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Background: Vegetable Farm 
Financial Benchmark Program
• Five years now complete

• All participants diversified commercial vegetable farms

• Average farm had 75% of gross revenue from vegetables (but varied)

• A mix of marketing strategies represented, with no farms 
exclusively wholesaling, and most farms marketing through 
more than one of the following channels:

• Farmers’ markets

• Farmstands/stores

• CSAs

• Direct wholesale

• Distributor/food hub wholesale



Participants in the original vegetable 
farm financial benchmark study:

• Started by Pasa in 2017

• Original participants:

• 36 farms in 2017

• 32 farmers in 2018

• 23 farms in 2019

• Numbers synthesized in 
Pasa’s report, available at: 
https://pasafarming.org/resources/fina
ncial-benchmarks-for-direct-market-
vegetable-farms

https://pasafarming.org/resources/financial-benchmarks-for-direct-market-vegetable-farms
https://pasafarming.org/resources/financial-benchmarks-for-direct-market-vegetable-farms
https://pasafarming.org/resources/financial-benchmarks-for-direct-market-vegetable-farms


Participants in the current vegetable 
farm financial benchmark program:

Starting in 2020, Pasa partnered with CISA and CFSA to coordinate 

an expanded vegetable financial benchmark program, with three 

separate cohorts and about 50 farms taking part each year:

2020

• 28 farms in PA + surrounding area

• 15 farms in MA + surrounding area

• 8 farms in the Carolinas

2021

• 23 farms in PA + surrounding area

• 16 farms in MA + surrounding area

• 9 farms in the Carolinas



ACRES IN ACTIVE VEG PRODUCTION

<3 acres (39%) 3-12 acres (39%) >12 acres (22%)

ACRES IN ACTIVE VEG PRODUCTION

<3 acres (39.5%) 3-12 acres (41.5%) >12 acres (19%)

2020 2021

Participants in the current vegetable 
farm financial benchmark program:



A Whole Farm Survey

• Farm context

• Revenues by market channel

• Expenses by Schedule F categories

• Assets and debts

* Schedule F as a guideline

In addition to schedule F, farmers used profit & loss statements, 

balance sheets, and often their chart of accounts to complete survey.



Financial analysis performed for both:

Vegetable Enterprise = 

sales of fresh vegetables (+ berries) raised on the farm

Whole Farm Business =

vegetable sales PLUS resale, other crops, livestock, value-added, 
agritourism, COVID relief, grants, etc.

• Almost all participating farms had non vegetable income too

• Separating out veg enterprise important for apples-apples comparison

• Income relatively easy to split between enterprises

• Dividing expenses between veg and non-veg relied on estimates



Key metrics included in 
our analysis…



Gross Vegetable Enterprise Revenue

• Benchmarks are broken 
into percentiles based on 
active vegetable acreage 

• Data showed for each 
period to show variability

• Gross sales for all 
vegetables grown on-farm, 
sold through any market

2017-19
(average)

2020

2021



Gross Vegetable Enterprise Revenue per Acre

• How much revenue a 
vegetable enterprise 
generates per acre

• Only acres used for veg 
production for at least part of 
the year (not farm lanes, 
cover crops, etc.)

• Higher values may reflect 
productive soil, better 
marketing opportunities, or 
intensive management

2017-19
(average)

2020

2021



Gross Vegetable Enterprise Revenue per Acre

• This chart shows the same 
benchmark, but plots each 
participating farm alongside 
peers in its respective 
geographic cohort – so you 
can see the full range of 
variability among farms 

• The bolded black symbol 
indicates the median value for 
each geographic cohort

• Triangles = CISA’s farms

• Circles = Pasa’s farms

• Squares = Carolina farms

2020

2021



What is the net income 
per acre for a typical 

vegetable farm?



Net Income per Acre in Vegetables

• Only acres used for active veg 
production counted

• This is the money left to cover 
salaries for farm owners, any 
unpaid family labor, and 
depreciation costs/farm 
investments

• Range in medians:
-- >3 acres: $2,000-$9,000
-- 3-12 acres: $2,000-5,000
-- >12 acres: $3,000-4,000

2017-19
(average)

2020

2021



Net Income per Acre in Vegetables

• This shows the range in net 
income per acre across each 
of the three geographic 
cohorts for 2020 and 2021

2020

2021



Vegetable Enterprise Net Income

• Again, this is the total money 
left to cover salaries for farm 
owners, any unpaid family 
labor, and depreciation 
costs/farm investments

2017-19
(average)

2020

2021



Veg Enterprise Net Income to Revenue Ratio

• Net as a % of gross income –
aka Net Profit Margin

• Negative numbers indicate a 
net loss. A vegetable 
enterprise is probably not 
financially viable if this is 
consistently close to zero.

• A Purdue University study of 
437 farms recommended 
20%+ as a benchmark to 
properly compensate owners

2017-19
(average)

2020

2021



Veg Enterprise Net Income to Revenue Ratio

• This shows the range in net 
profit margin across each of 
the three geographic cohorts 
for 2020 and 2021

2020

2021



Farm Business Net Income

• Net income generated by the 
whole farm business (not just 
the veg enterprise) 

• Key note: includes COVID 
relief and grant income, a key 
factor increasing farm 
business net income in 2020 
and 2021 (less so in 2017-19)

• Net income must often cover 
multiple FTEs and capital 
improvements, especially on 
larger farms

2017-19
(average)

2020

2021



How many hours of labor 
are needed per acre for a 
typical vegetable farm?



Total FTEs per Acre for Veg Enterprise

• Total FTEs per acre shows the 
total Full Time Equivalents 
(FTEs) of work the farm put 
into their veg enterprise, 
including any paid farm 
employees as well as farm 
owners and unpaid family 

• 1 FTE = 2,080 hours over a 
calendar year (40 hours x 52 
weeks, though most hours 
occur in spring/summer/fall)

• Median annual hours/acre:
-- <3 acres: 2,600-3,600 
-- 3-12 acres: ; 1,300-1,400 
-- >12 acres: 900

2020

2021

(Note: data collected starting in 2020)



Total FTEs per Acre for Veg Enterprise

• This shows the range in FTEs 
per acre across each of the 
three geographic cohorts for 
2020 and 2021.

2020

2021



Gross revenue per FTE (2021 only)

• Gross revenue / number of FTEs
• A key indicator of performance tracked from year to year in many industries
• Can help evaluate labor efficiency, profitability, and if prices need to increase

Gross farm business revenue per FTE

Gross veg enterprise revenue per FTE



What are typical wages 
paid to hired vegetable 

farm workers?



For an entry-level 
employee

For a hired 
manager

25th percentile $             13.75 $            16 

Median $             14.50 $            18 

75th percentile $                 15 $       19.50 

If you hired employees, what was the 
approximate wage paid?…

* MA minimum wage was $13.50 in 2021

(Note: rapid increases have occurred in past 
two years, especially for entry-level employees 
-- MA minimum wage is now $15 in 2023)

2021 numbers reported by 16-farm CISA cohort



What percentage of farm 
revenue is spent on payroll 

for a typical veg farm?



Veg Enterprise Payroll to Revenue Ratio

• Cost of paid labor associated 
with veg enterprise relative to 
gross veg enterprise revenue

• Does not include wages paid 
to farm owners or family

• On small farms with no 
workers, this ratio is zero. 

• On large farms, typical range 
was 30% to 50+% - and very 
likely trending upwards?

2017-19
(average)

2020

2021



Veg Enterprise Payroll to Revenue Ratio

• This shows the range in veg 
enterprise payroll to revenue 
ratio across each of the three 
geographic cohorts for 2020 
and 2021.

2020

2021



Some other insights and 
lessons learned…



Among original Pasa farms --
No market channel was a clear winner



Farms that focus on veggies may make more $ on veggies * 

Farm business net income 
related to focus on veg enterprise, 2017-19

Veg enterprise net profit margin related to 
focus on veg enterprise, 2017-19

Data are the 
mean values 
for each farm, 
averaged for 
all years over 
2017–19 for 
which we 
have data for 
that farm

* BUT are not necessarily more profitable overall… 



…and very likely miss out on other opportunities!

Veg enterprise net income, 2020

Farm business net income, 2020 Farm business net income, 2021

Veg enterprise net income, 2021

2020 2021

• The median net from vegetables was only 20%-60% of median total farm business net

• Other enterprises besides vegetables were key contributors to profitability on most farms

• But note: COVID-relief and other grant funding played an unusually large role in 2020-21



Can veg farmers make a middle-class living 
growing vegetables?

• 2021 median household 
incomes by state were:

--$89,026 for MA
--$67,587 for PA
--$60,516 for NC

Key Notes & Caveats:

• Depreciation NOT included

• Remember, in 2020 and 
2021, COVID relief 
temporarily & significantly 
inflated net farm income

• Most farms in the study 
had off-farm income. On 
study farms, median 
household income was 
about 70% higher than 
median farm net income

 $-  $50,000  $100,000  $150,000  $200,000  $250,000  $300,000

Farms with >12 acres in vegetables

Farms with 3-12 acres in vegetables

Farms with <3 acres in vegetable

Median farm net income for all participating farms

2021 2020

 $-  $50,000  $100,000  $150,000  $200,000  $250,000  $300,000

Farms with >12 acres in vegetables

Farms with 3-12 acres in vegetables

Farms with <3 acres in vegetable

Median veg enterprise net income for all participating farms



Can veg farmers make a middle-class living 
growing vegetables?

• 2021 median household 
income in MA:
--$89,026

• Grant income was more 
common and substantial 
on larger farms

• Off-farm income was more 
common and substantial 
on smaller farms

 $-  $50,000  $100,000  $150,000  $200,000  $250,000  $300,000

Farms with >12 acres in vegetables

Farms with 3-12 acres in vegetables

Farms with <3 acres in vegetable

Median farm net income for all participating farms

2021 2020

2021 income reported by 16-farm CISA cohort:

Percentile

10 25 Median 75 90

Total Farm Net Income With Grants $    (1,074) $    32,675 $    56,411 $ 150,865 $ 212,951 

Farm Net Without Grants $    (9,938) $        (216) $     37,268 $    62,613 $ 127,233 

Farm Net per Owner FTE Without Grants $    (7,935) $          579 $    17,641 $    31,471 $    64,716 
Farm Net Without Grants + Household 
Off-farm Income $    15,903 $    41,245 $    68,032 $ 134,078 $ 167,233 



Can veg farmers make a middle-class living 
growing vegetables?

2021 whole farm rate of return per FTE of owner/family labor (16 CISA farms):

2017-19 veg rate of return per FTE of owner/family labor (39 Pasa farms):

Percentile

10 25 Median 75 90

Farm Net per Owner FTE Without Grants $    (7,935) $          579 $    17,641 $    31,471 $    64,716 



Review: key indicators of 
farm financial health to 

track from year to year…



Some key points and lessons learned

• Numbers vary widely from year to year, and from farm to farm -- based on 

farm size, markets, overhead, accounting methods, and many other factors

• No one (or few) indicators or benchmarks give clear answers in isolation –

but considering a combination can provide a great deal of food for thought 

in understanding 

• The interlocking puzzle pieces of your farm, and 

• How they relate to your goals for your farm

• Comparing your farm’s numbers to others can provide food for thought… 

AND tracking and comparing your own farm’s year-over-year numbers, 

using consistent accounting methods, is especially valuable



Note: EBIDTA can be a useful variation on net income
• Main difference in this study: subtracts out interest
• Facilitates more apples-to-apples comparisons between farm







Questions -

• Do you currently track financial benchmarks on your farm?

• Do you have ideas for how you’d like to track more key 
benchmarks on your farm?

• Any other takeaways?



For additional assistance, contact:

Kristen Wilmer
kristen@buylocalfood.org
413-665-7100, ext. 22

Questions?
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