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Farm Aid 2014 Issue Brief: 
Black Farming and Land Loss 

 
The Southeast is notable for its heritage of Black farmers. North 

Carolina in particular has an inspiring legacy of Black farmers on 

the one hand, and there is much to be learned from the troubling 

story of widespread losses of Black-owned land on the other. The 

decline in Black-owned farms is due in no small part to 

discrimination at the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

and other institutions, as well as a mass migration of Blacks from 

the rural South. 

 

Between 1920 and 1993, African-Americans suffered a 96 percent decline in land ownership. North Carolina 

has seen a 77 percent decline in Black farmers in the past three decades, from 6,996 farms in 1978 to 1,637 

farms in 2012. Today, just 3 percent of farmers in the state are Black.  

 

 In 1920, one in seven farmers was Black; in 1982, one in every 67 farmers was Black. 

 In 1910, Black farmers owned 15 million acres of farmland; in 1982, that dropped to 3.1 million acres 

of farmland. 

 By the late 1980s, there were fewer than 2,000 Black farmers under the age of 25. 

 

Despite these challenges, Black farmers have continued to organize to save their farm heritage and the land 

on which it depends. According to the 2012 Census of Agriculture, today’s more than 33,000 Black farmers 

represent almost 2 percent of the total farming population — an increase of 2,772 farmers from 2007.   

 

 

From Slavery to Property Ownership 
The Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 and the ratification of the 13th amendment at the end of the Civil 

War freed 4 million slaves from the bonds of slavery. For the next 10 years, Congress enacted 

Reconstruction policies aimed at readmitting the Southern states into the Union and integrating Blacks into 

civic life. Part of that effort concerned land ownership — a cornerstone of American citizenship.  

 

A well-known effort to help Blacks acquire land was a field decree from General Sherman that offered 

Blacks “40 acres and a mule,” but this policy was overturned fairly quickly by President Johnson, and, in 

general, federal policy emphasized wage labor for freedmen instead of land ownership.  

 

One of the few opportunities for Blacks to acquire their own land was the federal Freedman’s Bureau, 

established to provide relocation, education and medical relief to newly freed slaves. In 1866, the Bureau 

opened 45 million acres of public lands in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Louisiana and Mississippi to any 

settlers, regardless of race. Many freed men and women took advantage of this, sparking the first major wave 

of African-American land ownership in the U.S. Most of the new Black farmers worked for many years as 

tenant farmers, sharecroppers, or in the steel or turpentine industries in order to purchase land. By 1910, there 

were 218,972 Black-owned farms and nearly 15 million acres of Black-owned land. 

 

Black Migration From the South 
The well-known expansion of violent acts and discriminatory policies in the South, rooted in White 

resentment following the Civil War, was an important catalyst behind the migration of Blacks from the south 

in the pre-Civil Rights era. Another catalyst was a little critter called the cotton boll weevil, which devastated 

cotton crops throughout the region. As conditions worsened, Black farmers defaulted on their farm loans, 

crippling 30 of the 55 independent Black-owned banks. This, in turn, meant that many Black farmers lost 
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their life savings and were unable to recover, their lives devastated and uprooted by poverty. The Federal 

Farm Loan Act of 1916, which promised to provide credit to farmers at reasonable rates, systematically 

discriminated against Black farmers, cutting them off from financing that was rightfully theirs.  

 

By 1930, in the first throws of the Great Depression, an estimated 1 million Blacks had left the South, in 

what is known as the Great Migration. Unfortunately, New Deal policies that followed the Depression 

provided only measured assistance to Black farmers. Subsidies distributed through the Agricultural 

Adjustment Administration (AAA) generally accumulated to large White landowners, who rarely distributed 

money among their sharecroppers and tenants — most of whom were Black. Similarly, the Federal 

Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) made grants to White farmer applicants far more often than Black 

farmers. In June 1934, for example, there were 84 applications from Blacks and 49 from Whites. The FERA 

accepted 24 applications, all from White farmers.  

 

USDA Discrimination 
One bright spot was the newly formed Farm Security Administration at the USDA, created to make loans to 

tenant farmers. This first widespread government assistance to Black farmers since the Freedmen’s Bureau 

allowed thousands of Blacks to purchase small farms. 

 

But for every acre gained by Black farmers under Farm Security Administration, thousands more were lost to 

a new threat — heir and property laws — as Blacks continued to vacate the South in the 1940s and 50s. As 

farmers died or left the region, hard-earned property was often distributed among family members who no 

longer lived on the land or valued their connection to farming. Tax and property laws were new weapons 

used to return Black land to White control. If one heir could be convinced to sell his portion, sale of the 

entire property could be forced, since it had not been legally apportioned to the other heirs (a practice that 

has continued to the present).  

 

Since then, systematic discrimination at the federal level through the USDA hastened the decline of Black-

owned land, especially through the Farm Service Agency (FSA). In 1998, Black farmers filed a class action 

lawsuit against the USDA after years of being denied farm loans. The case was initially settled in April 1999, 

with farmers who could prove discriminatory treatment in loan decisions from the USDA between 1981 and 

1999 receiving payments. This is the largest civil rights settlement to date. While some 13,300 Black farmers 

received compensation under the Pigford v. Glickman settlement, another 70,000 Black farmers filed late and 

have not had their claims heard. The 2008 Farm Bill provided for additional claims to be heard and in 

December 2010, Congress appropriated $1.2 billion through Pigford II to compensate Black farmers. 

 

The damage, of course, was done. A loan delayed is a loan denied, and for far too many Black farmers, 

USDA’s discrimination was the final nail in the coffin that kept them from successfully maintaining their 

farms.  

 

Efforts to Rebuild 
While this discrimination caused immeasurable loss in the Black farm community, efforts to rebuild have 

been significant and laudable. Several organizations that are long-time partners of Farm Aid have been 

instrumental in addressing Black land loss and empowering Black farmers throughout the Southeast.  

 

In 1967, the Federation of Southern Cooperatives Land Assistance Fund was chartered by 22 Black farm 

cooperatives to help limited resource communities produce a livable income and save their way of life. The 

Federation, which has received over $928,670 in Farm Aid funds, develops Black-owned cooperatives and 

credit unions for community development, protects and expands the landholdings of Black farmers 

throughout the South, and advocates for public policies that serve Black farmers and other low-income rural 

communities.  

 

http://www.federation.coop/
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The Land Loss Prevention Project (LLPP) was founded in 1982 by the North Carolina Association of Black 

Lawyers to curtail epidemic losses of Black-owned land in North Carolina. LLPP broadened its mission in 

1993 to provide legal support and assistance to all financially distressed and limited resource farmers and 

landowners in North Carolina. Farm Aid has worked with LLPP since 1990, granting $98,000 to the 

organization since then.  

http://www.landloss.org/

