Why income or acreage thresholds for farm stands are a bad policy design

(TLDR research brief)

Core claim

Policies that condition farm stand eligibility on minimum acreage or gross farm income exclude
small and beginning farms, increase consolidation pressure, and weaken local food system

resilience."

Living systems remain resilient by allowing many small nodes to connect early. Requiring scale
before access interrupts that process.

1. Small farms depend on low-barrier direct sales channels
Direct-to-consumer outlets such as farm stands and on-farm sales are among the most
accessible diversification strategies for small farms because they require less capital, scale, and

infrastructure than wholesale markets.?

Restricting access through income or acreage thresholds requires farms to prove success
before being allowed to use the mechanisms that generate it.

In biological networks, growth begins at the edges rather than the trunk. Blocking edge access
reduces the system’s ability to expand or adapt.

2. Beginning and small farms are structurally disadvantaged by income thresholds

Beginning and small farms typically experience low or volatile gross income during startup and
transition years, even when land, skills, and demand are present.*

Minimum income requirements systematically exclude these farms during their most vulnerable
phase, delaying or preventing market entry.’

Early nodes are not failures; they are incubators. Systems that only recognize mature output
lose future capacity.

3. Regulatory friction already suppresses participation

Research on agritourism and farm diversification shows that regulatory complexity alone
reduces participation, even when no formal thresholds exist.®

Adding eligibility cutoffs compounds this friction, producing fewer participating farms rather than
clearer compliance.’



When resistance accumulates at multiple points, flow slows everywhere, not just at the rule
itself.

4. Threshold-based policies favor consolidation over resilience

Research on food-system resilience shows that adaptive capacity depends on diversity,
redundancy, and a wide base of producers rather than concentration among fewer large
operators.?

USDA research documents decades of consolidation in U.S. agriculture, demonstrating that
policies and market structures that reward scale concentrate production and economic power

among larger farms.*

Dense monocultures collapse more easily than distributed networks. Diversity functions as
insurance, not inefficiency.

5. Expanding activities while shrinking eligibility is not neutral

Zoning and agritourism research shows that policies can expand allowed uses while
simultaneously narrowing who qualifies to participate, resulting in net exclusion.

This effect disproportionately impacts diversified, small-acreage farms that rely on flexibility
rather than volume."

Adding branches while cutting roots does not strengthen an organism. Access matters more
than permission.

6. Systems-level analysis confirms the structural risk

Systems analysis of food networks shows that threshold-based eligibility rules create closed
loops that advantage scale and suppress emergent, community-embedded producers.*?

Such structures reduce diversity, adaptability, and local economic circulation even when framed
as efficiency measures.™

When access and information stop flowing laterally, systems harden and become brittle.

Conclusion

Income and acreage thresholds are a blunt policy instrument. Evidence shows they reduce
participation, disadvantage small and beginning farms, and push systems toward consolidation.
Inclusive eligibility paired with targeted safeguards better supports farm viability and community
resilience.
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