
Utilization of r.larginal Lands 
in the Cleanvater Valley 

I have been asked to discuss the phenomenon of people moving back to 

small parcels of marginal land and to c:Arplore some of the potential uses 

for such lands. It can be observcd thut many people are moving or planning 

to move to five to fi fteen acre tracts wi thin corrunuting dis tance of ernploy-

ment in larger towns and cities. Discussion of some of the factors involved 

in the back to the land movement should be helpful in unders tanding some of 

the available lmld use options . 

I believe that the back to the land movement that has been accelerating 

In recent years is not primarily an economic phenomenon . It is instead, 

I believe, a philosophical, political, social --almost a spiritual movement 

\\'hich is taking place in the Uni ted Sta tes today. I think part of this move-

ment back to the land is in response to a continuing decline in confidence in 

our ins ti tutions, particularly the United States goveITllnent. The news media 

tells us that the masses of people in this country are beginning to feel in-

creasingly wary about the future . 111CY read in various publications and news-

letters and hear on television of the problems faced at home and abroad . 

They are bombarded daily with generally adverse news of the Middle East , a 

decline in detente with Russia and predictions of increasingly severe energy 

problems . 111ey read of breakdowns in society (such as the riots, burning and 

looting during the blackout in New York City last year) and hear estimates 

of changing world climate with all sorts of adverse affects upon food produc-

tion and upon the quality of life. Some experts and national publications 

are evaluating the possibility that the climate is going' to become colder . 
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The las t two htmdred years have been lIDu.c;ually wann (ll1U thus quite favorable 

for the production of food. During that several htmdred year period popula

tions worldwide increased drCllTlatically. With periods of increasing cold 

weather being projected, leading to declines in agricultural prouuction, 

severe social and economic dislocations are expected to occur . 

Other authorities are maintaining that we are releasing so much carhon 

dioxide into the atmosphere that we are going to create G. "greenhouse effect" 

- - causing problems of very high temperatures and high humidities. 'The "green

house effect" would be irreversible and lead to the death of the plant . 

Neither scenario is likely to instill confidence in the peonle . 

We read in the news almost daily of the rlse of economic protectionism. 

We find that labor lIDions and politicians in this cOl.ll1try are demanding pro

tection from less costly, and perhaps better quality goods, imported into 

this cOlIDtry. 111e European common market is also fighting internal pres

sures to increase import duties } on products imported into those cOlIDtries . 

We read increasingly that intellectuals and educators aTe voicing concern 

over such things · as economic protectionism, the stabili t:" of our finan-

cial system, the high levels of debt in the deyeloping countries, and 

even the relatively little protection for bank deposits afforded by FDIC 

insurance. Many of our economists are becoming increasingly concerned with 

the problems of inflation, unemployment and the high levels of inter-

est being paid on our public and private debts. The National Tax FOlIDdation 

recently reported that current commitments and liabili ties of the United States 

government is in excess of 7.56 trillion dollars. This is about five times 

the net national product produced in the COl.ll1try! 

We find that investors are retrenching and that many of the financial 

publications directed toward investors are encouraging them to take defensive 
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strategies designed to maintain the wealth tJlat they have been able to accu-

mulate . 111ere is less emphasis on increosing that weol th through long tenn 

investment as very defensive investment policies and advice is now being 

given . We also find that many of America's sensitives; the psychics, poets, 

artists, con~osers and writers seem to be eA~ressing considerable insecurity 

over the future of this COWltry. 'l\ newsman cmd author on a SW1day, July 9 

television program commented that an index of atti tudes expressed in current 

literature is very pessimistic concerning the immediate future . He stated 

the index to have been quite accurate in twelve of thirteen cases in fore-

shadowing or predicting major chaotic conditions developing during u.s. his-

tory . 

Similar reservations about the future are being expressed by Europeans. 

111e following quotes are from the lead article of the July 7 Wall Street 

1 1 I 
uOUffia..l • 

"In Stockholm, Kome and other European cltles, elJerly 
couples shuffle past shops full of sophisticated and costly 
products . But they aren't interested in spending a meager 
pension on things easily stolen by jobless thugs. Rather, 
they wonder whether they should join their grown children, 
who have moved to rural villages and live much as their an
cestors did before the Industrial Revolution . 

Do such people symbolize the Europe of the year 2000? 
They just might, according to many e onomists, business

men and others who have been studying how Western Europe may 
evolve in a couple of decades. 

While national leaders in Europe, no less than in the 
U.S., are still vowing to avert all-out protectionism, it is 
rapidly becoming the overriding long-term worry. Unless slow 
economic growth and the consequent resort to protectionism 
are reversed, British Foreign Secretary David Owen cautions, 
these trends will frustrate development of the poor countries, 
which are cOlll1ting on heavy exports of manufactured goods to 
rich nations to make it feasible for the poor to build factor
ies big enough to be efficient. If ~le poor countries are held 
dO\\TJ1, My. Owen predicts, ~.ye shall face anarchy and chaos by the 
end of the century.' 

As the Europe 2000 panel sums it up, the century's end will 
find Europe becoming a more-complex blend of old an~ new. Cars 
and classrooms will gradually be giving way to bicycles and horne 
computer links, big cities and big factories will be giving way 
to village co.mmooes where "extended families" of yOWlg and old 
share chores of fanning and srnall- scale manufacturing for multi
national corporations . More than anything else, it suggests, 
Europe ' s next phase will be a rnodenlized, more-tolerant version 
of 'Seventeenth Century New England . '" 
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TIle factors that I have so pessimis tically outlined, (ohviously I have 

ignored optimistic factors) are, I believe, creating part of this interest 

and desire for families to move out of towns and cities and live on five 

to fifteen acre tracts of land. There is the perception (whether true or 

not) that these small fanns are going to provide an inflation hedge and a 

chaos or security hedge. Many purchasers of these parcels of farm land 

feel (rightly or wrongly) that they will be able to be more self-sufficient 

than they would have been in the cities. They believe they can grow and 

store a good portion of their food, perhaps keep a milk cow, chickens, etc . 

~funy people are also interested in moving back to the five to fifteen 

acre tract of land because they see the move as increasing the quality of 

t:lp.:i.r lives. Agai.l ~ t~l is 1.1.2_y not be true , but many f amilies feel tha t they 

,·:il~ be able to be'cter require more r e:-pOllsib : lity f rom thei r c1;.ildren 

through assigned chores, to control the whereabouts and the beha -ior of 

their children more closely and work together as a family creating better 

intrafamily relationships by growing food on a small tract of land within 

corrnlluting dis tance of employment. 

Thus, for whatever reason, we find an increasing in teres t and incidence 

In the ownership of five to fifteen acre parcels of fannland. Today \ve \,'ill 

try to discuss some of the possibilities for improving the economic et:i

ciency of O\vning these tracts of land. Of course the most obvious i s home 

gardening. The Idahonian newspaper in mid-June printed an article III \\'hi ch t he 

U.S. Department of Agriculture estimated that serious home gardener s can can l 

a net return of from tJl ree to five dollars per hour of time spent - -or an 

average of four dollars per hour. This return resul ts from ca r e ful pL .l1ffi i ng 

of vegetables to be groKn and careful preservation by canning or f r cc:ing of 
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the vegetables that arc not eaten as fresh produce. A lTtU111 0 r four JOl l <JTS 

an hour for vegetable gardening would be equivalent to five dollars per hour 

in Jftcr t.L'\. income for a perso;} .in the 20 % income tax bracket. Additional 

state lIlcomc tax and social securi ty tax savings could increase the net ofter ° 

tux retuloa even more. 

Testing and evaluating alternative crops have been an integral part of 

research at the University of Idaho fQr many years. tvbst of the crops being 

looked at, however, tend to be larger scaled crops that would be grown In 

much lurger acreages than those that lYe are talking about today. They \vould 

tend to be crops that might replace wheat, barley, peas or lentils. 

~le Idaho county agricultural agent recently working on a Masters Degree 

at the University of Idaho studied the economic potential of raising several 

onlamental shrubs in northelll Idail0. On the basis of his market survev and 

his estimated costs of production it appears that there are several quite 

profitable possibilities. However, the market for such crops is generally 

very limited and more than a few people producing these specialty crops 

could totally destroy tile market. 

Other possibilities for using the five to fifteen acre tracts include 

growing of small fruits or vegetables for sale. The middle Clearwater 

Valley would have some disadvantage in terms of Lewiston area farmers having 

an earlier growing season and being able to market most produce at an earlier 

date. TIle major local centers of population --Lewiston, ~bscow, Pullman, etc., 

could also be better and earlier served by fruit and vegetable producers in 

the Lewis ton area or from areas along the Snake River in Eas tern Washington. 

There may, however, be some limited possibilities for growing vegetables to 

be sold in Orifino, Nez Perce, Kamiah and other small local towns and in 

those rur~11 areas 'located at higher and culucr oJ C'v.1tions ° 
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Who.tever use is made of the five to fifteen acre tr3ct, one cannot over 

emphasize the necessity to carefully compute the total cost of production and 

compare it very carefully with the realistic market value of the proJuce. 

Enterprise analysis is the basic tool that is used for evaluating the 

profi tabili ty of an enterprise - -\\The-ther it be 800 acres of grain or I acre 

of strm~berries. Examples of enterprise analysis and copies of the publica

tions, "Can You Earn Your Living On A Small Farm" and "Country Living --AT\~ 

You Sure" will be made available to you today. TIle two publications address 

some of the basic questions that we have not looked at here today as well as 

some of the ideas that have been mentioned. I think you ,~ill find them help

ful in deciding \~1ether or not you want to move onto and live on a small farm. 

In summary I believe the purchase of a five to fifteen acre farm is, for 

most people, more of a social or philosophical illldertaking than it is an 

economic one. MOst people will find that the costs of producing marketable 

commodities on a small farm, and the costs of transportation to the job and 

tmvn are greater than the economic benefits to be realized from farming on 

the land. From a personal standpoint, however, it may well be that the 

_ ownership and operation of a small farm provides a psychic income which far 

outweighs the disadvantages of small farm cwnership. 
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