Why is Land Access Critical? Bridging the Gap between food, health and land.
“There is no connection between food and health. People are fed by a food industry which pays no
attention to health and are healed by a health industry that pays no attention to food.” Wendell Berry
Diet-related chronic disease rates are escalating in the United States, while the public’s health is further
threatened by the loss of farmers and ranchers as more and more producers retiring without a succession
plan. Even worse, access to land has been a top challenge for farmers. i The cost of land is increasing
while the amount of available land is decreasing. ii iii Without available land and farmers, the future of
agriculture and the public’s health is in jeopardy.
A history of poor eating has a cumulative effect and have contributed to significant nutrition-related health
challenges that now face the U.S. population. About half of all American adults—117 million individuals—
have one or more preventable chronic diseases, many of which are related to poor quality eating patterns
and physical inactivity.iv These include cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes,
some cancers, and poor bone health. More than two-thirds of adults and nearly one-third of children and
youth are overweight or obese.v These high rates of overweight and obesity and chronic disease have
persisted for more than two decades and come not only with increased health risks, but also at high cost.
In 2008, the medical costs associated with obesity were estimated to be $147 billion. vi In 2012, the total
estimated cost of diagnosed diabetes was $245 billion, including $176 billion in direct medical costs and
$69 billion in decreased productivity. vii
Concurrent with these diet-related health problems persisting at high levels, trends in food intake over
time show that, at the population level, Americans are not engaging in healthy eating patterns. Just 13%
of Americans consume the recommended amount of fruit every day and less than 9% consume the
recommended amount of vegetables.viii
However, our country doesn’t have enough of the vegetables we are supposed to eat. Nearly 50% of
vegetables available in 2013 were either tomatoes or potatoes. ix So while it is recommended that adults
consume two to three cups of vegetables a day, only 1.7 cups are available per person. x The vegetable
supply would need to increase by 70% for Americans to meet the recommended daily amounts.xi
According to the Union of Concerned Scientists, “Only about 2% of U.S. farmland is used to grow fruits
and vegetables, while 59% is devoted to commodity crops. But this situation isn’t just bad for our
waistlines—it’s also holding back farmers and rural economies, and hurting the quality of life in farm
communities and beyond.”xii If Americans ate the recommended amount of fruits and vegetables, this in
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turn would drive changes in farming practices that would build healthier soil, improve air and water
quality, and increase access to fresh, affordable, healthy foods in farm communities. It would also be
good for farmers, as recent studies have shown that more diverse, local food systems create jobs and
increase farm profits.xiii
Unfortunately, Michigan, with nearly 10 million acres of land in agriculture (2012 Census of Agriculture),
lost over 83,000 acres of farmland between 2007 and 2012. 80% of all rented farmland is owned by nonfarming landlords (TOTAL 2014 Survey). This has implications for how landowners relate to their land and
their farm tenants. And while the average age of Michigan farmers is over 57 years old, the average age
of farm landlords is over 65. Older farmers and landowners are not adequately prepared or supported to
transfer their farms and farmland. Within the next ten years, approximately 35% of all Michigan farmers
anticipate retiring. This encompasses 472,000 acres of farmland. Less than half (38%) will pass on their
farm as one unit to one heir (Michigan Farm Succession Survey, 2012). If farmers and landowners are
not able to develop a farm succession plan, the land will be used for non-farming purposes and therefore
lower the land use pool for farmers.
Let’s meet Clay Blackburn. He is a 25-year-old Missouri farmer who works several part-time jobs to keep
his cow/calf operation growing. He currently leases 200 acres of land until he can build enough capital to
buy. Clay: “It’s tough for a young person to get started in farming. Finding land is the most difficult thing,
but I’m determined to eventually make this my full-time job.”xiv Clay’s experience is very common among
beginning farmers who are trying to get their foot in the door.
Data from the USDA’s Census of Agriculture and Agricultural Resource Management Surveys on
beginning farmers and ranchers in the United States shows a steady decline over the past 20 years.
Michigan agriculture is very diverse—with many types of farms, farmers and farm products. This is critical
for the health of the population. However, with the loss of land available for farming, Michigan will not be
able to supply the foods that are necessary for the health of the country. For Michigan agriculture to thrive
into the future, land must be available, affordable and appropriate for current and future generations of
producers. Securing the future of Michigan agriculture involves many stakeholders and actions.
Regarding land, farmers need support to find and acquire land. Private landowners need to be
encouraged and supported to make land available for farming and to partner with farmers to promote
security and land stewardship. Older farmers need assistance to transfer their farms and to prepare for a
secure exit from their farming careers.
Currently in Michigan, the Michigan Food and Farming System (MIFFS) and Michigan’s land grant
institution, Michigan State University Center for Regional Food Systems, are working on creating
resources and services for new and beginning farmers looking for land. Additionally, they are working with
farmers transitioning into retirement to allow more land to stay in the hands of farmers. To learn more,
visit the MIFFS website: http://www.miffs.org/services/beginning_farmers/land_access_program.
Land for agricultural purposes is critical to our nation’s health.
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