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Reallocating Agricultural Resources: Ag Census 2012
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Derrell S. Peel, Oklahoma State University Extension Livestock Marketing Specialist

The 2012 Census of Agriculture was released May 2 by USDA. The five-year Census of
Agriculture is not nearly as useful or important for the on-going operation and decision-making
in agricultural industries as is the variety of daily, weekly, monthly and annual data provided by
USDA agencies such as the National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS); the Agricultural
Marketing Service (AMS); the Economic Research Service (ERS) and many other contributing
agencies. However, the Census of Agriculture does provide a long-term view of the structure of
agricultural industries. The most recent census is particularly interesting and a comparison of the
2007 and 2012 census illustrates the beginnings of a unique and fundamental shift in U.S.
agriculture that is likely to continue for several more years.

The census shows that there was 914.5 million acres of land in farms in 2012, down 0.8 percent
from the 2007 total land in farms. This 914.5 million acres is divided into 389.7 million acres of
cropland; 77.0 million acres of woodland; 415.3 million acres of permanent pasture/range; and
32.5 million acres of farmsteads, roads, ponds, etc. Cropland and permanent pasture/range make
up 88 percent of the total land in farms. Total cropland includes harvested cropland of 315
million acres, or 80.8 percent of total cropland. The remainder was cropland pastured or land
that was idled, including a roughly 4 million acre increase in land with crop failure or was
abandoned (likely due to the 2012 drought). Though total cropland was down 4.1 percent from
the 2007 census, harvested cropland was up 1.7 percent over the five year period. The harvested
cropland total includes acres of hay harvested, which decreased 6.6 million acres (11.3 percent)
from 2007 to 2012. The woodland total includes about 28 million acres, or 36.4 percent of
woodland acres that is pastured.

The breakdown of total farmland into cropland (42.6 percent) and permanent pasture/range (45.4
percent) roughly mirrors the magnitudes of crop and livestock production in the country.



Permanent pasture and range represents areas where cropping is not possible and is only usable
for grazing. However, cropland includes some acres directly related to cattle production
including harvested hay acres and cropland used for pasture. Thus, total pastureland in the U.S.
consists of permanent pasture/range, woodland pastured and cropland used as pasture. This last
category represents the buffer or interface between crop and forage production in the U.S. as it
can be switched from pasture to crop production if relative crop and forage values change. The
conversion of pastured cropland to crop production can be accomplished relatively easily but,
because it is quite costly to return cropland into pasture, it usually reflects a long term (more than
year to year) decision about land use. It is this land use category that changed the most from the
2007 census to the 2012 census. Cropland used for pasture dropped from 35.8 million acres in
2007 to 12.8 million acres in 2012, a 64 percent decrease. This demonstrates the strong
incentives that high crop values have placed on reallocating more agricultural land resources into
crop production.

Total pastureland in the U.S. decreased by 17.1 million acres (3.6 percent) from 2007 to 2012,
This was due to the 23 million acre decrease in cropland pastured despite a 6.5 million acre
increase in permanent pasture/range. Woodland pastured decreased very slightly from 2007 to
2012. In 2012, cropland pastured represented 2.8 percent of total pasture acres compared to 7.6
percent in 2007. The significance of this loss of pasture acres is substantially larger than
suggested by these percentages. Cropland pasture is usually significantly more productive than
permanent pasture/range on a per acre basis, so the loss of these acres represents a significantly
higher impact on forage production. This loss in pasture production, combined with an 11.3
percent decrease in hay acres, implies a significant decrease in total forage production potential
in the U.S.

These changes in land use suggest that the dramatic jump in crop values that began in late 2006
are resulting in structural change in agriculture that has profound implications for the cattle
industry. These changes impact how; how much and where cattle production will take place.
The next article will look at the regional implications of land use changes on where cattle
production will occur.

Cow Disposition Affects Pregnancy Rate

Glenn Selk, Oklahoma State University Emeritus Extension Animal Scientist

Now we have another good excuse to cull cows due to bad temperament. Producers that
routinely breed cows artificially realize that cows that are unruly and nervous are less likely to
conceive to artificial insemination. Presumably the lowered conception rates were because they
have been stressed as they are passed through the working facilities and restrained while being
synchronized and inseminated. Now it seems that, even in the serenity of a natural breeding
pasture, cows with bad dispositions are less likely to conceive when mated with bulls.

University of Florida animal scientists recorded disposition scores over two years on 160 Braford
and 235 Brahman x British crossbred cows. They wanted to evaluate the effects of cow



temperament and energy status on the probability to become pregnant during a 90-day natural
breeding season. Cows were scored as 1= calm, no movement to 5= violent and continuous
struggling while in the working chute. Also a pen score assessment was assigned as 1=
unalarmed and unexcited to 5 = very excited and aggressive toward technician. An exit velocity
speed score was measured as the cows exited the working chute as 1= slowest and 5 = fastest.
An overall temperament index score was calculated by averaging the chute score, pen score and
exit velocity score. Blood samples were analyzed for cortisol concentrations. Cortisol is a
hormone released when mammals are stressed or excited. Increased cow temperament score and
elevated plasma cortisol concentrations both were associated with decreased probability of
pregnancy. These results suggest that excitable temperament and the consequent elevated
cortisol concentrations are detrimental to reproductive function of cows. These authors
concluded that management strategies that improve cow disposition, enhance their immune
status, and maintain the cow herd at adequate levels of nutrition are required for optimal
reproductive performance. Source: Cooke and co-workers. 2009 Florida Beef Research Report.
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