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By Dr. Mike Walden, North Carolina Cooperative Extension:  My paternal grandfather was a farmer in Ohio. He raised a variety of crops, but his “bread and butter” were

hogs. In southwestern Ohio hogs were big business a century ago. In fact, at one time Cincinnati – where I was born – was known as “Porkopolis.” Farmers like my grandfather
drove their hogs from outlying farms to the packing houses in the city.

The day my grandfather bought a tractor changed the economy of his small farm. The tractor was a technological breakthrough for farmers. Tractors could plow many more
acres in a day than a horse or mule. Plus they conserved the energy of the farmer, who could now ride rather than walk and push their way through fields. As a result, the
productivity (output per input) of farmers soared. The productivity of farms jumped an amazing 140 percent between 1910 and 1950. This is what technology does. It makes us
get more from less.

And farm gains have kept coming. With the introduction of
machinery like the combine harvester, techniques such as irri-
gation and pest control and improved knowledge about adapt-
ing plants to the local environment, farm productivity took
another 170 percent leap from 1950 to 2010, more than
doubling the productivity gains in the nonfarm economy.

There have been three major economy-wide changes resulting
from this revolution in farm productivity. One is the need for
fewer workers in farming. With technology, machinery and im-
proved knowledge about growing continually increasing the
amount of output each farmer could achieve, millions of workers
left farms in the 20th century. This movement of workers off
the farm in the first decades of the last century was an important
factor behind the development of new industries in the nation.
Ex-farmers moving to cities built and operated the factories of
the growing manufacturing sector. Later, the children and grand-
children of these farm-to-factory workers were behind the
growth of the technology, education and healthcare sectors.

The second change has been urbanization. The increase in
farm productivity and the decline in the number of farm work-
ers dramatically changed where people lived. In 1900, over a
third of people still lived on farms, and as late as 1980 the
majority of North Carolina’s population resided in rural areas.
Today, North Carolina is a majority urban state, with two-
thirds of the state’s people living in cities or urbanized areas.

Last, gains in farm productivity have directly led to the increased
affordability of food. A century ago the average household spent
over one-fourth of their disposable income on food. Today, food
spending – both for food eaten at home as well as food consumed
in restaurants – requires only 9 percent of the typical household’s
total budget. So, just as enormous gains in farm productivity al-
lowed workers to develop and grow the manufacturing and serv-
ice sectors, those gains also freed-up resources for households to
spend on the outputs of those industries.

Are the productivity gains in farming over? Hardly! Experts see
new technologies being adopted on the farm that will make the
advances of a few decades
ago seem quaint. Farmers
have always relied on infor-
mation about farm condi-
tions to know when to
irrigate, provide nutrients
to crops and give treatment
to animals. In the past,
much of this information
was based on guesswork or
“rules of thumb.” But no
longer. Crop sensors and
livestock biometrics are giv-
ing farmers access to a
wealth of real-time data
telling them the precise
condition of their animals
and crops. Treatments and
applications will no longer
be general, but instead will
be precise in amount and
timeliness. For example,
rather than irrigating an en-
tire field, farmers can deter-
mine what parts of their
fields need water and ex-
actly how much. This both
saves money and improves
production.

Farm equipment is also
being taken to a new level.
A long-time problem with
tractors is the compacting
of soil caused by their
heavy tires. New tractor
tire technology is being im-
plemented to reduce this
issue.  Also, environmen-
tally-friendly farm machin-
ery engines are being
manufactured. And yes, as
you may have guessed,
agricultural robots –
dubbed “agbots” – may
soon be coming to farms,
just as may be driverless
tractors and combines.

As data and information
become increasingly avail-
able to farmers, the need
to access and analyze the
data becomes more im-
portant. Fortunately, new
internet access for remote
rural areas is being per-
fected, as are “agricultural
apps” for smartphones
and tablets to allow farm-
ers to apply sophisticated
decision-making tech-
niques to the data.

There are other tech-
nologies on the way in cus-
tomized seeding, drought
resistant crops and envi-
ronmentally-friendly and
cost-efficient pest control.
The technology revolution
in farming started one-hun-
dred years continues and
will push farm productivity
to new heights.

The late Nobel Prize
winning economist James
Buchanan titled his mem-
oirs, Better Than Plow-
ing. Having grown up on
a farm in Tennessee in
the early 1900s, he expe-
rienced the extraordinarily
hard work involved in
farming, just as my grand-
father did. Farming is still
hard, but technology has
made it better and defi-
nitely more productive.

So is farming a high-
tech industry? Some say it
was actually the first high-
tech industry. You decide!

Walden is a William
Neal Reynolds Distin-
guished Professor and Ex-
tension Economist in the
Department of Agricul-
tural and Resource Eco-
nomics at North Carolina
State University .

0DD0UU00UUUpsidUpsid

AA0SS00SSAASS
DoDo

SAA0DD00DDDoDo

00U00000SSASSASA00S00D0D00D00D0D000000DD00DD

AA000DD0 id

A0SA
p

ASASSASSA0SASSA0D00D00D00000
wnwn

nnwnwn

LELEE!E!
dd

ALE!ALE!
wnwnownown
e Doe Doow

A
owow

!
wnwnwn e Doe Dod

E!
d

ALE!
nnown

ee o6 ut6-speed A
1996P

6
ock #St

ocus S16 F2020

o
1

ut6-speed A
k # A1886PPAock #

ur
StSt

aurus SEL10 TTa20

Aock #2209St
iesta SELF

122001

20 TDDe L

6

LT14 Edgge2001

e out6 speed A

16

n

2001

9 per month177$$1,895 obo99$
out6 speed A

16 F i SE200

Aock #2209St
$5,995 oboh

9

c d.com.beachumleeforwww

Highw o, NC
achum & Le

adesborest, W
L

d bHighway 74 W
F

t W
rdoore FFoe

74 W
eeBeea

20

out6-speed A
Aock #2449St
TDe LLT14 Edgge2001

29$299 per month ont $219 per month
out6-speed A

1989Pock #St
16 Fusion SE200

1982Pock #St
6Mustang VV6

162001

$299 per month h

Holly Allison Kiker, OD

Accepting New Patients  •  Accept Most Insurances  •  704-694-3618

1134 Holly Street in Wadesboro (On Hwy 74 across from Forbes Jewelers)

Mon-Thurs 8:30-5  & Friday 8:30-12:30      704-694-3618

Don’t Forget Your Sunglasses!
Remember 

the kids too!!
UV rays can increase the risk of cataracts, macular 

degeneration and other eye diseases.
50% of UV damage to eyes is done before a person is 18 

years old, so kids need sunglasses too!
Sunglass frames with a close fitting wrap around style 

provide the best UV protection.
Polarized lenses reduce reflected glare from surrounding water.

LARGE SELECTION OF SUNGLASSES


