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The Thought Process in Selecting Equipment for the Small Farm 
By Ronald E. Macher, Farmer/Publisher of Small Farm Today magazine 

 

Agriculture as an industry could well be said to be completely insane, because the definition of 

insanity is that we do the same thing over and over, yet expect different results. If agriculture is 

to become sane again, sustainable agriculture, which is based on low input technology, offers an 

alternative to the current myth of “bigger is better”, which is not sustainable, as evidenced by the 

recurring farm crisis situations. 

 

E.F. Schumacher, author of the book Small is Beautiful, talked about the “law of the 

disappearing middle” – as technology increases, we are left with primitive, simplistic tools on 

one hand and complex, sophisticated technology on the other. The same thing is happening in 

agriculture. Our dualistic agricultural economy is dividing up into small farms and large farms 

with the midsize farms in the middle being squeezed out because of economics and technology. 

 

The midsize farmers are too large to work in town and farm, and too small to be competitive in 

the commodities markets of corn, wheat and soybeans. The answer to this problem is two-fold: 

economics and technology. You cannot change change, but farmers don’t have to participate in 

change in the current direction. 

 

A farmer who thinks he or she needs the biggest of everything needs to change their way of 

thinking to thinking sustainably, in order to make wise decisions and purchases. 

 

Sustainable agriculture uses only the machinery and tools that are absolutely essential to the 

farming operation in terms of labor and profitability. Machinery and tools must make your farm 

profitable. If they do not, they become liabilities that threaten the existence of your farm. 

 

Small farmers are the future. The average age of a farmer today is 55 and sometime over the next 

10 years as they retire, there will be massive land areas for sale. Large farmers will buy some 

land, corporations some – although only what is necessary for facilities, because their profit is in 

processing and marketing. But there will be lots of land available for small farmers. 

 

There are no colleges that teach how to milk a cow, build a fence, plow a field or drive a tractor. 

So how will beginning farmers whose fathers did not farm learn these basic skills? Where will 

these beginning farmers acquire this knowledge? They can start learning from books, doing lots 

of reading, visiting ongoing farming operations in their area, and working for farmers doing what 

the beginning farmer wants to do. Attending trade shows and conferences gives you exposure to 

equipment choices, products and services, and a chance to meet with successful small farmers. 

Another effective way to learn is to get a mentor from your area of farming interest. If you are 

open-minded, there are ways to learn. 

 

In talking about tools for the small farm in a sustainable way, we must consider “the big picture” 

or the whole, the rhythm or peaks and valleys of labor needed, and when it’s needed and how we 

can accomplish it. You need good quality tools, and you must know when and how to use them, 

plus any limitations or advantages of one tool or technique of doing a task over another tool or 

technique.  
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Everybody assumes you must have 1,000 acres, 1 million dollars, and lots of machinery to be a 

successful farmer. None of this is true! The large acreage and big machinery don’t guarantee 

your success as a farmer. A farm’s profitability comes from the farmer’s management and 

marketing. 

 

Sustainable agriculture evolves from those two thoughts – management and marketing. 

Sustainable agriculture is a thinking man’s agriculture involving the whole picture of what the 

farm is and what it produces and why. Machinery and tools are part of the thinking process, 

which asks, “What do I need to get the job done?” and “Is it profitable for me to own, lease, or 

rent this tool or piece of equipment?” 

 

While it may not be easily obtained, there is technology that exists or has existed in the past that 

is very appropriate for small farms, and many new items are becoming available as the small 

farm movement increases. Just because it’s old doesn’t make it obsolete, however, and just 

because it’s new doesn’t make it better. How many times have you seen an older farmer 

accomplish more work in the same time period as his younger counterparts who have more 

strength and youth on their side? It’s technique, whether it’s on a tractor or with a hoe. 

 

In many ways, European and developing nations are ahead of the U.S. in developing tools and 

machines that are appropriate to small farms. Many of these “new” tools are merely a 

modernized version of older machinery given a new twist, although some are brand new, but 

appropriate in size to small farms. 

 

How much work can you do with still-existing older equipment? A 30-hp tractor will handle a 2-

bottom plow, 8-foot disk, 2-row cultivator and a pull-type 5-foot header combine. You could 

plow 5 to 8 acres per 10-hour day, an 8-foot disk would work 15 to 23 acres per day, or you 

could cultivate 20-25 acres a day or combine 8 to 13 acres per 10-hour day. 

 

In more modern, midsize farm terms, older combines with 15-foot headers can be purchased for 

$5,000 to $7,500, combining 500 – 600 bushels/hour. Two of the combines could be purchased 

for about $15,000 and could handle 1,000 acres, half corn and half beans, versus today’s modern 

combine for about $240,000. 

 

Small farms need tools and equipment that are appropriate for the size and scale at which they 

are operating. Almost as important, small farmers need instruction as to the techniques of using 

these tools and equipment to accomplish the most amount of work in the least possible time, 

without depleting them, their pocket books, or their farms. 

 

The big question for beginning small farmers is “What equipment do I need?” Machinery, by my 

definition, is any piece of equipment or tool – including hand tools – that makes the job easier, 

faster, and better, saving time or labor or both. Hoes, wheelhoes, two-wheel tractors, or four-

wheel tractors are all machinery, each with advantages and disadvantages. 
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The first decision to make about machinery is the level of use for it. Listed below are rough 

guides for five, different scenarios to help guide your planning. These do not include all costs, or 

labor, seed, feed, or interest; they are simply tools for thought. 

 

1. Grow your own food (1 to 2 acres and home) 

a. need little to no machinery 

b. good hand tools (hoe, shovel, pitchfork, wheelbarrow, high-wheel or low-wheel hoe), 

$200, and rear tine tiller, 5 hp,  $500 

c. self-education is a tool – education about raised bed and bio-intensive mini-farming 

d. read all you can about growing, harvesting and preserving your food 

e. seed starting rack for growing transplants, $200 

Total cost: $900. Total value of food produced: $4,500. 

 

2. Grow your food and sell some surplus produce or plants (1 to 5 acres and home) 

a. rear tine tiller, 8 hp to 10 hp, $1,000 to $1,700 

b. small greenhouse, $500 

c. 2- or 4-wheel wagons, $200 

d. planter – push type, $75 

e. wheel hoes, $75 

f. hand tools, $500 

g. self-education: tools books, magazines, guides, $250 

Total cost: $3,300. Net is $3,000 to $15,000. 

 

3. Small farm market garden (5 to 10 acres and home) 

a. rear tine tiller, 8 to 10 hp, $1,000 to $1700 

b. small greenhouse, $500 

c. hoop house, $500 

d. 2- or 4-wheel wagons, $200  

e. planters, push-type and tiller mounted, $75 to $200 

f. wheel hoes, $75 

g. hand tools, $500 

h. self-education tools, books, magazines, $250 

Total cost: $3,925. Net: $8,000 to $40,000. 

 

4. Small farm market garden and livestock product (10 to 80 acres and house) 

a. 20 – 50 hp used tractor, $9,000 

b. rear tine tiller, 8 – 10 hp, $1,000 to $1,700 

c. small green house, $500 

d. hoop house, $500 

e. 2- or 4-wheel wagons, $200 

f. planters or 2 row, 3 pt hitch for tractor, $50 to $200 

g. push planter, $75 

h. portable building for hogs, cattle or poultry or use existing building 

i. plow, 1 or 2 bottom, $150 to $200 

j. 6 foot tandem disk, $400 

k. 2 row cultivator, 3 pt hitch, $150 
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l. rotary hoe, 2 row, 3 pt hitch, $150 

m. blade, $100 

n. 40-inch tractor tiller, 3 pt hitch, $1,000 

o. brush hog, $500 

p. 7-foot sickle bar, $300 

q. hay rakes, $600 

r. small round baler, $200 

s. 1 row corn picker, $100 

t. pull-type combine, 5-foot header, $600 

u. self-education tools, $250 

v. machine shed, $9,600 to $16,475 

Total cost: $26,375. Net: $25,000 to $100,000 

 

5.  Grazer’s outfit: cattle, sheep or goats (40 acres and house) 

a. 50 cattle panels for corrals, pens, etc., $750 

b. electric fence posts, wire, etc.,  

c. assorted hand tools, $500 

d. water (ponds or above ground water systems), 

e. self-education (tools, books, guides, etc.),  

f. Perimeter fence, 8 paddocks, and water system 

Total cost: $6,494  Net: $3,000 to $8,000 

 

In addition to using the scenarios above, you can analyze your farm size and planned usage 

versus your machinery costs. Say you have 40 acres – 20 acres of woods, 10 acres of pasture or 

hay ground, and 10 acres tillable for row crops or vegetables. The woods area might be used for 

fence posts, firewood, or building from rough-sawn lumber. You might even grow shittake 

mushrooms, goldenseal, May apples, or ginseng.  

 

So basically, almost all of your machinery costs must be charged against the 20 acres of hay 

pasture and cropland. Machinery for woods projects might be better rented, leased, or done as 

custom hire for specific projects as the windows of opportunity to get these jobs done is much 

longer than with crops. 

 

A study of South Dakota and Nebraska ranches showed the top 20% of these ranches made a 

return on investment equal or better than the Fortune 500 companies for only two reasons: the 

percent calf crop sold and the dollars they had invested in machinery. This sustainable principal 

holds true for every type of agriculture. Production efficiency must be high and all costs, 

especially machinery costs, must be low. Just remember, for a small farmer to be successful, he 

or she must be a producer, salesman and marketer, and must sell all the farm production at retail 

prices.  

 
Here is just a glimpse of what new machinery is now available for small farms: a 2-row walk-behind combine that 

will fit in the back of a compact pickup; a square baler for a 20-hp tractor or a small round baler that fits on the front 

of a 2-wheel tractor. . (A small farm is a farm that is 179 acres or less in size or earns $50,000 or less 

in gross income per year. Most of America’s nearly two million farms meet this definition of 

“small”, with seven out of ten grossing less than $50,000 a year.) 
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A farmer can work his or her farm for approximately one-half the cost if he/she is willing to walk 

behind their equipment, rather than riding on it; however, this smaller equipment can be very 

hard for the small farm owner or gardener to find. A small farmer who needs a four-wheel tractor 

can save a substantial amount of money by using a 20 horsepower, four-wheel tractor, rather 

than a 50 horsepower tractor.  

 

By using smaller equipment, farmers can sustain and improve the environmental quality and 

natural resources of their farm in addition to saving money. Appropriately sized equipment is 

easier to maintain, uses less or no fossil fuels, and therefore creates less pollution and is more 

efficient. As an example, if farmers choose the size of their tractors according to the amount of 

actual work they can do on a given day, rather than according to their total acreage, they can 

purchase a substantially smaller tractor.  

 

It is my hope that farmers may be able to keep farming as a result of reading this publication and 

discovering less costly and more efficient ways to farm sustainably. It will help them avoid debt 

and increase their profitability, thereby encouraging economically sound, socially responsible 

farming. 

 

 The small farmer’s most limiting factors for success are time and capital. Machinery frequently 

requires large amounts of both. Fixed costs on equipment that is used infrequently is an expense 

that small farmers do not need and cannot afford if their operations are to be economically viable 

and thus sustainable. 

 

So the question farmers must ask is not “ What do I want?” but, instead, “What do I actually 

need?”  

 

Listed in the sidebar are some companies that handle the new tools I have described and many 

more products. 

 

Ron Macher is the publisher of Small Farm Today magazine, which has more on small farm 

equipment and sustainable farming Contact Small Farm Today, 3903 W Ridge Trail Rd, Clark 

MO 65243; 800-633-2535; www.smallfarmtoday.com.. • 

 

Previously published in Small Farm Digest, Fall/Winter 2002. 

 

Sidebar: 

Small Farm and Garden Equipment Manufacturers: 

The first eight listed specialize in small farm equipment. The rest offer small and/or medium-

sized equipment. 

 

1. Ferrari Tractor 

PO Box 1045 

Gridley CA 95948 

530-846-6401 

Small grain and  

hay production equipment 

2. Earth Tools 

660 Mt Vernon Ridge 

Franfort KY 40601 

502-226-5751 

BCS 2-wheel tractors and attachments: 

balers, etc. 

http://www.smallfarmtoday.com/
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3. Holland Transplanters 

510 E 16
th

 St 

Holland MI 49423 

616-392-3579 

Transplanters and mulch equipment 

4. BDI Machinery Sales Co. 

430 E Main St 

Macungie PA 18062-1713 

610-966-2444 

Vegetable and vineyard equipment 

5. Small Farm Equipment Co. 

5428 Rd 57 

Torrington WY 82240 

307-534-1818 

Potato planter and digger 

6. Stephens Sales Co. 

3061 S 12
th

 Rd 

Humansville MO 65674 

417-754-2578 

Saukville tractor,  

equipment for small farms  

 

 

 

7. Earth Power Tools 

PO Box 8396 

Columbus OH 43201 

614-294-4618 

Goldoni 2-wheel tractors  

8. University of Kentucky Extension 

Services (Betty King or Larry Swartz) 

Community & Economic Dev. Program 

507 Garrigus Bldg, Univ of KY  

Lexington KY 40546-0215 

859-257-3404; fax 859-257-1154 

bking@uky.edu 

Small farm equipment information 

 

Tractor Manufacturers  
 

9. Belarus Machinery, Inc. 

7075 W Parkland Ct 

Milwaukee WI 53223 

414-355-2000  

10. Case Corporation 

700 State St 

Racine WI 53404 

414-636-6011  

11. Deere & Company 

John Deere Rd 

Moline IL 61265-8098 

309-765-4714  

12. Kioti/Daedong USA Inc. 

4608 Lely Rd 

Wilson NC 27893 

919-291-6111  

13. Kubota Tractor Corporation 

3401 Del Amo Blvd 

Torrance CA 90503 

310-370-3370  
 

14. Landini Tractors Inc. 

499 NW 70
th

 Ave Suite 101-4 

Plantation FL 33317 

305-321-9711  

15. Long Manufacturing, Inc. 

111 Fairview St 

Tarboro NC 27886 

919-823-4151  

16. Mahindra USA Inc. 

17723 FM 2920 

Tomball TX 77375 

713-351-9686 

17. Massey-Ferguson North America 

4830 River Green Pkwy 

Duluth GA 30136-2574 

404-813-9200  

18. New Holland 

500 Diller Ave 

New Holland PA 17557-0903 

717-355-1121  

19. New Horizon Small Farm Equipment Co 

975 E Nerge Rd 

Roselle IL 60172 

708-980-1932 

20. Panorama Inc. 

PO Box 415 

Gibson City IL 60936 

800-392-2386 

21. Rhino International 

625 W Scott Ave 

Woodland WA 98674 

206-225-5224  

22. Robison & Grisson Tractor Co., Inc. 
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Rt 2 Box 36, Hwy 348 West 

Guntown MS 38849 

601-869-1028 

Tafe Tractors, U.S. Distributor  

23. Speedex Farm & Garden Tractors 

367 N Freedom St 

Ravenna OH 44266 

216-297-2291 

24. Zetor Tractor Division,  

American Jawa Ltd. 

7301 Allentown Blvd 

Harrisburg PA 17112 

717-540-5618 
 

Wheel Hoe Manufacturers  
 

25. Beaver Mfg. Co. 

PO Box 297 

Marshville NC 28103 

704-624-2580 

Beaver high wheel hoes 

26. Denman & Company 

187 W Orangethorpe Ave Suite L 

Placentia CA 92670 

724-524-0668 

Red Pig No. 1 low wheel hoes,  

Beaver high wheel hoes,  

Tamarack rotary cultivators  

27. Earthway Products, Inc. 

PO Box 547 

Bristol IN 46507 

219-848-7491 

Kentucky high wheel cultivators  

28. Lambert Corporation 

1117 S 3
rd

 Box 278 

Ansonia OH 45303 

513-337-3641 

Lambert high wheel cultivators 

 
 


