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INTRODUCTION
The tale of American farms and farmland has become a familiar story. Loss of 
farms and land in agriculture has occurred across the country; Maryland is no 
different. In the past 30 years, Maryland has lost over 525,000 acres of farmland 
and almost 4,000 farms. But which types of farms are decreasing? How have 
specific animals or crops changed? How has land use shifted?

This report examines Maryland agriculture over 30 years, using the Census 
of Agriculture to look at four points in history. We start with the most current 
census year available, 2012, and compare to 2002, 1992, and 1982. This allows 
us to take a critical eye to Maryland agriculture and see trends and changes in 
the number of farms, the acres devoted to specific crops, and number of animals 
raised over the 30-year time period. The food system functions on regional, 
national, and even global scales. Therefore, trends within one state do not directly 
translate to overall food supply and demand. However, in a constantly changing 
world, with increasing pressures from climate change and other global forces, it 
is important to understand what Maryland used to grow in recent history, what it 
currently grows, and potential future trends.

With these data, we pose a series of questions for further research. This report 
does not go into detail about why these changes have occurred. Instead, it is an 
exercise to help us think about potential impacts to agriculture, whether positive 
or negative, and where we would like to see Maryland agriculture in the future.
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METHODS
In this analysis we focus on a select few crops and food animals grown and raised in Maryland.

Vegetables: Tomatoes, potatoes, sweet corn, and snap beans are some of the most consumed 
vegetables in the U.S., according to consumption estimates. In Maryland, these are also some of 
the top vegetables in production within the four points examined. Also included are four dif-
ferent types of leafy green vegetables—collards, kale, turnips and mustard—as they displayed 
striking trends throughout the years analyzed.

Fruits: Apples, watermelons, and peaches are the top fruit crops in Maryland and are also some 
of the most consumed fruits in the U.S., according to consumption estimates. These three fruits 
also provide contrasting yet interesting trends over time and throughout the state.

Grains: Soybeans, corn for grain, and wheat are major crops of interest and grown across the 
country in large quantities for use in many different products.

Food Animals: Two food animals were chosen for this report – layer hens and dairy cows. Layer 
hens show interesting fluctuations in production over time. Their potential relationship to broiler 
production on the Eastern Shore, which is known to be increasing, is also of interest. Dairy cows 
have a rich history of dairy production in the region yet show declining trends that are seen from 
1982 to 2012.
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This table shows the decrease in the number of farms and farmland acres over the past 
30 years in Maryland. The total number of acres has decreased by 526,983 and the total 
number of farms has decreased by 3,927.

1982 1992 2002 2012

Number of farms 16,183 13,037 12,198 12,256

Number of acres 2,557,728 2,223,476 2,077,630 2,030,745

Maryland has 
experienced a  
21% loss of  
farmland  
since 1982.
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Overall, tomato production has 
decreased by 4,948 acres (88% 
loss) since 1982. This vege-
table crop shows the largest 
percentage decrease over the 
30-year time period, of the veg-
etables and fruits examined in 
this report. 

From 1982 until 2002, the 
number of farms decreased 
by 176. That number slightly 
increased by 48 in 2012. Overall, 
number of farms decreased by 
22% since 1982. 

As displayed in the maps on the 
following page, tomatoes used to 
be very prevalent on the Eastern 
Shore, but have nearly disap-
peared in that region over the 
past 30 years. 

Was the slight increase in 
number of farms in 2012 due to 
an increase in direct marketing 
and farmers markets? Much of 
the loss may be attributed to 
processing facilities closing or 
leaving the area; are there new 
opportunities for processing 
tomatoes in the region? 
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Sweet corn production has 
decreased by 6,596 acres (45% 
loss) since 1982.

The number of farms has also 
decreased by 564 (62% loss) 
since 1982.

Have farms transitioned to other 
crops and, if so, what other crops 
are they growing? Sweet corn is 
still in high demand - where is it 
being grown?

SWEET CORN
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POTATOES

Acres in potatoes have been 
variable over the past 30 years. 
Overall, Maryland has lost 21% of 
acres in potatoes. 

The number of potato farms 
was on a downward trend from 
1982-2002 but saw an increase 
in 2012. Overall, the number of 
farms decreased by 7%.

Were there large farms that 
changed or closed their opera-
tions after 2002? Did contracts 
with major potato brokers in the 
region change?
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GREENS

Generally, greens (kale, collards, 
turnip and mustard) followed 
similar trends throughout the 
years shown, with the highest 
number of acres and farms in 
production during 1992 and the 
lowest in 2012. 

Overall, kale had the most signif-
icant change in acres harvested 
from 1992 to 2012, with a loss of 
798 acres (92% loss). 

Are greens an easier crop for 
a farmer to grow one year but 
not the next? Did farms need 
to make up for a loss the year 
before when planting in 1992? 
Are fluctuations due to local and 
regional demand?

0	  

100	  

200	  

300	  

400	  

500	  

600	  

700	  

800	  

900	  

1000	  

1982	   1992	   2002	   2012	  

NUMBER	  OF	  ACRES	  OF	  GREENS	  
COLLARD	  GREENS	   KALE	   MUSTARD	  GREENS	   TURNIP	  GREENS	  

500
600

100

700

200

800

300

900

400

1,000

Acres of Greens

1982 1992 2002 2012

Number of Farms Harvesting Greens

0	  

20	  

40	  

60	  

80	  

100	  

120	  

140	  

1982	   1992	   2002	   2012	  

NUMBER	  OF	  FARMS	  HARVETING	  GREENS	  
COLLARD	  GREENS	   KALE	   MUSTARD	  GREENS	   TURNIP	  GREENS	  

1982 1992 2002 2012

100

120

140

20

40

60

80



9

SNAP BEANS

Snap bean production has 
remained stable with only a 3% 
decrease in acres since 1982.

Despite a decrease in the number 
of farms in 2002, 2012 reports 
the highest number of farms 
since 1982, an 11% increase. 

Is the climate or soil in Maryland 
well suited for snap bean pro-
duction? Have the markets 
and processing infrastruc-
ture for snap beans remained 
more stable than other 
vegetable crops? 
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Apple orchard production has 
decreased by 5,222 acres (73% 
loss) since 1982.

Since 1982, apple orchards have 
decreased by 380 across the 
state. Overall, Maryland has lost 
69% of apple orchards. 

As we can see in the maps on 
the following page, most of 
this decrease has occurred in 
Western and Central Maryland. 
Historically, there is little to no 
apple orchard production on the 
Eastern Shore. 

Was there an overall decrease 
because of how costly it is to 
grow and maintain orchards? 
Was the decrease a conse-
quence of growth in supply in 
other areas of the country? Has 
the soil or climate changed to 
make Maryland less suitable 
for apple orchards?

APPLES
Number of Apple Orchards*

500

600

100

200

300

400

1982 1992 2002 2012

Acres of Apples*

5,000

6,000

100

7,000

2,000

8,000

3,000

4,000

1982 1992 2002 2012

*Includes bearing and non-bearing acres



11

Apples
Acres Bearing and Non-Bearing
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Similar to snap beans, over the 
four points in history, water-
melon production has remained 
steady, and has in fact increased. 
2012 shows the largest number 
of watermelon farms with 303 
farms and the most acres in 
production, at 3,278 acres. 
Overall, the number of farms 
has increased 15% and the acres 
have increased 41%. 

Is the Delmarva Watermelon 
Association expanding? Are the 
soil and climate particularly well 
suited for growing watermelons 
in Maryland? 

WATERMELON
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PEACHES

Similar to apples, peach orchard 
production has decreased; since 
1982, Maryland has lost 2,376 
acres (70% loss).

Since 1982, the number of peach 
orchards has decreased by 322. 
Overall, Maryland has lost 72% of 
peach orchards.

Do peach orchards face the same 
concerns as apple orchards in 
Maryland and, therefore, have 
similar trends? Is it possible that 
the orchards that have closed 
produced both peaches and ap-
ples on the same farm?
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The number of soybean 
farms has decreased over 
the years (37% loss), yet the 
number of acres has stayed 
relatively stable with a slight 
15% increase.

As shown in the maps, 
soybean production has 
continued to be mostly con-
centrated on the Eastern Shore 
of Maryland. 

Has soybean production 
remained stable due to feed 
needs of the chicken industry? 
Are Maryland’s soybeans 
used for other products 
besides animal feed? What 
conditions on the Eastern 
Shore make soybeans well 
suited for growth?
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No Data 1-5,000 5,001-10,000 10,001-20,000 20,001-35,000 35,001 or more

19921982

2002 2012

Acres of Soybeans Harvested

No Data 1-5,000 5,001-10,000 10,001-20,000 20,001-35,000 35,001 or more

19921982

2002 2012

Acres of Soybeans Harvested

Acres



16

The number of farms produc-
ing corn for grain has been on 
a downward trend since 1982 
(60% loss).

Unlike soybeans, however, the 
number of acres in production 
has also been on a downward 
trend, with a slight increase in 
2012. Overall, the acres have 
decreased by 30%.

Are the corn cultivars being used 
allowing for more efficient pro-
duction? Are farmers switching 
to another field crop or closing 
their operation? Are animal 
producers importing grain from 
other regions of the country 
or beyond? 
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WHEAT

The number of acres in wheat 
production has been variable 
since 1982. Out of the four 
points, the highest number of 
acres in wheat production was 
during 2012.

Although the number of acres 
has been variable, the number of 
wheat farms has been declining 
since 1982 with a slight increase 
in 2012. Overall, the number of 
farms has decreased by 43%.

Is wheat production similar 
to corn for grain produc-
tion – the cultivars being used 
allow for more efficient pro-
duction and therefore more 
wheat can be grown on fewer 
acres? How does the cover crop 
program affect the number of 
farms planting wheat? 
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The number of farms with layer 
hens decreased by 1,084 from 
1982-2002. However, from 2002 
to 2012, the number of farms 
has increased by 734. Overall, 
the number of farms changed 
by 18%. 

The maps show that Central 
Maryland remains an area of 
higher hen production, even as 
decreases are seen throughout 
the state. 

Although the number of farms 
increased in 2012, the inventory, 
or total number of hens, has con-
tinued to decrease throughout 
the years. Overall, the number 
of hens raised has decreased 
by 38%.

What was the impact of avian 
influenza on layer hen invento-
ry? Are farms beginning to raise 
hens for eggs in addition to other 
products, and thus there are 
more farms with a small number 
of hens? Or have new small-scale 
hen operations sprung up? 
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Dairy farms have been on a 
significant downward trend in 
Maryland. The number of dairy 
cow operations has decreased 
by 1,645 (74% loss) from 1982 
through 2012. 

The inventory, or total number of 
cows, has also decreased since 
1982 by just over 77,000 dairy 
cows, a loss of 60%. 

Have the dairy farms decreased 
due to consolidation? Are there 
fewer options for processing 
dairy within the state and thus 
dairy farms decreased? With 
land prices increasing and since 
cows require a lot of land to 
graze for a small return, are dairy 
cows becoming too expensive 
in Maryland?
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FUTURE QUESTIONS AND LIMITATIONS
There are many reasons why farms have disappeared or the use of farmland has changed, including natural fluctu-
ations in markets and climate, major changes in the industry, or loss of critical infrastructure. We must consider all 
aspects of the food system in order to understand trends and how this may affect our future in agriculture. 

As with any analysis, there are limitations. We must acknowledge that the Census of Agriculture collects data every 5 
years and this analysis only focuses on 4 specific time points. Therefore, trends and fluctuations may have occurred 
in the years between. Our goal was to examine trends over a 30-year time period. Additionally, the Census of Agricul-
ture continually makes improvements in methodology, processes, and technologies and it is important to keep this in 
mind as we compare across multiple data collection years.

The local, regional, national and global contexts of the food system must be explored as to why changes may have 
occurred and how they may affect the future of agriculture here in Maryland. For example, consider these factors: 

 ‹ Agriculture and trade polices – global, national, state and local.

 ‹ Farming methods and scaling up– the disappearance of small to mid-size farms and the rise of large-scale, 
industrial farming.

 ‹ The rise of vertically integrated systems – one company owning every piece of the system from production 
to processing to retail. 

 ‹ The lack of new farmers to take over land as current farmers age.

 ‹ The loss of infrastructure, from processing facilities to small-scale equipment dealers.

 ‹ The expenses of farming and simultaneous decrease of returns for specific products.

 ‹ Changing demand for certain products by the national and global population.

 ‹ Soil and climate changes over time.

What would an ideal agriculture system look like in Maryland – one that promoted healthful eating habits and sus-
tainable farm businesses? Are there other considerations? What would have to change in order to meet that system? 
We hope that applying a historical lens to agriculture in Maryland will contribute to the larger conversation about the 
state’s current and future role in the local, regional, national and global food system. 
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