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Abstract 

This article focuses on how county agent could better identify future agricultural 

extension directions and priorities for their county using the agriculture census data. We 

provide a method to develop net farm income statements from raw census data so 

county agents may better determine how farms outlay expenditures and generate 

income. Using Socorro County data from 2002-2022, we found that reducing seeding 

rate, hired labor, and custom work production expenses would increase net cash farm 

income. Efforts to better select government payments and related farm support 

programs would also increase net income. This finding may be utilized by all county 

agents throughout the United States. 

Keywords: county census data, county agriculture Extension, net farm cash income, 

total farm production expenses, total farm production income 

 

 



Introduction 

The USDA Census of Agriculture (AgCensus) data, provided quinquennially by the 

USDA, contains some of the most detailed reports of farm production costs and income 

currently available. Income and cost data are available at the county level, unlike their 

annual state and national reports (USDA, 2024). Some state agencies, such as the New 

Mexico Department of Agriculture (NMDA, 2023), report agricultural data annually, but 

they typically do not include farm income statements for each county (NMDA, 2023). 

Most states create enterprise budgets, but unlike census data, budgets focus on 

specific crops and do not provide overall county income statements that reflect 

performance among all crops and livestock enterprises in the county.  

Because of ongoing changes in farm technology, including emerging artificial 

intelligence (AI), as well as unpredictable climate conditions, including severe drought 

(NDMC, 2024), it is a challenge for county agriculture agents in New Mexico to assist 

producers in structuring their farms for the future. County agriculture agents may thus 

determine how farm structure has changed by comparing Census findings across 

current and past surveys. The AgCensus data can fill voids in county data and is 

potentially valuable for understanding how farms generate income and allocate 

expenses in their operations. 

The primary objective of this article is to use the farm income and production expenses 

statements of the AgCensus data to identify future extension activities and planning for 

county agriculture agents by analyzing raw AgCensus data from the past five surveys 

(USDA, 2022, 2017, 2012, 2007, and 2002). We present county income statements 

over the past 20 years and provide implications for guiding future extension direction 

and priorities for the next five years in Socorro County, New Mexico (NM). We chose 

Socorro County, NM, for the income statement because its net cash income trend is 

representative of the overall state, which has steadily increased over the past 20 years, 

showing positive net cash farm income. Studying Socorro will provide valuable guidance 

to other counties in New Mexico, many of which have unfortunately experienced 

negative net farm cash income. The results will provide valuable insight for future 



extension and policy direction for stakeholders. This approach also applies to other 

counties in the United States using their state’s AgCensus data. 

 

Methods and Materials 

USDA cash income statements for counties, as used in their AgCensus, differ from the 

net farm income defined by traditional farm management sources (Kay et al., 2002). 

Textbooks define net farm income as revenue less expenses, adjusting for accrual 

accounts, e.g. prepaid expenses, changes in inventories, investments in growing crops, 

etc. The net cash farm income of operations used by AgCensus includes only cash 

related income and expenses: 

𝑁𝑁𝑁𝑁𝑁𝑁 𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐𝑐ℎ 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜 𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜𝑜

= 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝 𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇 𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓𝑓 𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝𝑝 𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒𝑒 

 

In this paper, we obtain income and expenses as follows: 

Total farm production income: The sum of the market value of agriculture products sold, 

government payments, and total income from farm-related sources as reported in Table 

1 of the AgCensus (Appendix A1). Total farm production income is not directly presented 

in the raw census data but can be calculated by summing the market value of 

agriculture products sold, government payments, and total income from farm-related 

sources.  

Total farm production expenses: The sum of fertilizers, chemicals, seeds, livestock 

purchased and leased, feeds, gasoline, utilities, repairs, hired farm labor, contract labor, 

custom work, cash rent for land, building, rent for machinery, interest, property taxes, 

and all other production expenses including medical supplies as reported in Table 3 of 

the AgCensus (Appendix A2).  

The difference between these two values is the net cash farm income of operations, an 

example of which is shown in Table 4 of the AgCensus (Appendix 3). In addition to 



these, a detailed definition of each expense item can be found in Appendix B of the 

2022 USDA Census (USDA 2024, pp. B-18-19). 

The census also reports the depreciation cost of farm machinery and buildings, 

reflecting the annual loss in fair market value due to age, wear, and obsolescence from 

farm use throughout its service life as reported in Table 3 of the AgCensus (Appendix 4). 

Depreciation expenses are not cash outlays and are not included in total farm 

production expenses in the census data. Instead, these costs are considered ownership 

expenses, representing fixed costs to the farm operation. 

We organized AgCensus data from the past five surveys, beginning in 2002, in an Excel 

spreadsheet to generate Net Cash Farm Income of Operations statements for each 

year and compare them across years. Next, we calculated net cash farm income of an 

average farm by dividing total net cash farm income by the number of farms. The 

averages were then weighted to assess the variation in production costs across items. 

This analysis enabled us to identify trends and provide insight into future extension 

direction. The Excel spreadsheet used in this analysis is available for extension agents 

and other stakeholders (MS Office, 2023). 

In addition to descriptive analysis, we conducted a simple linear trend analysis using 

AgCensus data from 2002 to 2022 to examine changes in net cash farm income over 

time. This method helped illustrate general patterns in income across census years 

without requiring complex statistical modeling. The time trend analysis supports the 

interpretation of long-term changes relevant to the county extension direction. 

Socorro County in New Mexico 

Socorro County, located in Southwest New Mexico, is one of 33 counties in the region. 

The County’s primary agriculture income comes from livestock, which accounts for 84-

89% of its revenue, with crops such as alfalfa, grain hays, and chiles contributing 11-

16% (USDA, 2024). In 2021, Socorro County received 8.61 inches of rainfall, with 

irrigation from the Middle Rio Grande providing substantial additional water (NMDA, 

2023). The total income farm-related sources are custom work, gross cash rent, 



tourism, insurance, and government program payment. Recently, the county has 

encountered challenges due to labor and water shortages. 

 

Results 

Socorro County’s net cash income has notably increased over the past 20 years, rising 

from $6,660 in 2002 to $41,836 in 2022, with particularly strong gains after 2017 (Table 

1). This growth contrasts with periods of decline, such as between 2007 and 2012, 

when net cash income decreased modestly from $8,488 to $7,714. In contrast, 

Sandoval County has consistently reported negative net cash income, worsening from –

$3,326 in 2002 to –$5,530 in 2022, unlike Socorro County’ stable, positive, and upward 

trend (Table 1). Luna County shows more variability, starting at a high of $53,908 in 

2002, dropping sharply to $6,265 in 2007, recovering to $49,327 in 2012, and then 

surging to $215,200 by 2022. While Luna County in New Mexico had positive income 

and growth in 2022, its growth in 2012 was lower than that of Socorro and slightly 

higher in 2002. This variability makes it challenging to predict future trends beyond 

2022.  

 

Table 1. Examples of county net cash farm income in New Mexico, 2002-2022. 

($1,000) 2002 2007 2012 2017 2022 
Luna 53,908 6,265 49,327 56,399 215,200 
Sandoval -3,326 -799 -1,100 -513 -5,530 
Socorro 6,660 8,488 7,714 11,067 41,836 
NM State 19,373 17,558 9,501 13,785 31,357 
US National 19,032 33,827 43,750 43,053 79,790 

Data source: USDA census data 2002,2007,2012, 2017, and 2022. 

 

The variability in income across the three counties can be explained by local 

differences. Sandavol county is considerably more urban than Socorro County and 

experiences more urbanization. Socorro and Luna Counties are similar in crop and 

livestock production, with Luna having higher production rates. The variability in Luna 



County income is related to changes in water availability and investment in more 

efficient irrigation infrastructure over the last 20 years. Table 1 also includes average net 

cash farm income for New Mexico State and the U.S. national level. Socorro County’s 

income generally follows the trend of the state average, while national income has 

increased more rapidly than both the state and Socorro over the past 20 years. 

Table 2 presents the net cash farm income statement for Socorro County, NM, based on 

agricultural census data. Over the past 20 years, total farm production income has 

fluctuated. From 2002 to 2012, total farm production income more than doubled, 

increasing from $37.6 million to $80.2 million, but it declined steadily thereafter, falling to 

$63.4 million by 2022. Total income has been significantly influenced by the number of 

farms, which peaked at 704 farms in 2012 but decreased to 453 by 2022. Among the 

three major income components, government payments have consistently increased, 

rising from $697,000 in 2002 to $3.1 million in 2022, and have been a primary driver of 

income growth. The market value of agricultural products sold reached a high of $77.2 

million in 2012 before declining to $57.9 million in 2022, while farm-related income grew 

from $1.1 million in 2002 to $2.4 million in 2022. 

Total farm production expenses have fluctuated similarly, rising from $34.6 million in 

2002 to a peak of $74.8 million in 2012, then declining over the past two AgCensus 

reports to $59.3 million in 2017 and $44.4 million in 2022 (Table 2). Despite these 

changes in costs and the declining number of farms, net cash farm income has 

generally risen over the past 20 years, increasing from $3.0 million in 2002 to $19.0 

million in 2022. However, the raw census data makes it challenging to assess the 

impact on any given average farm in Socorro County due to variations in farm numbers 

and the aggregate smoothing inherent in reported averages. 

 

 

 

 



Table 2. Net cash farm income statement of Socorro County NM, 2002-2022 ($1,000). 

Item 2002 2007 2012 2017 2022 
Mkt value of ag products sold 35,776 40,101 77,247 65,148 57,928 
Government payments 697 284 1,539 265 3,105 
Total inc farm-related source 1,141 1,152 1,430 1,219 2,354 
Total farm prod income 37,614 41,537 80,216 66,632 63,387 
      
Fertilizers 283 617 1,330 1,226 1,108 
Chemicals 127 208 386 309 333 
Seeds 145 324 803 611 738 
Livestock purchased/leased 2,516 2,798 4,385 1,743 2,432 
Feeds 13,869 12,067 35,577 28,016 13,127 
Gasoline 1,184 2,617 3,751 3,041 3,276 
Utilities 1,003 1,278 2,092 1,786 1,715 
Repairs 2,627 3,095 4,293 3,781 3,767 
Hired farm labor 4,570 4,379 7,912 8,073 7,107 
Contract labor 391 493 1,660 865 824 
Custom work  797 664 780 1,641 1,197 
Cash rent for land, building 1,040 1,616 2,550 1,589 1,651 
Rent for machinery 64 241 334 288 221 
Interest  2,649 2,727 2,545 1,351 1,861 
Property taxes 666 847 1,226 1,259 1,292 
Medical supplies 0 0  1,313 1,246 
All other production expenses 2,696 3,015 5,162 2,458 2,541 
Total farm prod expenses 34,627 36,986 74,785 59,349 44,436 
      
Net cash farm income 2,987 4,551 5,431 7,283 18,951 
      
Depreciation 3,403 3,518 6,558 5,345 3,378 
Number of farms 389 536 704 658 453 

Data Source: Agricultural census data, 2002,2007,2012, 2017, and 2022, USDA NASS 

 

To examine the trend of farm net cash income for an average farm in Socorro, we 

recalculated income and expenses by dividing the total number of farms from Table 2 

and generated the results shown in Table 3. While this average does not represent any 

specific farm, it provides insight into how farms close to the average income and costs 

have performed over the past 20 years. Table 3 shows that the average farm total 

income has increased over the past 20 years. Notably, total farm production income 



from farm-related sources has increased substantially from $101,264 to $139,927 

between 2017 and 2022. The recent trend suggests that the average farm in Socorro 

County earns income not only from core farm operations, but also from farm-related 

services such as custom work.  

 

Table 3. Net cash farm income of an average farm in Socorro County, NM (Dollars). 

 2002 2007 2012 2017 2022 
Mkt value of ag products sold 91,969 74,815  109,726  99,009  127,876  
Government payments 769 530  2,186  403  6,854  
Total Income farm-related source 2,933  2,149   2,031  1,853  5,196  
Total farm production income 95,671 77,494  113,943  101,264  139,927  
      
Fertilizers 728 1,151  1,889  1,863  2,446  
Chemicals 326 388  548  470  735  
Seeds 373  604  1,141  929  1,629  
Livestock purchased and leased 6,468 5,220  6,229  2,649  5,369  
Feeds 35,653 22,513  50,536  42,578  28,978  
Gasoline 3,044 4,882  5,328  4,622  7,232  
Utilities 2,578 2,384  2,972  2,714  3,786  
Repairs 6,753 5,774  6,098  5,746  8,316  
Hired farm labor 11,748 8,170  11,239  12,269  15,689  
Contract labor 1,005 920  2,358  1,315  1,819  
Custom work  2,049 1,239  1,108  2,494  2,642  
Cash rent for land, building 2,674 3,015  3,622  2,415  3,645  
Rent for machinery 165 450  474  438  488  
Interest  6,810 5,088  3,615  2,052  4,108  
Property taxes 1,707 1,580  1,741  1,913  2,852  
Medical supplies - - - 1,995  2,751  
All other production expenses 6,932 5,622  7,332  3,735  5,609  
Total farm production expenses 89,011 69,007  106,229  90,196  98,091  
       
Net cash farm income 6,660  8,487  7,714  11,068  41,834  

 

Depreciation  8,748  8,123  9,315  6,563  8,771  
Data source: Authors recalculated using agricultural census data. 

 



In terms of expenses, an average farm has faced rising costs for fertilizer, chemicals, 

and seeds due to high inflation post-COVID-19. Specifically, seed costs have increased 

fourfold, from $374 to $1,629 over the past 20 years, highlighting the need for extension 

agents to focus on optimal seeding strategies to reduce costs (Table 3). Feed expenses, 

the largest expense item, have decreased from $35,745 to $28,978, though they have 

fluctuated over the years. Livestock expenses have followed a similar trend to feed 

expenses. Gasoline, utility, and taxes have risen significantly due to the recent high 

inflation. Additionally, there is a noticeable trend that a Socorro farm has spent more on 

farm labor, contract labor, custom work, and cash rent for machinery and land over the 

past 20 years. Hired farm labor expenses, in particular, have risen markedly, making it 

the second-largest component of total farm expenses. Depreciation costs have seen 

modest increases but have fluctuated, peaking in 2012 and then both fell and rose from 

2017 to 2022. The trend indicates that farms have increasingly relied on hired labor and 

custom work over the past two decades.  

To assess how the relative importance of expense items changed, monetary units were 

removed based on Table 3. We recalculated Table 3 data by making percentages for 

each total income and expense item. We normalized total income and total farm 

production expenses to 100% and calculated the proportion of each component to 

examine how income and cost items have shifted over time. In Table 4, the government 

payments accounted for 5% of total income in 2022, increasing from its original 2% in 

2002. For production expenses, as shown in Table 3, seed expenses have made the 

largest increase, beginning from nearly 0% in 2002 to 2% by 2022, suggesting that 

farms should search for new seeding strategies. Livestock purchases have been one of 

the lower components over the years but recently have been on the rise. Feed 

expenses were the largest portion of total expenses. Gasoline and utilities have almost 

doubled.  

Hired farm labor is the second largest expense and has increased over time, rising from 

13% to 16% over the past 20 years. Custom work expenses have increased from 2 to 

3% of the total. Repair expenses have remained relatively constant, while depreciation, 

which is not included in the total, has increased. These suggest that investments in 



machinery have improved steadily. Socorro farms have seen rising expenses for owning 

machinery, as well as for hired farm labor and custom work. This is somewhat 

unexpected, as the traditional view suggests that owning more machinery should be 

able to reduce the need for hired labor and custom work. However, the data shows that, 

in Socorro, the average farm has spent more on hired labor and custom work as the 

weight of depreciation expense has increased. 

Table 4. Weight of items of net cash farm income in Socorro County, NM, 2002-2022. 

 2002 2007 2012 2017 2022 
Mkt value of ag products sold 95% 97% 96% 98% 91% 
Government payments 2% 1% 2% 0% 5% 
Total inc farm-related source 3% 3% 2% 2% 4% 
Total income 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
      
Fertilizers 1% 2% 2% 2% 2% 
Chemicals 0% 1% 1% 1% 1% 
Seeds 0% 1% 1% 1% 2% 
Livestock purch. and leased 7% 8% 6% 3% 5% 
Feeds 40% 33% 48% 47% 30% 
Gasoline 3% 7% 5% 5% 7% 
Utilities 3% 3% 3% 3% 4% 
Repairs 8% 8% 6% 6% 8% 
Hired farm labor 13% 12% 11% 14% 16% 
Contract labor 1% 1% 2% 1% 2% 
Custom work  2% 2% 1% 3% 3% 
Cash rent for land, building 3% 4% 3% 3% 4% 
Rent for machinery 0% 1% 0% 0% 0% 
Interest 8% 7% 3% 2% 4% 
Property taxes 2% 2% 2% 2% 3% 
Medical supplies 0% 0% 0% 2% 3% 
All other production expenses 8% 8% 7% 4% 6% 
Total farm production expenses 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 
      
Net cash farm income over 
total income 8% 11% 7% 11% 30% 

 

Depreciation over total farm 
production expenses  8%  9%  9%  10%  10%  

Data Source: Authors recalculated using agricultural census data. 



Long-term trends in net cash farm income in county, state, and national levels (2002-

2022) 

A linear trend analysis was conducted to evaluate changes in net cash farm income 

over time (Figure 1). In Socorro County, income steadily increased from 2002 to 2022, 

with the most significant rise occurring between 2017 and 2022 (slope = $1,458; R² = 

0.59). This trend closely followed that of the New Mexico state average, which showed 

a modest increase (slope = $403.90; R² = 0.15). In contrast, U.S. national income rose 

more sharply and consistently over the same period (slope = $2,614; R² = 0.85) (Table 

1). These findings indicate that income growth varied across geographic levels and 

support the use of localized data for county-level extension direction. 

 

 

Figure 1. Trends in long-term net cash farm income: Socorro County, New Mexico, and 
the United States (2002–2022). 
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Discussion 

A key limitation of this study is that AgCensus data are collected through voluntary 

reporting, which can result in underreporting or inconsistencies, particularly in counties 

with lower response rates or a high proportion of small-scale, niche, or 

underrepresented operations. While the AgCensus is a valuable and comprehensive 

dataset, it may not fully capture informal production, specialty crops, or non-commercial 

agricultural activities. We acknowledge that AgCensus data, while highly useful for 

extension planning and priority setting, may not fully reflect the complexity and diversity 

of agricultural practices in every county. County agents are expected to be able to 

assess these data gaps, though future work should consider supplementing AgCensus 

data with local surveys, extension records, or producer focus groups to improve context 

and data completeness. 

 

Conclusions and Implications for Future Directions in the County 

This article introduces a spreadsheet-based method that county extension agencies can 

use to analyze AgCensus data, identify trends in net cash farm income, and guide 

extension priorities and planning. This approach is anticipated to be valuable because 

raw AgCensus data are often underutilized at the local level. 

We applied the method to Socorro County, where net cash farm income has increased 

over the past 20 years. Total income was highest when government payments and 

related income sources played a major role, suggesting that Extension agents should 

help farms align with available government programs while also exploring alternative 

income sources. On the expense side, feed has consistently been the largest cost 

component, though it has fluctuated over time. Extension agents should closely monitor 

feed trends and help farms prepare for future changes. Notably, seed costs have risen 

sharply, underscoring the need to promote cost-saving strategies such as seed-saving 

where appropriate. Socorro farms have also become more mechanized, as reflected in 

rising depreciation costs, alongside increased use of hired labor and custom work. This 



points to an opportunity for extension to help farms use their own machinery more 

efficiently to reduce reliance on external labor and services. 

Importantly, this method can be applied by any county Extension agent using local 

historical census data to guide strategic planning. However, it is critical to acknowledge 

that census data are based on voluntary reporting and may not fully represent all 

producers or farm types. Future research should supplement census data with local 

surveys or producer input to improve accuracy. We also plan to expand this analysis to 

include counties with negative net cash income trends, providing a broader 

understanding of the diverse challenges facing county Extension programs nationwide. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix 1. Components of total farm production income.  
Source data: 2022 USDA Census data, p. 237. 
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_Co
unty_Level/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf   

https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf


 

Appendix 2. Components of farm production expenses.  
Source data: 2022 USDA Census data, p. 258. 
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Lev
el/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf   

https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf


 

Appendix 3. Net cash farm income of producers. 
Source data: 2022 USDA Census data, p. 237. 
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Lev
el/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf 
 

 
Appendix 4. Farm depreciation expenses. 
Source data: 2022 USDA Census data, p. 260. 
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Lev
el/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf 

https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_2_County_Level/New_Mexico/nmv1.pdf

