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While the nineteenth century is readily
recognized as the century of the industrial
revolution, few people would identify the
twentieth century as the age of the agricultural revolution. However, the agricultural
advances made during this century have
contributed to a much higher standard of
living as well as a restructured society. The
revolution within the agricultural sector has
been accompanied by changes within the
governmental bureaucracy dealing with this
field. Often, although not always, these
bureaucratic changes have reflected advances within agriculture itself.
Governmental involvement in agriculture
on the federal level dates back to 1862, when
the U.S. Department of Agriculture was
formed. In its early years the department's
main objective was to increase the productivity and efficiency of farming. Since then,
however, its mission has become much
more diversified and complex. Among its
present-day objectives are adequate agricultural production and profits for the farmer,
diminished price fluctuations, and improved
health through better nutrition and food
safety. 1 A number of forces led to this
expansion, not the least of which was the
agricultural revolution itself.
IU.S. Office of Management and Budget, The Budget of the
United States Government, Fiscal Year 1979 (Washington, D.C.:
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1978), p. 129.
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Similar developments have taken place
here in the Commonwealth. The Virginia
Department of Agriculture was created in
1877 in an effort to improve the state's
agricultural production and, indirectly, the
lot of the farmer. 2 During the intervening
century, the department's responsibilities
have become more varied and complex.
Many of these shifting objectives can be
traced through the agency's various name
changes over the years. Shortly after the
birth of the department, it was assigned the
additional task of attracting foreigners to
work within Virginia agriculture, to reverse
the population depletion that had occurred
as a result of the Civil War. In recognition of
this new responsibility, the agency's name
was changed to the Department of Agriculture and Immigration. In 1966 the name was
changed again when the word "Immigration" was replaced by the word "Commerce." This new title belatedly recognized
the demise of immigration as an activity of
the department, while also signifying the
expansion of the department's services and
functions into new areas, a development
that had been going on for several decades.
In 1978 the department was renamed once
again, this time to reflect its added responsibilities in the area of consumer services· its
current title is the Virginia Department of
Agriculture and Consumer Services.
This brief history, however, only touches
on some of the major developments in
Virginia agriculture. How has the Virginia
farm and agriculture in general been
transformed? What is the average farm like
today? How has the state bureaucracy
responded to these and other changes? This
news letter will examine these and other
questions, focusing most closely on the
post-war period from 1945 to the present. It
is in this era that the Commonwealth has
been transformed from a rural to an urban
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state, and that agricultural advances have
had their most visible impact on Virginia's
farms.
CHANGE IN 1HE AGRICULruRAL SECTOR

By the end of World War II, Virginia
agriculture was already in the midst of a
transformation. The total farm population
had been continually declining for a quarter
of a century. Even more striking than this
shrinkage in absolute numbers was the
proportional one that accompanied it: while
almost half of all Virginians lived on farms in
1920, by 1945 only a little more than onefourth did. Such changes were not restricted
to Virginia; as a percent of the total U.S.
population, the farm population decreased
from 30 percent in 1920 to 17.5 percent in
1945.
The farm population continued to decline
after the war, although the rate in Virginia
was slightly greater than that for the nation
as a whole. While the national farm population dropped by nearly 60 percent between
1945 and 1970, Virginia's rate of decrease
was almost 70 percent. By the beginning of
this decade, in Virginia and in the nation,
only one person in twenty lived on a farm.
This reduction in the farm population led to
other changes in agriculture, some of which
related specifically to t he farm, while others
were concerned with the agricultural sector
as a whole.
In 1945, approximately 173,000 farms still
remained in Virginia. That number began to
decrease rapidly following the end of World
War II and has continued to do so ever since.
By 1954 the number of farms had already
decreased tolessthan 136,000. Then, during
the mid-fifties, the rate of decline actually
accelerated. By 1974, there were only 56,000
farms left in Virginia; over two-thirds of the
farms that had existed a generation before
had disappeared. For the most part, this
decline in the number of farms was matched
by rapid growth in the size of those that
remained. From the mid-forties to the midfifties, the acreage of the average farm
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increased significantly, and growth in the
late fifties and the sixties was even more
dramatic. From 1945 to 1974, the average
Virginia farm nearly doubled its size,
growing from about 94 acres in 1945 to 173
acres in 1974. It is interesting to note that the
rate of decrease in the number of farms was
about the same as the rate of increase in the
size of the average farm during the latter half
of the forties and fifties. However, this
pattern changed during the sixties as
increases in farm size tapered off somewhat,
although the number of farms continued to
shrink at about the same rate.
These changes in the number of farms
and farm size have altered the lot of the
individual farmer. To begin with, farming has
become a much less important source of
employment in Virginia during the last few
-decades. The-percentage ortne-slate's worK
force engaged in farming dec'reased from
21.4 percent in 1954 to 5.1 percent in 1974.
Gains in agricultural employment in recent
decades have occurred almost exclusively in
off-the-farm agribusiness enterprises. Farm
income has also declined in importance.
From 1954 to 1974, the proportion of
Virginia's personal income generated by
farming operations dropped from 7.3 percent to 2 percent. On an individual basis,
however, the economic trends have been
mixed. Salaried farm workers are better off
than they were a quarter of a century ago;
indeed, farm workers have even improved
their relative position when compared with
factory workers. Between 1950 and 1975,
the average factory worker's hourly wages
increased more than threefold, rising from
$1.44 to $4.81, while the farm worker's
wages quadrupled, increasing from $.56 to
$2.26. However, a farm worker's wages
obviously are still far less than those of a
factory worker. Another indicator of
prosperity is farm income. From 1950 to
1975, net income for the average Virginia
farm increased only two and one-half times,
making this increase significantlynless than
the tripling of wages enjoyed by the average
factory worker. Furthermore, increases in
net farm income have been very erratic. By
1970 net income was only 30 percent more
than it had been in 1950, and only in the
seventies has major growth occurred.
Finally, a farmer's income, it must be
remembered, can change drastically from
one year to the next; major gains made over
a two- or three-year period can be wiped out
by one year of bad weather.
Changes in agriculture since 1945 have
not been confined to the (arm alone. Equally
notable is the growth in importance of
agribusiness. The businesses that comprise
this sector include all those responsible for
processing and marketing food and forestry
products, as well as those that supply the
farmer with products needed to produce his
goods. When the Virginia Department of

Agriculture was first created, the words
"agriculture" and "farming" were used
almost synonymously, for agriculture then
was concerned almost exclusively with
farming. This is no longer the case, however.
The twentieth century has witnessed major
growth in food and tobacco processing,
marketing, and' other agribusiness enterprises, so that farming is but one of many
occupations in the agricultural sector.
Furthermore, technological advances on
the farm have led to the expansion of those
agribusiness enterprises that supply machinery, chemicals, and related products to
the farmer. The growth of agribusiness
industries has not always promoted harmony between the agribusinessman and the
farmer, since both the farmer and the
n9!l~i~_L!?i~s§m~D__9fteD_ compete for ~he
same limited governmental resources.
However, neither is the relationship between the two always a contentious one, for
they are very dependent on each other for
their livelihood.
In spite of all these changes within
Virginia's agricultural industry, some constancy has remained. First, the agricultural
sector, taken in its broadest sense, continues to be the most important industry in
Virginia's economy in terms of income
generated and total employment. Second,
Virginia's farm economy is still structured
much like it was forty or fifty years ago; it
encompasses a large variety of crops and
livestock, and no single agricultural product
predominates. Third, the state's farm
economy has also remained remarkably
stable throughout these years and has not
suffered the fluctuations experienced in
other states. This is due, in large part, to the
mix of crops and livestock described above.
Finally, the family farmer still reigns supreme
within the Old Dominion. Corporate agriculture is almost nonexistent, and those few
operations which have incorporated are
mostly family owned and operated.
Thus, both change and stability have
characterized Virginia agriculture since the
end of World War II. Barring major changes
in national and international conditions (e.g.,
a worldwide shortage of food or devastating
drought), it seems likely that the future of
Virginia agriculture will look very much like
the past. The total number of farms (as well
as farm acreage) probably will continue to
decline, while the average size of farms will
continue to increase. One can expect too
that farm income will continue to lag, and
that the number of full-time farmers will be
reduced still more.
CHANGE IN THE AGRICULTURAL
BUREAUCRACY

While agriculture itself definitely has
changed in Virginia, what about the state
bureaucracy that promotes and regulates it?
How has it had to adapt to the transforma-

tion of agriculture, and how have its
responsibilities changed in recent times?
When the Virginia Department of Agriculture was first established in 1877, the
Commonwealth was still recovering from
the Civil War, which had devastated much
of Virginia's most productive soil, and from
the aftereffects of economic problems that
had beset the nation several years earlier. At
the time of its creation, the department was
assigned a number of responsibilities, most
of them related to the betterment of
Virginia's farms. Several of these were
especially important. First, the department
was designated as the agency responsible
for monitoring the fertilizer used by the
state's farmers. Second, it was given the
tasks of gathering and disseminating inform~tiQn. 9boJ):l th~ ~ommQnwealth:~ resouI.:_. _.
ces, environment, and agricultural production. Finally, it assumed the responsibility for
the distribution of any seeds made available
by the federal government and for the
arrangement of seed exchanges with the
governments of other states and nations.
Hence the department's primary, or perhaps even exclusive, mission during its early
years was to support, directly and indirectly,
those engaged in farming. The department's
administrative structure then was equally
ftee of complexity. In 1877, the Virginia
Department of Agriculture consisted of a
commissioner, his clerk, and the state
chemist-a mere three employees!
Over the years, the department grew in
size and took on new responsibilities.
Regional laboratories were opened throughout the state better to serve the farmer, and
several product commissions were established to promote particular areas of
agriculture, such as tobacco, apples, and
peanuts. By the beginning of World War II,
the department had also been assigned the
task of inspecting much of the state's
agricultural produce, to ensure that it was
free from contamination.
Following the war, a series 6fdevelopments altered the governmental context in
which the department operated and, in turn,
modified its mission. The department has
felt the impact of these trends in several
ways. During the last three decades, the
Commonwealth has become less rural and
farm oriented. The emergence of an urban,
industrialized economy, coupled with the
Supreme Court's one-man, one-vote ruling
on representation, diminished the voice of
the farmer in the General Assembly and
throughout state government in general.
Since 1945 the state budget has increased
tremendously, but the funds earmarked for
agriculture have grown less rapidly than the
budget as a whole. During fiscal year 197879, for example, the appropriation to the
State Board of Agriculture is nearly twenty
times what it was in the 1945 fiscal year, but
its proportionate share has shrunk from
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about 2 percent to less than 1 percent during
the same period.
Alteration in the department's role also
has resulted from the increasing attention
given to environmental concerns in recent
years. In an effort to prevent further
pollution of the environment, national and
state governments have adopted a number
of new laws pertaining to zoning, waste
disposal, pollution of streams and rivers, and
related areas; many of these have affected
agriculture and, in fact, have complicated
the work of those involved in farming and
agribusiness enterprises. Consequently the
department has expanded its responsibilities to include the review of environmental
impact statements and new federal environmenta\ standards, in order to determine
their effect on agriculture and to help
agriculture comply with the new regulations.
The department also cooperates with other
agencies in efforts to assist local governments in developing or revising their
comprehensive land use plans.
The most notable change of all, however,
has been in the role that the department
plays in the life of the farm family. The
historical roots of this change stretch back
to the early years of the department. In the
late 1800s, the department did more than
help farmers improve their farming techniques; it tried as well to relieve the relative
social isolation of the state's farmers. The
department fostered farm clubs and encouraged entire families to join them, urging
these clubs to serve not only to improve the
(ann, but also to enrich the social life of farm
families. The department also tried through
its yearbooks to make the farm a happy
home, advising readers on child rearing,
nutrition, indoor plumbing, and similar
matters. By the late 1940s, however, farm
life had changed considerably. A good state
road system, the radio, the telephone, and
other technological advances had lessened
the isolation felt by farm families. Distinctions between urban and rural families, while
still valid, thus lost much of their significance
(and have continued to do so in more recent
years). As a result the nonagricultural
services that the department had offered the
farmer were no longer needed.
THE DEPARTMENT TODAY

The major tasks of the Virginia Department of Agriculture today involve promotion of farm products and regulation of the
industry so as to protect both the producer
and the cOQsumer. The way in which it
carries out these tasks reflects the increasing complexity of agriculture and the growth
of the constituencies served by the department.

The department's oldest responsibilities,
of course, relate to its oldest constituent, the
farmer; for over a century now, the
department has promoted farmers' wellbeing and aided them in a variety of ways.
Currently, the department aids farmers in
their efforts to rid crops and livestock of
pests and diseases, it checks products sold
to farmers and agribusinessmen to make
sure that their alleged purity and stated
quantity are in fact accurate, and it helps
Virginia farmers and agribusinessmen to
market their products. Although the department's general responsibilities in this area
have remained more or less constant, the
specific programs undertaken have changed
over the years. The amount of innovation
has varied from one division to another.
Those which deal with animal and plant
health have experienced very gradual but
detectable change. Not only have new
technology and management techniques
been introduced, but also many of the
current problems are different. Virginia race
horses, for example, now travel regularly to
South America and Europe and, as a result,
risk the introduction of new equine illnesses
into the state upon their return from abroad.
Change has also been minimal in the
regulation of products sold to farmers and
agribusinessmen. Again, new developments
have allowed for more careful and efficient
checks on product purity, but the department's general responsibilities are much the
same now as they were fifty or a hundred
years ago; it is only the scope of inspection
which has changed, as the number of
products used by the industry has been
increased by technological advances.
The most innovative programs introduced by the department since 1945
involved new marketing and promotional
efforts. As agriculture became more competitive in the fifties and sixties, the department sought to increase its services so that
Virginia farmers and agribusinessmen would
not be squeezed out of the market by rivals
in other states. One of the more significant
marketing innovations-and one in which
Virginia paved the way for other stateswas introduced in 1963, when the department inaugurated the telo-auction as a
device to make the sale of large numbers of
livestock easier and cheaper. Prior to this
time, buyers had to travel from one place to
another and be physically present at the
auctions so that they could inspect the
livestock being sold and then take part in the
bidding. The telo-auction greatly simplified
the buyers' task. Instead of going to each
auction, buyers could simply use the
telephone to plug into a conference call
made to the auction site. Then, once the
auction began, those on the telephone could
join in the bidding just as if they were actually
there. Buyers could be assured that the
goods they were purchasing were of a

certain quality, since the department would
be responsible for weighing and grading the
livestock.
The department is presently trying to
modernize further the telo-auction through
computerization of the process. Once this
technology is adopted, even the conference
call will be unnecessary. Instead, buyers will
have access to electronic readouts which
will instantly yield the same information now
given over the telephone; this system will not
be unlike those presently available to an
investor at a stock brokerage.
Beginning in the sixties, the efforts of the
department to develop overseas markets
greatly expanded the market area for
Virginia farmers. By the end of the decade, a
separate section for international trade had
been established within the Division of
Markets. Among this section's more important activities is the promotion of trade
missions to Europe, the Middle East, and
Japan. The department's presence in
Europe is also felt on a daily basis; a full-time
representative who promotes Virginia agricultural products has been stationed there
for the past ten years. Within the state
additional market development has also
been encouraged with the promotion of
"pick-your-own" produce programs, roadside stands, and farmers' markets. These
are just some of t he department's responses
during the last several decades to an
increasingly competitive agricultural environment.
In the sixties, the department's major
innovations sought to help the farmer
promote and market his products more
profitably. The innovations of the seventies,
by and large, have attempted to help the
farmer deal with an increasingly complex
industry. At the turn of the century, a farmer
simply plowed, planted, harvested, and sold.
Prior planning for the disposal of a newly
harvested crop was minimal; it was simply
assumed, with good reason, that the crop
would be sold. Today's farmers, in contrast,
must begin to make plans for the marketing
of the harvest even before they plant; they
are engaged in work that is only marginally
profitable, and they cannot afford to risk the
loss of any of the harvest. Furthermore, if
today's farmers are to remain competitive,
they must plant much larger areas of land
than farmers did twenty-five or fifty years
ago, and this necessitates the purchase of
expensive farm machinery. Once the harvest is in, the farmer often must have a means
of drying it so that it will not spoil; this
requires an additional capital outlay. Expensive requirements such as these have
prompted the department to offer more
planning and financial assistance to the
farmer. Recently, for instance, the department published an agricultural credit hand-
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book for farmers and agribusinessmen, and
it is currently promoting the use of automated data systems for keeping farm records.
In addition to the farmer and the agribusinessman, there is another principal constituent with whom the department deals,
increasingly so in recent years-the consumer. Some consumer services date back
many years, a few even to the turn of the
century. Among those which the department has performed for several decades or
longer are the testing of weights and
measures for accuracy; the analysis of retail
produce to ensure the absence of bacteria
and foreign matter; and the inspection of
gasoline, paints, and similar substances in
order to prevent the sale of any that have
been adulterated or mislabeled.
In the late sixties, the de artment decided
to establish a separate Office of Consumer
Affairs, thus broadening the number and
scope of services offered to the consumer
and making this office the state government's major representative of the consumer. Nonetheless, the powers and duties of
the office are strictly circumscribed. It can
promote consumer education, serve as a
coordinator and clearinghouse for consumer complaints, and investigate alleged
violations of the state's 1977 Consumer
Protection Act. The office does not play an
advocacy role for the consumer, nor can it
institute legal action against those who
violate consumer laws (although it can
recommend that the attorney general or
other appropriate officer bring suit when
necessary).

Few of the consumer complaints coming
to this office actually concern agricultural
products or services. 3 Why then locate the
office within this department? Two factors
influenced this decision: first, the department traditionally has played a role in
providing a number of consumer services;
and second, it was felt that economy and
efficiency would best be served, since many
of the consumer complaints could be
investigated by field inspectors already
employed by the department. Nevertheless,
compelling arguments in favor of locating
the department elsewhere can be made,
especially since the potential seems to be
growing for conflict between consumers and
the department's major constituents, those
involved in farming and agribusiness. It may
be true, as many within a riculture ar ue,
that consumers and agricultural producers
really depend on each other; but consumer
activists complain that the department does
not manifest equal concern for consumer
needs. They complain as well that while the
efforts of the staff of the Office of Consumer
Affairs are laudable, the staff's usefulness to
the consumer is curbed by statutory
restraints and inadequate funding. Past
attempts have been made to take this office
out of the department and place it elsewhere
within the executive branch, but thus far
these efforts have failed.
3During fiscal year 1976-77, for instance, complaints about
automobiles surpassed all others handled by the department's
Office of Consumer Affairs, accounting for approximately 30
percent of all complaints; in addition, eight other categories
surpassed food in the number of grievances registered.

SUMMARY

The agricultural sector throughout the
nation, and in Virginia in particular, has
undergone a dramatic transformation during this century. That transformation,
however, has not brought increases in
prosperity for farmers and farm workers
comparable to those gained by industrial
workers as a result of advances in their
sector. The agricultural revolution of the
twentieth century has shifted large numbers
of persons from farms into towns and cities,
depopulating the countryside and increasing
the average size of the remaining farms.
Concomitantly, the agricultural service and
processing industries have increased in
re
e 'm or ce
WJ~_""""--'c'-''--LA.J..4>,.L1~~
terms).
The Virginia Department of Agriculture
has also changed considerably over the
years. Originally created to serve the
farmers of the state, it has added as
constituents the agribusinessman and the
consumer. Its major innovations in recent
years have been concerned with the
expansion of markets for the producer and
added protection for the consumer; more
generally, it has sought to respond to an
increasingly complex world, especially for
the Virginia farmer. Not surprisingly, the
department finds itself drawn into ever more
varied and complicated activities as it
attempts to assist those in the agricultural
sector to make their way in a world neither
simple nor pastoral.
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