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Agenda
2:00 ς 2:10 p.m.  Introduction and Welcome 

2:10 ς 2:30 p.m.  What are the trends in the Agriculture of the Middle?

2:30 ς 2:40 p.m.  The Conceptual Tiers of the Food System: A Wisconsin 
Perspective  

2:40 ς 2:50 p.m.   Creating and Sustaining Value: Case Studies from 
Missouri  

2:50 ς 3:00 p.m.   Sources of Value in a Supportive Entrepreneurial    
Ecosystem 

3:00 ς 3:10 p.m.    Breakout Sessions ς Questions raised in 
ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ !ΩƘŀ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜǎΣ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
situation, how it may work in their area

3:10 ς 3:30 p.m.     Group Q & A as report out, Wrap up, and Next Steps



Presenters, speakers, and host:

https://foodsystems.centers.vt.edu/events-and-speakers/UpcomingEvents/AOM.html



What is the Agriculture of the 
Middle (AOTM)?
The Agriculture of the Middle (AOTM) encompasses a spectrum of mid-
size farms and ranches that are declining. The decline relates somewhat 
to economies of scale but also business organization and production 
and marketing strategies. These farms and ranches are generally too 
small to be served well by commodity markets and are too large or 
otherwise unsuited to be served well by direct-to-consumer markets. 
Overall, these farms rely on farming as a key source of household 
income; one or more family members make most on-site management 
and business decisions; contribute substantially to the labor 
requirements of the operation; and play a significant role in the 
community and conservation of natural resources like soil, water, 
farmland, and the Chesapeake Bay. 

HTTPS://AGOFTHEMIDDLE.ORG/ 

https://agofthemiddle.org/


Directions for Education, Research, 
Policy, and Food System Development
1. Producer and processor development, growth, and engagement

2. Values-Based Food Supply Chain Development

Å Centering transparency, cooperation, equity, justice, and fairness

3. Market and Infrastructure Development

4. Business and Enterprise Development

5. Aggregation of farmers/producers and farm products

6. Logistics and distribution

7. Access to land, labor, and capital

8. Political and organizational education and outreach

9. Shift cultural values and increase consumer demand

10.Food system research and development

(Strategic directions adapted from the Good to Grow presentation by Ron 

Doetch, Executive Director, Michael Fields Agricultural Institute, as part of the 

Food and Fitness Initiative sponsored by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation.)



Diversity of Farm Products, Landscapes, 
Opportunities, and Challenges



Possible examples of AOTM

× Affects diverse types of farm operations and landscapes

× Dairy, poultry,beef, and cropland farmers to orchards to 
fisheries

× Anchor vendors at farmers markets who have 
diversified into intermediated and wholesale market 
channels

× Diversified community supported agriculture (CSA) 
market models

× Farmer member-owned cooperatives, limited liability 
corporations,  and alliances

× Farmers and producers within specific values-based 
food supply chains where focus is on a specific ingredient



Why Care?



10

üOwn family experience

üCommunity or neighbors

üMentors and peers

üTrends and challenges

üInfrastructure and capital

üFarmland preservation

üHealth from the Soil up

üChesapeake Bay

üVision of present and future

üWhat is Your Why?



Points to Consider
× Diversity of farms, food products, landscapes, 

market channels

× Finding and maintaining leverage and position in 
an ever-commodifying environment

× The paradox of value and volume

× Economies of scale matter

× Scaling down to develop deep loyal relationships

× Quality and story of farm and food

× Sense of control and agency

× Contributions to agroecological and social values

× Vision and ideals still matter



What is Ag of the Middle (AOTM)?

1. Scale;

2. Business organization;

3. Production and marketing strategies (values-
based supply chains).



What is AOTM?

1. Scale
oScale related, but not scale determined. 

oMost $350,000-$999,999 GCFI, but farms 
with higher sales may meet criteria. 
ÁNote that USDA ERS uses the above definition, but public 

data makes $250-499,999 available.  



What is AOTM and 
Whatõs the Issue?

Most farms are small; 
only 6% of operations 
are ñmidsizedò (112,185 
farms), but they operate 
18% of acres. 

https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/charts-of-note/chart-detail?chartId=110693



https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/charts-of-note/chart-detail?chartId=108317

What is AOTM and 
Whatõs the Issue?

Most small farms are 
at high financial risk 
based on operating 
profit margin; mid-
scale farms less so.



https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/chart-gallery/chart-detail?chartId=110554

What is AOTM and 
Whatõs the Issue?

One challenge is that 
small operations have 
higher per unit costs; 
mid-scale operations 
start to achieve some 
economies of scale. 



What is AOTM and Whatõs the Issue?

1. Scale may be important as:

ÅAOTM farms, on average, employ more people 
per acre than large operations;

ÅPurchase more inputs locally compared to 
larger operations (larger, on average, multiplier 
effect).



What is AOTM?

2. Business organization 
ÅFarming is main source of income. 

ÅFamily member(s) make majority of on-site 
management decisions. 

Source: Clancy 2024



What is AOTM?

3. Production and marketing strategies (values-
based supply chains)
ÅMarket differentiated food products through wholesale 

supply chains; markets larger than most direct markets, 
and more differentiated than commodity markets. 

Source: Clancy 2024



Farm Market Business Models



What is AOTM?

Values Based Food Supply Chains:

ǒStrategic business alliances among 
farmers/ranchers of the middle and other 
agrifood enterprises that 

a) handle significant volumes of high-quality 
differentiated food products b) operate 
effectively at multi-state, regional levels, and; 
c) distribute profits equitably among the 
strategic partners.



What is AOTM and Whatõs the Issue?

One way to think about this: How is the dollar 
distributed along the supply chain? 

Example from Denver Public Schools and hypothetical food policy actions



What is AOTM 
and Whatõs the 
Issue?

Ultimately, evidence is 
mixed, likely depends on 
definition, etc. 



What are the trends in 
AOTM? 

Photo credit: Sylvanaqua  Farms

https://www.sylvanaqua.com/


Trends in AOTM?
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Trends in all farm numbers compared to mid -scale farm numbers, 2002-2022

 1,700,000

 1,750,000

 1,800,000

 1,850,000

 1,900,000

 1,950,000

 2,000,000

 2,050,000

 2,100,000

 2,150,000

 2,200,000

 2,250,000

2002 2007 2012 2017 2022

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

fa
rm

s

All farms

 74,000

 76,000

 78,000

 80,000

 82,000

 84,000

 86,000

 88,000

 90,000

 92,000

 94,000

 96,000

2002 2007 2012 2017 2022
N

u
m

b
e

r 
o

f 
fa

rm
s

Farms with sales $250,000 to
$499,999

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Census of Agriculture, 2002, 2007, 2012, 2017 and 2022

Trends in AOTM?



5-year survival for 

mid-scale farms, by 

state, 2017-2022

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Census of Agriculture, 2017 and 2022

Trends in AOTM?



20-year 
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mid-scale 
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state, 2002-

2022

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Census of Agriculture, 2002 and 2022

Trends in AOTM?



Trends in 
AOTM?

5-year survival for 

mid-scale farms, by 

VA county, 2017-2022

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Census of Agriculture, 2017 and 2022



Trends in AOTM?
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Trends in AOTM?

20-year change 

in the number 

of mid-scale 

operations in 

VA, 2002-2022

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Gained farms

Lost farms

Gained farms

Lost farms

Gained farms

Lost farms

m
e

tr
o

m
e

tr
o

-
a

d
ja

c
e

n
t

n
o

n
m

e
tr

o

Number of farms

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Census of Agriculture, 2002 and 2022



What are some of 
the interventions 
(local, state, 
national) to 
support AOTM? 
Are they working?



Midscale farm participation in government programs

https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/local-regional/food-sector/grants

Distribution of selected 

government agricultural 

program payments by 

farm type, 2023

https://ers.usda.gov/sites/default/files/_laserfiche/publications/110

560/EIB-283.pdf?v=34037



Midscale farm participation in Federal crop insurance

https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/local-regional/food-sector/grants

Distribution of Federal crop 

insurance participants, total 

harvested cropland, and 

indemnities by farm type, 

2023

https://ers.usda.gov/sites/default/files/_laserfiche/publications/110

560/EIB-283.pdf?v=34037



Historic investments in local food since the pandemic

https://www.ams.usda.gov/services/local-regional/food-sector/grants

This does not include a 

boost of $4.8B for school 

meal programs (2021-

2024), Regional Food 

Business Centers, 

Resilient Food Systems 

Infrastructure, etc.

https://www.usda.gov/about-usda/news/press-

releases/2024/10/15/major-usda-investments-local-foods-strengthen-

school-meals



But also lots of support from 
philanthropy and many states

2002-2023 State Farm to School Policy Database

https://www.farmtoschool.org/policy/state-database



Are these working? 



*focus on Northeast States

Identifying Market Development Opportunities 

and Long -Term Investment Priorities to Support 

New York Farm and Food Businesses

draft results: not for distribution or citation



Methods

ÅCompare survival rates 

ÅBy scale, commodity, and participation 
in the middle-of-the-supply chain

ÅStatistical model that shows the impact of 
farm characteristics on survival and 
success rates.

draft results: not for distribution or citation



Results
Farms that 

Use Middle-of-
the-Supply 

Chain 
Infrastructure

Key Takeaway: Overall, 
participation in intermediated 

markets and value-added 
sales were associated with 

higher survival rates for 
operations with GCFI < $1M.

draft results: not for distribution or citation



Results: Survival Rates by Scale and 
Market Channel

5-year survival rates
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draft results: not for distribution or citation



Probit Regression

Statistical method used to predict an outcome 
(i.e., survive or not survive) based on a 

combination of predictors. 

*Note that small samples can cause problems, so cannot include dairy. 

draft results: not for distribution or citation



Results

Probit Regression

Fruit / Berry and 
Vegetable / Melon 
operations with 

GCFI<$1M

ÅHigher  5- and 10-year survival and success 

rates are associated with:

ÅLarger scale operations (GCFI >75K) 

Å Intermediated sales

ÅValue-added sales

ÅExcept for fruit/berry operations 10-year 

survival rate (not significant)

ÅLower  5- and 10-year survival and success rates 

are associated with: 

ÅHistorically underserved operators

ÅNo association

ÅOperations located in New York compared to 

the rest of the region

draft results: not for distribution or citation



Thank you!

Becca Jablonski
Dyson School of Applied 
Economics and Management
rb223@cornell.edu

mailto:rb223@cornell.edu


AOTM Supply Network Logistics
Michelle Miller, Senior Researcher

Center for Integrated Agricultural Systems
College of Agricultural and Life Sciences 

University of Wisconsin Madison
mmmille6@wisc.edu

ICICLE.OSU.EDU
OAC-2112606

CIAS.WISC.EDU



Tiers offood systems

https://cias.wisc.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/194/2010/09/tiers082610lowres1.pdf



AOTM: Optimizing diversity 
& efficiency

ÅFresh and local foods = competitive advantage for independent 
grocers
ÅFarmers must be wholesale ready
ÅFood moved >60m most efficient with 53' trailers
ÅRound trip must be under 13 hours (~200m with 1-3 drop sites)
ÅFull truck with a back haul ς full asset utilization
ÅExcellent communication key for trust

Miller, M., Chang, J., Hirsch, R., Shi, J., Long, D. 2024. ñTransportation Issues Affecting Independent Grocers and Fresh Food Distribution: 

A comparison study of urban and rural communities in the USò. Prepared for the US Department of Agriculture, Agricultural Marketing 

Service. https://doi.org/10.21231/3z69-mk36

https://doi.org/10.21231/3z69-mk36


France: Midscale investments



Multi-tenant wholesale, 40% 

sales of French produce 

@Corbas, Lyon



Wholesale network for local foods

Park, K., Long, A., Gómez, M. 
(2025). Wholesale produce 
markets: An on-site infrastructure 
assessment. Extension Bulletin EB 
2025-04. Dyson School of Applied 
Economics and Management, 
Cornell. 



Jones, E., et al.. (2025). Food insecurity in SW Virgina. Virginia Cooperative Extension. 
ALCE 323, Virginia Tech & Virginia State University



National distribution is insufficient

Miller, et al. (2024). ñTransportation Issues Affecting Independent Grocers and Fresh Food Distribution: A comparison study of urban and rural communities in the USò. https://doi.org/10.21231/3z69-
mk36

https://doi.org/10.21231/3z69-mk36
https://doi.org/10.21231/3z69-mk36


Wisconsin: Super Transport Coop



Michigan: Farm Stops



Relationships ς Trust ς Community 
in AOTM

MARY HENDRICKSON, PHD

PROFESSOR, UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI

HENDRICKSONM@MISSOURI.EDU 

mailto:hendricksonm@missouri.edu


Mid States Specialty Eggs: https://msseggs.com/

Vital Farms 
https://vitalfarms.com/

Handsome Brook Farms: 
https://handsomebrookfarms.com/

Pastured Production of Eggs in 
the Mid-South: 

Climate
Less than Prime Land

~10,000 - ~25,000 laying hens
Stacked Enterprise
Labor Availability

Please do not copy this slide with brand names.

EGGS!



Organic Ecosystem Development in 
Missouri

Okay, we started out producing eggs in 

2009 or 2008é around 2010, we 

switched our egg production to organic. 

And then from the next couple of years, 

we just produced eggs organically, but 

we didn't farm organically. Then, in 2017, 

we started farming, raising corn, 

soybeans and wheat organically and 

then selling those to the mill that ground 

our feed. So essentially, we 

produce products for our 

feed mill that produce the 

feed for our birds. (MO-10 ï 

Organic Producer Interview)

Building Value Chains
Value Chain Development

Feed Milling and Input Supply
Coordinated Egg Production (Vital Farms, 

Handsome Brook Farms, Mid-States Specialty 
Eggs) drives grain production



Kansas City Mainstreaming Local Foods

Individual farms market together 
under the Good Natured Family 
Farms group ς about 150 farms 

coop together through this brand

.ŀƭƭΩǎ CƻƻŘǎ ς 100 years in 
grocery business in Kansas 

City with three grocery store 
banners: Hen House, Price 

Chopper and Sun Fresh

Partnership  resulted in central 
warehouse, co-branding with Buy 

Fresh, Buy Local campaign, 
relationship with grocery 

distribution cooperative, expanded 
into Food Conservancy (NW 

Arkansas)



Sources of Value in a Supportive 
Entrepreneurial Ecosystem: Cases from RI

Rhode 
Island

Patrick Baur, PhD
Associate Professor, University of Rhode Island
pbaur@uri.edu



Bottleneck and "The Squeeze"

Eriksson et al. 2016. 
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Globalized Commodity Supply Chains

ÅUndifferentiated products flow to 
consumers w/ processors capturing 
the value-added

ÅRetailers control the information flow 
and value proposition to consumers



Digging into the Root Causes

What infrastructures, policies, and market 
ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛǎƳǎ άƭƻŎƪ-ƛƴέ ǘƘŀǘ άǎǉǳŜŜȊŜέΚ

What are the assumptions and stories that 
farmers and the consuming public believe 
that make those structures seem 
inevitable?

What Michael Rozyne of Red Tomato calls the 
ά/ƻǎǘ-tǊƛŎŜ {ǉǳŜŜȊŜέ ŦŜƭǘ ōȅ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ

Disappearing Ag of the Middle and increasing 
consolidation and concentration



Opening up the Bottleneck

Feenstra and Hardesty et al. 2016. 

Values-based Supply Chains

ÅHow to create and keep value 
ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ƎŜǘ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ 
by the big firms at the 
bottleneck?

ÅWho do you need to work 
with to accomplish that goal?



RI has highest land value in the 
country: $22,000/acre



RI Farmland Under Threat


