, pulsing area of new wealth and utopian values. We both had new jobs, mine as a travelling book salesman and Audrey as a high school teacher in Silicon Valley.

  We were young and we worked hard during those three years in Oakland. The traffic was hellish and Audrey commuted to work two hours each way. Every day was different for me as I fought the traffic to bookstores all over Northern California up to Washington State, sometimes being away from home for a couple of weeks at a time. But we settled into our one-bedroom apartment on the top floor of an art deco house. We immersed ourselves in the local food and music scene. We took on the local values by recycling (those were the days when not everyone did), forgoing meat and supporting animal rights. We became Bay Area denizens.

  But we longed for our own home and were tired of paying a king’s ransom for the rent on our tiny apartment. So when a sales territory at my company opened up in the mid-Atlantic region of the country, we jumped at it. And the search began. We wanted a starter home with at least a couple of acres of land for a garden and a dog.

  After many weeks of searching, our farm found us: “Bring your animals. Two-bedroom house in the country on twenty-three acres. Fenced for horses.” We’d never dreamed of owning a farm. But we suddenly realized that we now had the opportunity to put all our ideals into practice. We’d been eating local foods, but not growing them. We’d cared for one cat; now we could adopt many more animals. We’d donated to environmental organizations to protect land from development; now we had a golden opportunity to protect 23 acres of our own. We could become responsible producers instead of just responsible consumers.

  As you’ll read in these pages, we went for it. But we couldn’t have done it without an off-farm job. I travel to the city once a month to check in with my company, doing the rest of my work as an account manager for a large publishing house from home or the road. Without my off-farm income, there would be no farm to call our own. And while the farm provides the cut flowers, vegetables, eggs, and honey we produce, it’s also a healthy outlet at the end of a hectic sales week. It stretches muscles, both physical and mental, that become cramped from office work and travel. It’s a lifestyle that provides balance.
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  Place
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  The view of our farm in fall from the other side of the pond.
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  CHAPTER 1

  Introduction

  The best piece of advice we got when embarking on our hobby farm was, “Start small and don’t overwhelm yourself.” There are countless stories of folks who move to the country, buy a flock of sheep and several horses, order a bunch of chickens, and start an organic garden, only to exhaust their economic and physical resources. It’s much easier to start small and grow into your comfort level than to go “all in” and try to keep up. This is the key benefit of hobby farming. Since you aren’t pressured to make it profitable right away, you have room to explore and grow into your farm.

  Why Hobby Farming?

  To hobby farm is to enjoy the bounty of your land without making economic demands on it (or yourself) that would degrade its natural sustainability. The ethos of hobby farming is living close to the land, protecting it from development and overproduction, savoring the bounty of what can be produced on it by your hands alone, and sharing the fruits of your labors with nearby friends and strangers.

  Contributing to your local economy is also important. It’s now accepted wisdom that our country is moving away from factory-farmed, chemical-laden foods and more toward locally grown, organic foods. If there’s to be diversity at all in the offerings at your local farmer’s market, a necessity if local farmers are to compete with the national grocery stores, then it will take a small army of hobby farmers offering a wide diversity of products. You can be one of these farmers, contributing bounty to your local food economy while enjoying your passion to work on your land.

  Hobby farming embraces the idea that smaller is better. Better tasting foods, both plant and animal, come from small farms that don’t use intensive cultivation methods to increase profits. Hobby farming profits come mostly from the reddest heirloom tomatoes, grown with personal attention and careful handling; the freshest eggs with firm, orange yolks, made by chickens who have fresh air and room to roam; and the hardiest, most gorgeous flowers that retain their brilliance for weeks in a vase. The profits aren’t always monetary—you’ll have a stronger body and mind gained from hours of personal fulfillment working on the land.
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  Unless you’re independently wealthy or have inherited your farm, you’re probably going to keep or find a job outside the farm to pay your mortgage or rent. That’s why it’s called hobby farming. It doesn’t mean you’re not taking it seriously; it means that you’re realistic and practical. After all, diving headlong into this particular economic situation (surviving on farming alone) has ruined countless well-intentioned people.

  Of the hundred or so vendors at our thriving farmer’s market (the largest in Virginia), only a handful are able to make a living solely by farming. Most profitable farms have been developed over generations. Families settled and began working in mostly poor conditions. They improved their land, invested in equipment, and passed a slightly more profitable farm with less expenses on to the next generation. But this farm improvement curve was broken by the factory farming model and many family farms have been lost. In addition, young people aren’t farming, and there’s no one to take over for the aging farmer population. And why should there be when the economics of farming don’t work for anyone that has to pay rent or a mortgage? Farming is like any profession, and there needs to be a vibrant apprentice and training system that doesn’t require investing your life savings for those that are considering farming as a profession.

  To us and others like us, hobby farming is the key to reclaiming a local farm economy. Hobby farming offers a hands-on way to explore the skills and economics of farming while saving for that future. But we’re typically starting from square one, with spent land and little equipment. This is why an off-farm job is so important; a farm needs to be retooled and its sustainability revitalized before it can again become an economically viable enterprise.
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  Hobby farming can keep rural land from becoming tract houses and suburban lots. These farmers keep heritage species alive, whether a unique and pure strain of squash or a chicken whose roots are centuries old. By farming the land, they protect countless species of animals and plants that already exist there, and they preserve skills and knowledge that would certainly fade into the hum of our rapid technological advances.

  Unlike industrial farmers, who must deal in large economies of scale in cultivating a single crop (corn, soybeans, or cattle), hobby farmers dabble in a little bit of everything, like keeping chickens, horses, gardens, bees, mushrooms, timber stands, and fish ponds.

  Anyone can be a farmer, from the college student growing and selling vegetables in the summer for tuition, to the retirees that can’t stand another game of cards by the pool, to the professional exploring any and all possibilities in life before settling for any one of them, to the young family looking to raise kids to be self-sufficient.

  Slowly Farming

  Living and operating a farm is only as romantic or as hard as you want to make it. We started with just our two chickens, Ted and Bev. It took us months to get a dog. Then we adopted another. Soon we started building our vegetable garden and fenced it in using our own cut cedar trees as posts and borders for raised beds and the side of a packing crate for a gate. After hatching a clutch of eggs, we built a coop and grew our chicken population to eleven. Our field of grass grew so tall that we finally bought a used tractor after a full year on the farm. A freshly cut field begs for some animals to graze it, so we acquired two male donkeys. The next year we added a farm pond. After a couple of more dogs showed up and we had adopted four cats, we decided the donkeys could use some friends that actually produced something. We settled on llamas for their regal appearance and their warm fleeces. Beehives soon followed and our garden kept expanding with the addition of a hoop house. Many other animals have since come and gone.

  We now have a cut flower business and we sell our flowers, vegetables, and crafts at three local farmer’s markets and over the Internet. It’s taken almost ten years to get to this point and by any definition, we’re still hobby farmers. An off-farm job pays the mortgage and health insurance, and contributes to our savings and entertainment budget. But the farm business sustains itself at a profit, both financially and ecologically. Many times along the way, we were tempted to “compete with the Joneses.” But we always reminded ourselves that we didn’t need the farm to support us right away and enjoying what we were doing was much more important to us than having the biggest stall at the farmer’s market.

  
    Hobby Farming Rules for Success

    Low Cost—Always look for used equipment or different ways of doing things around your farm that won’t burden you with big bills. If you truly want to run your hobby farm as a small business, you need to make a profit eventually and expensive equipment will keep you from doing that.

    No Debt—If you can’t pay for equipment in a year, it’s not worth having. Downsize your expectations and goals and don’t be a slave to the banks.

    Good Enough Is Good Enough—Don’t let perfection be the enemy of the good. Get the job done and move on.

    Sustainability—Always work toward making the different players on your farm—plants, animals, ponds, insects, people—into a sustainable system that’s mutually beneficial for all of them.

    Organic—You don’t need to be certified organic, but practice organic methods in all that you do, from gardening to growing your business.

    Quality of Life—The most important element of all is your happiness. Why live and work on a farm if you’re not loving almost every minute of it? Weigh all new farm venture ideas against how it will affect your life and relationships. Take the time to enjoy what’s been created for you and what you’ve accomplished yourself.
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  CHAPTER 2

  The Search for a Farm

  We understand how you feel. We know why you’re reading this book. You want to live the country life and enjoy the peace of mind it has to offer. You can imagine yourself enjoying breakfasts of eggs from your chickens and asparagus from your garden and honey from your own bees on your toast. In the winter, you see yourself snug and cozy by your wood-burning stove, warmed by wood from your own forest, that you gathered and split. You might even be wrapped in a knitted blanket made of wool from your llamas or alpacas. But you’ve got a long way to go before you get there; first things first, you need the farm itself.

  Where will your farm be located? To determine this, you’ll have to think about many more things than the sun and the soil. You’ll have to imagine all the possibilities that a location might offer you. Is there sufficient land that’s even enough—not too steep—to grow crops? How much sun exposure do all parts of the farm receive throughout the day? Are there fields of healthy grass that would support grazing animals or areas that you could clear for that purpose? Is the soil heavy clay or sandy grit? Are there any water features that might help irrigate a garden or help raise the water table near your farmhouse well? Is there enough forested land to manage a wood lot? As we talk about a sustainable hobby farm in this book, you’ll see that there are many contributing factor to maintaining a healthy balance on a farm, including water, grass, animals, wood, and your own human spirit. Instead of thinking of your farm as a location, think of it as a living system.

  
    When I asked the owner of the farm we eventually bought if I could come out one weekend to mow his lawn (well before we’d closed our deal), he almost choked on his coffee. I explained that I just wanted to get a feel for the place. It had about three acres of grass around the house that needed mowing and I wanted to see how long it would take. Also, the idea of driving in a circle for a few hours around the farm and viewing the place from many different angles seemed like a good way to check things out.

    That one afternoon spent mowing, visiting and drinking a few beers with the owners, provided me more information about the farm than any detailed real estate listing. I noticed it was very quiet (when the lawn mower wasn’t on) and there seemed to be no planes flying overhead. I heard a train pass nearby, but it was far enough away to create a pleasant rumbling in the background instead of teeth-chattering noise. I noticed that the grass in the yard and field, while overgrown, was diverse and would easily support many animals. There were few rocks as well, which would make for easy turning of the ground. One outbuilding was used as a shed in which I could envision my own tools. The other was an open barn for the owner’s horses to use at will; it had an area cordoned off with wood to store hay. I also stayed long enough to meet the neighbor and realize we could easily get along.

  

  Finding the right farm is both exciting and stressful, but it’s not harder than any other house search, just different. You’re making a lifestyle change, and because of that, it might feel like a much weightier undertaking. We recommend that you take extra time in your search, even if you have to rent for a while. Because it takes so many years to really work a farm into your own liking, making the correct choice initially is very important. And depending on how quickly you need to get settled, you’re limited by the actual farms that are available at the time you’re looking.
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  The view of the garden at Broadhead Mountain Farm from the house. Consider the proximity of the house to the garden, water sources, and outbuildings when purchasing a farm.

  Generally, the further away from an urban area you get, the more affordable the property values become. But living further out means a longer trip to the grocery, the hardware store, and especially the markets where you might want to sell the fruits of your labor. Because you’ll likely have an off-farm job, you’ll want to consider the length of your daily commute as well. If you’re an aspiring hobby farmer, some convenience to creature comforts is probably important to you. Today, you can find a location that takes advantage of rural solitude and urban comfort if that’s what you desire.

  Renting or Leasing

  You might not be able to afford to buy right away or you may decide to get your feet wet by renting or leasing land initially. This could be a good alternative, but keep in mind that the terms of the lease and the wishes of your landlord will influence what sort of hobby farming you can do. You may not be able to keep certain animals because the owner doesn’t want you to construct fencing. Or much of the land may be leased to other farmers for cattle, hay, or hunting.

  On the flip side, the farm may already have equipment for you to use or you may be able to trade farm labor or a portion of the crops you produce for the rent. You’ll also not be worried with property taxes or other legal issues of owning. Some longtime farmers who would like a younger farmer to take over their operation may even be willing to offer you seller financing. In this case, you’d be paying the owner as you would a bank and the land would eventually be transferred over to you.

  If renting or leasing is your only option, then by all means, go for it. But taking ownership of your land and depositing your blood, sweat, and tears (of joy and pain) in order to enjoy their fruits many years down the road is one of the true joys of hobby farming. And in most instances, it takes years to get your soil in top shape. It would be a shame to work your soil into a nice, black, loam only to be evicted for more development. So moving towards ownership should be your goal.

  Location

  We began our search by looking first for a small city or urban area that had all the things we’d enjoyed in other places we’d lived: good restaurants, local food and wine stores, farmer’s markets, a thriving music scene, a moderate climate, and a progressive attitude. Because our outside source of income comes from a flexible, work-from-home sales job, we had a wide geographic net to cast. Most college towns offer a local food scene that will be ideal for the time when you’re ready to get your feet wet at the farmer’s market. We decided on the area around Charlottesville, Virginia, for all of these reasons.

  Realtors and Other Resources

  We signed on with a local Realtor and began the hunt for a house in earnest. We used Realtor.com® to find listings on our own and we scoured the local newspapers (both daily and weekly) for possibilities. The Internet is invaluable in the search and you should complement any efforts of your Realtor with your own searches. Realtors are most useful in navigating the detailed process of finding a place and taking it through the many steps to closing, but they aren’t a substitute for your own intuition or tastes.

  Keep in mind that many independent-minded farmers won’t list their properties with a Realtor and may be selling their properties on their own. So driving the back roads on the lookout for “For Sale By Owner” signs is another important tool in your search. You may also find useful leads on bulletin boards at the local farm supply shops and the post office.

  How to Look

  Land in and very near to the bustling center of Charlottesville, Virginia, revealed itself to be rather pricey so we expanded the radius of our search. And with every possibility that opened up, we judged the distance to the city to weigh the costs and time involved in a commute for work or errands. The farther we searched from the city, the more houses with land came onto our radar. Living in the same county where Charlottesville is located was still too expensive for us. But just across the county line, we had more options.

  After about a dozen showings and endless hours online searching listings, we found a classified ad in the local paper. The property was just across the county line where the property values were much more reasonable. It was in an area that was growing and within a twenty-five-minute drive of the city. There was already a farmhouse, two outbuildings, and fencing for large animals. The house was in need of work, but had a solid structure and was immediately livable. If we’d had kids, we may have also needed to consider the school system. Even if we had not taken the sale through to contract, we now had a good idea of where we needed to look and what we wanted.
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  Finding the Silver Lining

  Once you think you’ve found a farm possibility, then it’s time to begin weighing the trade-offs and looking past the negatives to the possibilities. Every farm or previously owned house has its share of what some might consider problems and others might consider opportunities. It’s all a matter of your price range as to how many of those trade-offs you will eventually have to make. We were happy to find a farm within twenty-five minutes of the city, but less thrilled that it was accessed by a road running through a neighbor’s property and he glowered menacingly through his ZZ Top beard from his trailer’s porch each time we drove down the drive. We loved the small stream running through the property, but were disappointed to see that what was called a small pond was really just a mud flat and that there were about fifteen acres of forest that had been selectively logged a few years before, leaving piles of dead debris. The house was structurally sound, but had only one bathroom that would eventually need to be completely replaced, along with a good amount of other cosmetic work. And our immediate neighbor (whose in-laws had originally built our house) was just over a fence, as close as your typical suburban neighbor.

  Any of these issues could have been a deal breaker. Clearly they had turned off many others before us, as the property had been on the market for over a year and the price had been reduced. Unless you have deep financial resources and endless amounts of time to look, you’ll probably not find your ideal farm. But another true joy of hobby farming is finding a spot, perhaps the ugly duckling of farms, recognizing its potential, and working to reach it. If you don’t want to work for it, then why farm in the first place?

  We were young and eager to make the place our own, and the price was right. Soon we were fast friends with the surly-looking neighbor in the trailer; we’d made plans to dig an actual pond to replace the mud pit; we had friends over for bonfires to burn the logging waste; we took out a loan to add another bathroom; and we introduced ourselves to a neighbor who turned out to be the kindest, quietest, most helpful person you’d ever want living just a stone’s throw over your fence. If we hadn’t had the desire to put in the work to make the place our own and fix its problems, we would never have found a suitable farm in our price range.

  
    Tips for Your Hobby Farm Search

    Choose a livable city or town first and search in an ever-widening radius around it. Use a Realtor from one of the neighboring rural counties, as they will be more tied into farm properties than a Realtor from the city. Search properties on Realtor.com®, Craiglist.com®, Unitedcountry.com®, and in classified ads from the local daily and weekly newspapers. Drive all the back roads around the area looking for ease of access, traffic, desirable terrain, and “For Sale By Owner” signs. Look on the bulletin boards of the local feed and supply stores. Introduce yourself to the owners or managers of the local stores and ask them for leads. The possibility of a new, loyal customer is all the motivation they need to point you in the right direction. Keep an eye out for fixer-uppers. Most of the time, the cost of improvements will not be as much as the money you’ll save in the overall price.

    Once you’ve found a potential place to settle, go there often, at different times of the day and night, and just sit and observe. Is it next to a railroad? Is there a large (and smelly) cattle operation next door? Can you hear the highway from your front porch?

    Open your mind to the possibilities of your hobby farming venture. If you’ve found a place that seems almost perfect, but doesn’t allow for a specific dream of yours, you can revise the dream. Don’t bring a preconceived plan of exactly what you will do on the farm. Let the land tell you what will work best.

    Don’t settle if it doesn’t feel right and don’t get too emotional if it does.
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  Evaluating a Farm’s Water Profile

  Think of your farm as a living, breathing organism that needs balance to sustain itself. Water is the lifeblood of the healthy farm. And just like your own blood, it’s wise to use and conserve every drop of water that you can. But you can also drown in water, so depending on the climate of your part of the country, you’ll either be looking for how to conserve water or how to properly drain it.

  When evaluating a farm’s water system, you’ll want to determine both the quantity and quality of the water. If water is only available by being trucked in and deposited in a cistern, then your water system isn’t sustainable. If the fields are flooded each spring, threatening your house, then you’ve got too much of a good thing. You’ll also want to test your drinking water source for quality and your waste water system for reliability.

  
    Evaluating a farm’s water profile

    •   Ask the owner what water issues they’ve had in the past, but keep in mind they have an interest in playing down the negatives.

    •   Ask the neighbors the same, but keep in mind that water issues can change from one farm to another.

    •   Look around the farm for full or drained ponds or creeks.

    •   Check for erosion, which could signal periods of heavy water flow followed by dry periods.

    •   Contact the USDA Water Quality Information Center, which tracks drought and water quality for each state and can even pinpoint your particular county: http://wqic.nal.usda.gov.

    •   Determine whether your property is located in a flood zone by visiting FEMA’s website at www.fema.gov or by purchasing a flood certificate from a third party provider.

  

  Zoning, Property Rights, and Easements

  As long as your farm is zoned for agricultural use or as rural property, which you can find out from the Realtor or by checking with your county tax assessor, then you should have no problems hobby farming. And since you’re most likely looking for property in the country and not a city, then this should not be an issue. You should check with your county office about exactly what is and isn’t allowed before you buy.

  When you are buying a farm, you are also buying many different rights. Think of them as a basket of eggs. Each egg is a right you are buying with the property. Water rights, mineral rights, royalty rights, surface rights, petroleum rights, even the rights to the air above your farm (for wind power generation for instance) may already be bundled together for you when you buy. In some circumstances, some of these rights may have already been sold to someone else. The title research process, which is required by law when buying any home, is usually arranged by your Realtor or attorney. A title company researches all the previous sales and uses of the property to determine if any of your property rights have ever been sold. If you aren’t using a Realtor, then you’ll want to hire a title company to do this research for you.

  Mineral and petroleum rights can cause the biggest headache. If those rights belong to someone else, then that someone else is allowed by law to come onto your property and mine or drill for petroleum. Imagine waking one day to find heavy machinery blowing rock out of the ground and hauling it away. Worse, imagine if an oil rig is permanently positioned fifty yards from your back porch.

  In recent years, there’s been a land rush of sorts by natural gas companies to lock up gas leases. Speculators visit farms and try to buy the gas rights or lease them for as little as possible. Many unsuspecting landowners have signed on, only to then realize they are getting mere pennies compared to the massive income generated by the gas wells. They also have their land cut by roads large enough to handle heavy machinery and razor-wire fences constructed around the pumps on their land. Before you buy a property that already has these rights sold, or if you are approached by a speculator, you should immediately talk to a trusted attorney and be very careful.

  Similarly, an easement provides another entity with rights to your property that don’t include actual ownership. Most commonly, the utility companies have easements under their power lines and they are allowed by law to maintain those easements by cutting trees and, in many cases, spraying herbicides to keep down brush that allows them access to the lines. Or there might be a roadway easement through your property on a shared road as access for your neighbor’s property (as we have through our neighbor’s property). There might be a public easement owned by the county or state that allows access by the public to a waterway on your property. Or you could set up your own conservation easement to protect your property from development for future generations and perhaps lower your taxes at the same time. Again, the title process will reveal any easements you should take into consideration before buying.

  Taxes

  Taxes in the country are generally lower than in the city. For a working farm, you’ll want to be concerned with property taxes, transfer taxes, income taxes, and sales taxes (sales taxes are discussed further in chapter 12).

  In most states a working farm can be eligible for reduced property taxes, the amount of which is decided by the county. This is referred to as an agricultural use exemption or open-space exemption and you can find out how much you might save by contacting the local tax assessor’s office. Each locality is different, but the requirement to qualify for a reduced tax bill is that you are engaged in an agricultural pursuit, defined as raising a minimum number of animals (each locality has different minimums) or growing crops for sale. For sale being the operative phrase. Keeping farm animals as pets does not qualify under the law. Other ways to qualify for an agricultural exemption are to raise timber to the specifications of your county or lease your property to someone else to farm or grow a minimum number of acres for the purpose of selling the resulting crop.

  Some states are now even allowing conservation exemptions if you commit yourself to enhancing the environment. Do not think this is an easy out. Conservation exemptions require you to hire a biologist to come up with a conservation plan (i.e., wildlife habitat restoration). Then you must expend the time and resources to execute the plan. Sometimes it is cheaper just to pay your property taxes. The idea is that you are using your land as a farm business or for conservation, and not for development or just your own private enjoyment.

  Once you establish your land-use status or buy a property with the status already established, you must stick with it. If you stop farming or you buy a farm and don’t continue to farm it, you’ll not only lose your agricultural use exemption, but will have to pay more because the government can recalculate previous years’ taxes—up to five years—without the agricultural exemption. Talk to your agricultural agent and find out what is required in your area to maintain your land-use status.

  There may be ways to buy time when you first move to a farm to keep your land-use status while not farming immediately. We know a farmer who bought a farm that had been overgrazed and overpopulated by cattle for many years. The county allowed him to rebuild his pastures for several years before putting any animals on it, while still keeping his agricultural exemption.

  Insurance

  We never thought about needing more than homeowner’s insurance when we moved to the farm. And we didn’t have more until recently. But we began hearing stories about farmers who had cattle escape their fencing and wander into the roadway. We heard of more than one instance of a cow or horse being hit by a car and causing a person bodily harm. The farmers that didn’t carry extra insurance to cover this (homeowner’s insurance won’t) lost their farms in the resulting law suits.

  Along with your homeowner’s insurance, you will need a farm rider that will cover accidents caused by your farm animals. If your animals are only pets, you may not need extra insurance. But you’ll definitely need it if you are selling animals. And if you are growing and selling food at the market, you’ll want to insure your farm business from the possibility that someone might get sick or hurt by your product. Talk to your insurance agent for the best approach, but most extension agencies now suggest carrying at least $1 million in liability insurance.

  [image: img]

  You can contact your local utility and arrange to have your property protected from herbicide sprays that are regularly used under power lines. In most cases they will comply with your request.

  [image: img]


  CHAPTER 3

  Your Farm

  Where to Get Information

  Not too long ago, there were few resources for a beginner farmer outside of the guidance of another farmer. Still, much of the best advice and instruction you can get comes from a neighbor or farmer you’ve met at the market. Farmers carry generations of wisdom in their heads, much more than any book can completely cover. And farmers love to share their wisdom. Ask questions when you have their ear and ask farmers you know if you can come out and see how they’re doing it.

  When it comes to farming, there’s no such thing as a stupid question. Every time you visit a farm to pick up hay or buy starter plants, ask the farmer what he or she has going on at their farm. You’ll most likely get a tour and you can see how someone else approaches growing crops or caring for animals. You can ask questions and get ideas. Attending farm tours and seminars, which are held periodically through your local agricultural extension agency, is another terrific way to get ideas and to meet farmers that can become a resource for you. You can find a wealth of information in old and new information technology.

  [image: img]

  You might also begin by interning on a farm or just offering to help out. But don’t expect to be paid much. In most cases you might be paid in food from the farm, which certainly has its value. You can look around the larger operations at a farmer’s market and feel out the owners. But be prepared to do the grunt work like weeding and spreading mulch. Most farmers don’t have time to offer daily outdoor schooling. You can find intern opportunities all across the county on the Appropriate Technology Transfer for Rural Areas website—www.attra.ncat.org. This website also offers many valuable resources and articles on all aspects of sustainable farming.

  One of the most important resources for answers is an extensive farm library. We have shelves of books on every aspect of gardening, homesteading, and farming. We read up in the winter months, planning our next season. And we go to books when a problem arises and we need answers. There is no single book that will provide you with all the answers; not even this one! You can find an extensive recommended reading section in the appendix with a list of the books we find most useful.

  And although high-speed Internet seems like sacrilege to many folks trying to reconnect with the land, the web holds a vast amount of detailed instructions and video for almost anything you’ll ever dream of doing on your farm. Satellite Internet now provides high-speed access for even the most remote farm. The initial equipment costs about as much as a new television, but the monthly bills are comparable to regular high-speed access and well worth the expense, in our opinion.

  Apply your skeptical farmer filter on all the free advice you’ll find online (or offline, for that matter). There are about a dozen ways to do anything and you’ll need to weigh each option to find the one that best suits your situation. But the Internet is an added expense that may not fit into your farm budget. In that case, use the computers and the books at your local library.
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