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Summary

This report contains information from a 2001 focus group survey of production practices and marketing decisions of ‘typical’ repre-
sentative Arkansas farms from selected counties in eastern Arkansas. While the National Agricultural Statistical Service (NASS) publishes
similar information through the Arkansas Agricultural Statistics Service, reporting of these statistics is often not differentiated across crops
or specific farm type. Therefore, one of the major objectives of this survey was to ascertain production practices for specific crops and farm
types typical of row crop farms in eastern Arkansas. Responses were categorized into production regions dominated by either rice or cot-
ton production. The results of this study may be useful in creating profiles of ‘typical’ Arkansas farms. It should thus prove useful in eval-
uating effects of various farm policies or changes in production methods on Arkansas rice and cotton farms.

Key words: farm size, rice production, cotton production, decision making
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Introduction

A focus group session on agricultural production and marketing
practices was conducted on January 18, 2001.   It was intended to
elicit production and marketing practices of ‘typical’ crop producers
in eastern Arkansas that grow rice, cotton, soybeans, wheat and corn.
One of the main goals was to provide a benchmark of these produc-
tion practices as of 2001, as such information is typically not easily
available from other sources.  That is, it is hard to determine typical
production practices from aggregated data published by the Arkansas
Agricultural Statistics Service (AASS), the National Agricultural
Statistics Service (NASS) and other public sources.  The survey ques-
tionnaire attempted to ascertain information on a wide array of farm
production decisions.  The main topics included decision-making fac-
tors and practices related to:

• Land rental
• Conservation tillage
• Seed cultivar selection (GMO, maturity group, early season, etc)
• Planting dates
• Irrigation practices
• Soil mapping / testing
• Government programs
• Crop rotations
• Crop diversification ( specialty crops, etc )
• Insurance
• Risk reduction / marketing

Sampling Procedure and Survey Design

Since the array of topics was very broad, the survey was con-
ducted using a focus group session with Arkansas Cooperative
Extension Service (CES) agents (see Appendix for survey instru-
ment).  Six Arkansas CES agents were selected to participate in the
focus group on the basis of their work experience related to the issues
outlined above.  At the time of the session, the participants were
responsible for extension of knowledge/research on crop production
in their respective districts in northeastern, eastern and central
Arkansas (see Figure 1).  Corn, cotton, rice, soybean, and wheat are
grown in this region and some of the surveyed counties are among
Arkansas’ top-producing counties in terms of crop acreage (AASS,
2001).  At the onset of the focus group session, the CES agents were
asked to describe the typical range of farm sizes (acres) they
encounter in dealing with producers and subsequently to picture in
their minds a ‘typical’ or modal operation (one county agent chose to
describe two typical operations).  This ‘typical’ operation then
became the focus of the questions for the remainder of the survey.

The agents were told that they could ask further questions during the
focus group session to reduce ambiguity about the questions. 

Soil types in the surveyed region can be loosely placed into two
broad categories: silt loams and clays.  This is important as, histori-
cally, cotton production has been confined to regions with sandy
loam and silt loam soils, while rice production is typically found on
both clay soils and silt loam soils with a restrictive layer.  All coun-
ties surveyed had both silt loam and clay soils.  Soybeans, corn, and
wheat are typically rotated with both rice and cotton in Arkansas to
reduce weeds or insects and to improve soil fertility.  

The results of this survey are summarized in the following sec-
tions of the paper and include summary statistics such as averages
and ranges reported across all responses.  Some information, where
appropriate, will be separated by farm type or county to reflect a typ-
ical farm, either rice/soybean or cotton/soybean, etc.  No statistical
comparisons are possible given the small sample size associated with
the focus group approach.  To at least partially verify how typical or
representative these responses of Arkansas producers are, survey sta-
tistics are compared to unpublished yet available data from AASS
where possible.  

Focus Group Survey Results:
Typical Arkansas Crop Producer 

Production and Marketing Practices
Jason Hill, Michael Popp, and Patrick Manning1

Figure 1.  Arkansas regions/counties covered by 
survey-respondent county agents, 2001

1 Department of Agricultural Economics and Agribusiness, University of Arkansas, Fayetteville



Basic Farm Information

Basic farm information includes information on farm size and
type of operation.  In addition, rental and lease arrangements are con-
sidered basic farm information in the following sections.

Farm Size and Type

Average farm size varies widely in Arkansas as many operations
may be part-time farms, hobby farms or full-time farms.  The AASS
does not typically differentiate types of farms in their publicly avail-
able information and therefore average farm size numbers may be
somewhat misleading if a person were interested in average or typi-
cal farm size information for those farms that are operated on a full-
time basis.  Evidence of this issue is demonstrated in Tables 1 and 2.
Table 1 shows average farm sizes as reported by AASS for the coun-
ties included in the survey (AASS, 2001a).  Table 2, by contrast,
shows the small, average, and large farm sizes for operations where
farming makes up a principal portion of family income as reported by
the respondents to this survey.  

The implication is that the AASS summary statistics obscure the
fact that some operations may be part-time and that some operations
may not grow some crops while other operations specialize in certain
crops.   Agents were therefore asked to describe their typical farm in
terms of principal crops grown, soil series encountered, planted
acreage, extent of diversification of the operation, and number of per-
sonnel engaged in farming.  This information is summarized in Table
3 for the seven typical farms generated during the focus group ses-
sion.  None of the respondents reported any diversification in off-
farm businesses.

There are two differentiating features in Table 3. First, farms
either grow cotton or they do not.  Second, cotton is preferably grown
on silt loam soils.  On the other hand, rice is grown on both silt loam
soils with a restrictive soil layer and clay soils. Table 4 lists the top
five counties in terms of production for each of the crops in Table 3.
Using this information, the respondents were grouped into two 
categories:  

i) Rice farms—operations that emphasize rice production and
also grow soybeans, wheat, or corn either in rotation or on non-irri-
gated acreage; and 

ii) Cotton farms—operations that focus on cotton production

and may also grow rice, soybeans, wheat, corn, or sorghum, again in
irrigated or non-irrigated production.

Respondents from eastern Clay, Lee and Mississippi counties
were thus grouped into the cotton farm category with the remaining
counties (western Clay, Mississippi, Prairie and St. Francis) classified
as rice farms.  The classification is done to be able to report some
information on the basis of these two basic operation types.  Further,
information may also be reported on a crop-by-crop basis in order to
exhibit differences in typical production and marketing practices by
producers across crops.  However, given the small sample size, no
statistical tests will be performed to see whether there are significant
differences in responses or not.  In most tables, information is there-
fore presented on the overall responses as well as for the two farm
categories.  

Rental Arrangements

Table 5 summarizes the statistics related to land rental and leas-
ing arrangements by crop.  The findings suggest that there are large
differences in cash rental rates and rental arrangements across crops.
The crop share rental arrangement is markedly the most common for

all types of farms and crops while the cost share (as defined in the
table) arrangement is the least common.  In general, land suited for
the most profitable crops, rice and cotton, commands higher cash
rental rates than land not suited to their production.  Land rented for
wheat production tends to cost producers less than land rented for
other crops.  However, combining the soybean and wheat rental rates
for double-cropped acreage results in even higher returns to landlords
than those achieved on cotton. These statistics are slightly higher than
averages reported by AASS at $78/acre and $47/acre on irrigated and
non-irrigated acreage, respectively (AASS, 2001b).  

Overall it appears that nearly two-thirds of land in production is
rented or leased rather than owned. This makes capital investment
decisions like irrigation and other land improvement decisions more
difficult as both a landlord and the producer are involved.  

Finally, even with footnote three in Table 5 included in the sur-
vey, the readers are cautioned that respondents likely did not differ-
entiate whether the cash rental rates represent rates for irrigated or
dryland production in the case of soybean and corn.  The relatively
large range in responses may indicate that the low and high end of the
range represent cash rental rates for land without and with irrigation,
respectively. 
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Table 1. Number of farms, acreage, and average farm size for selected counties, 1997 Agricultural Census. 

County Number of farms Land in farms (acres) Average size of farms (acres)

Clay 611 323,578 530

Lee 273 279,643 1024

Mississippi 462 489,158 1059

Prairie 420 301,851 719

St. Francis 328 289,882 884

Total 2094 1,684,112 804

Table 2. Small, large, and average farm sizes for counties as reported by respondents, 2001.

Farm Eastern Western Survey
size (acres) Clay Clay Lee Mississippi Prairie St. Francis average

Small 500 1,000 1,500 500 625 700 804

Large 4,800 10,000 3,000 10,000 4,750 2,000 5,758

Average 1,500 2,000 2,250 3,500 1,750 1,500 2,083
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Table 6 presents summary responses on expected changes in
rental arrangements by crop and type of farm.  Focus group members
were asked to compare this year’s level of rental and lease arrange-
ments to those they expect over the next five years.  There appears to
be a trend towards an overall increase in the amount of land rental for
all crops.  Only land rented for wheat production shows the possibil-
ity of declining.  Cotton appears to show the strongest expected
increase over the next five years.

In summary, Table 7 illustrates which factors are important to
producers in determining the extent of their involvement in
rental/leasing agreements.  Availability of labor and management
time and available operating capital appear to be the most important
factors as indicated by their  relatively high average rankings.  There
also seems to be a difference in the rankings between farm types.

Rice farmers think that the cost of land rental or leasing and available
labor and management time are the most important factors, while cot-
ton farmers find these factors to be somewhat less important.  Cotton
farms tend to place available operating capital as the most important
factor.  This is likely a function of more input-intensive production
for cotton production, which is also reflected in the slightly higher
importance ranking of input price changes on cotton farms as com-
pared to rice farms.  Respondents also mentioned other factors that
play a role in land rental.  These other factors, in the bottom rows of
the table, include irrigation availability and productivity of land.
Many farmers will refuse to rent land if irrigation is not guaranteed
as banks often require irrigation before allowing operating loans.  

Table 3. Principal survey farm characteristics as defined by CES agent for a typical farm.

Eastern Western
Counties: Clay Clay Lee Mississippi1 Prairie St. Francis

Principal crops2 R, C, Ct, R, C, S, R, C, Ct, S R, C, R, C, R, S,
S W Ct, S, W S, W Ct, S,

W, GS

Dominant soil SL, SC, SL, SC, SL, TL,
series3 SSL TL TL, MC TL MC MC, CL SSL, MC

Crop acres 1,600 2,000 3,000 4,000 6,000 1,800 2,200

# of personnel 6 4 4 8 9 3 5
engaged in farming4 

1 One county agent filled out two questionnaires to reflect two typical operations.  One growing cotton and the other 
with an emphasis on rice.

2 R= Rice, C= Corn, Ct = Cotton, S= Soybean, W= Wheat, GS= Grain Sorghum. 
3 SSL= Sandy silt loams, SL= Sandy loam, SC= Sharkey clay, TL= Silt loam, MC= Mixed clay, CL= Clay loam.
4 Personnel include full-time and part-time people working on the farm.  Average responses were 4 full-time and 2 part-time

employees.  The overall total employees engaged on typical farms was 5.6 per operation.

Table 4. Top five producing counties for selected crops in Arkansas, 2000.

Rank Corn Cotton Rice Sorghum Soybean Wheat

(in thousands (in thousands of 480lb bales) (in thousands of (in thousands (in thousands of bushels) (in thousands of 

of bushels) hundredweight) of bushels) bushels) bushels)

Irrigated Non-irrigated Irrigated Non-irrigated

1 Clay Mississippi Mississippi Poinsett Phillips Arkansas Crittenden Arkansas
2,869 170 111 7,601 1,299 6,377 1,755 5,547

2 Monroe Desha Craighead Arkansas Monroe Cross Mississippi Crittenden
1,924 141 35 7,393 697 4,846 1,584 4,351

3 Woodruff Craighead Crittenden Cross Crittenden Poinsett Lee Mississippi
1,755 126 21 6,151 632 4,156 1,170 4,025

4 Jackson Phillips Phillips Jackson Prairie Lonoke Lawrence St. Francis
1,193 101 21 5,535 618 3,780 1,091 3,098

5 Randolph Ashley Poinsett Lawrence Mississippi Prairie Clay Jackson
1,176 93 19 5,335 579 3,354 979 2,943

State Total 22,750 1,141 284 86,112 9,940 65,567 17,633 59,400

Top 5  39.2 55.3 72.4 37.2 38.5 34.3 37.3 33.6
counties
(% of State Total)
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Production Information

Production information includes conservation tillage practices;
seed cultivar selection (e.g. use of GMO varieties, MG selection for
soybean, planting date information on soybeans); irrigation deci-
sions; soil mapping/testing practices; participation in government
programs; crop rotation practices; and crop selection methods.

Conservation Tillage

Conservation tillage is rapidly increasing in popularity due to
many factors.  In this section, the focus of the survey was on finding
how many producers use conservation tillage, their reasons for adopt-
ing the tillage methods, and their expectations for the future.  First, in
Table 8, respondents were asked the estimated current level of con-
servation tillage being used by farmers for certain crops in their
region.  Second, the respondents were asked to describe the practices

Table 5. Average and range of survey responses on rental and leasing arrangements by crop.

Percentage of rented/leased land
Percent  of land

Responses rented or leased1 Rental fee3 Crop Cost
Crop (#) versus owned Cash rent2 ($ per acre) share4 share5

Rice
avg 6 67  13 95 85 3
range 33 - 100 0 - 25 80 - 100 75 - 100 0 - 10

Soybean
avg 7 64 11 65 87 2
range 20 - 95 0 - 25 40 - 80 75 - 100 0 - 10

Wheat
avg 6 53 12 54 86 3
range 12 - 95 0 - 25 30 - 75 75 - 100 0 - 10

Cotton
avg 3 77 10 100 90 0
range 50 - 95 0 - 20 100 80 - 100 0

Corn
avg 4 65 8 65 90 3
range 0 - 95 0 - 15 30 - 85 80 - 100 0 - 10

1 Indicates how much of the crop land for each crop is leased or rented versus owned.  That is, a farmer may grow 300 acres
of soybeans of which he rents 200 acres.  The entry would be 2/3 or 67%.

2 Of the rented land, how much is rented on a cash basis.  If 100 of the 200 acres he/she rents is on a cash basis for the indi-
cated rental fee, the entry is 50%.

3 Respondents were asked to present an average cash rental cost if there was more than one set of rates or write down for
different crops (i.e. soybean - dryland cost is $xx/acre... on irrigated soybean cost is $yy/acre).

4 Crop share identifies an arrangement where the landlord receives a share of the crop only.  No costs are shared.  Indicates
the % of land rented under this type of arrangement.  If the farmer crop-share rents 50 of the 200 rented acres, then the
entry is 25%.  

5 Cost share identifies an arrangement where the landlord shares some or all costs of production in addition to the harvest.
Indicates the % of land rented under this type of arrangement.  If the farmer rents 40 of the 200 rented acres, then the entry
is 20%. 

Table 6. Rental and lease arrangement expectations by farm type and crop.

Responses Rate of change1 per year in %

Crop (#) Rice farms2  Cotton farms3 All respondents

Cotton 3 0 8.3 8.3

Rice 6 3.5 7.5 4.8

Soybean 7 2.5 6.7 4.3

Corn 4 5.0 2.5 3.8

Wheat 6 (-0.5) 5.0 1.3
1 Rate of change across respondents is calculated by taking a simple average of the categorical responses (i.e. the survey

used ±5%, ±2%, no change, and other in %.  If there were three respondents who indicated a +5%, no change, and 4%
under the other category, the rate reported as an average for this response group would be 3%.  

2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  



they saw in the fields.  Based on the responses, rice appears to have
the highest adoption rate for conservation tillage, while wheat shows
the lowest adoption rate.  

Note that the response rate on this question was relatively low
especially on corn and cotton.  This is likely due to the operation
types that were queried.  Cotton and to a lesser degree corn are not
typically in crop rotations on rice farms.  Further, the average use

rates for conservation tillage are relatively high compared to current-
ly available public information on this issue.  The USDA Natural
Resource Conservation Service reports as much as a quarter of pro-
duction under conservation tillage in Arkansas in 1996 (USDA,
1996).  This is approximately half the amount reported herein and
may be a reflection of rapid changes in conservation tillage practices
on farms.  Again the farm type surveyed in this study may also play
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Table 7. Average rankings of factors that impact amount of land rented/leased

Average ranking1

Responses Rice Cotton

Factor (#) farms2 farms3 All responses

Available operating 7 3.0 3.0 3.0
capital

Available amount of 7 3.3 2.7 3.0
labor and management 
time

Land rent 7 3.3 2.3 2.9

Land available for rent 7 2.8 2.7 2.7

Government programs
(e.g. LDP and price 7 2.8 2.3 2.6

support)

Input prices
(e.g. if diesel price 7 2.3 2.7 2.4
increases, would you 

farm less acres?)

Crop prices 7 2.3 2.3 2.3

Other factors mentioned by respondents4:

Irrigation availability 1 4.0 N/A N/A

Productivity of land 1 4.0 N/A N/A
1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of importance:  4 = Very Important, 3 = Important, 2 =

Somewhat Important, 1 = Not Important.
2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.
4 Respondents had room to include other factors they deemed important.

Table 8. Adoption of no-till and reduced-till systems 

Responses
Crop (#) Average percentage of adoption & practice(s) employed

Rice 6 52 Practices include mostly stale seed-bed and reduced till

Corn 4 49 Reduced-till

Soybean 7 46 Mostly no-till, some reduced-till

Cotton 3 43 Reduced-till

Wheat 6 22 Mostly no-till, some reduced-till

Additional comments:
1.  Soybeans are no-till planted behind wheat.
2.  No-till is used for soybeans if previous season’s harvest left minimal ruts in fields.
3.  Cotton fields are rebedded after harvest and planted conservation tillage the following spring.
4.  As labor becomes harder to obtain, no-till practices have continued to increase on larger farms.
5.  Minimum tillage is used only when weather conditions are acceptable in the fall.



12

AAES Research Report 971

a role in the sense that hobby farms – or mixed crop and livestock
operations that are potentially less likely to invest in no-till equip-
ment – are not included.

The additional comments section provides further insights into
this issue as well.  Field condition and labor requirements seem to
play an important part in the decision.  Table 9 summarizes the
responses given for the factors involved in choosing not to use con-
servation tillage methods.  The most important factor in the decision
not to use conservation tillage is the cost of more expensive no-till
equipment.  This factor was the most important for both rice and cot-
ton farms.  Other factors mentioned by respondents included pest
management, ruts in the field from harvest, and reduced yields.  All
of these factors were ranked as either very important or important by
the various respondents and reflect issues similar to those reported in
the comments section of Table 8.  While the complement of reduced
yield and increased cost would be detrimental to the adoption of con-
servation tillage, no-till is expected to reduce cost especially with
over-the-top herbicide applications and reduced tillage costs.
Further, some respondents mention that labor availability can be an
issue.  With relatively recent herbicide technologies and GMO crops,
the use of conservation tillage may continue to increase as herbicide
applications substitute for mechanical weed control.  One of the con-
cerns with the use of no-till production –  slower field speeds during
planting – appears not to be a major concern and in fact is refuted as
an issue by one of the respondents.

Seed Cultivar Selection

This section attempted to identify the impacts, if any, of recent
difficulties in marketing of GMO (Genetically Modified Organisms)
or transgenic crops on the planting decisions of farmers for the 2001
crop year.  Table 10 shows the 2000 level of GMO acreage and the
expected changes for the 2001 growing season (in square brackets)
for each crop excluding wheat, as no GMO varieties are available for
this crop.  From the table, it is apparent that soybeans and cotton are
grown using mostly GMO varieties.  All GMO crops are expected to
increase in acreage except corn where responses were both positive
and negative across respondents.  The overall trend is negative and
may be related to the recent marketing concerns related to GMO
corn.  The use of GMO varieties for soybean is slightly higher on rice
farms than cotton farms.  This may reflect a trend toward the use of
glyphosate to control red rice in rice/soybean crop rotations.

The rankings of the reasons that farmers plant GMO crops are
given in Table 11.  Farmers from both rice and cotton farms agree that
weed control is the most important reason for planting GMO crops.
This is mainly attributed to the availability of Roundup Ready® corn,
cotton, and soybeans.  Another very important reason farmers grow
GMO varieties is that these varieties are easier to manage.  Less
physical work is needed to produce a crop when using Roundup
Ready® varieties.  Visual appeal is considered of lesser concern than
the previous factors.  Coordination of planting and harvest as well as

Additional comments:
1.  The statement, fewer acres can be planted with no-till equipment, is false.
2.  Most producers use a mix of tillage systems. One field may have a set of conditions that no-till fits good, whereas the next field may

require conventional tillage.
3.  Complete no-till use in rice production maybe impractical. Example:  wet fall harvest conditions tend to leave fields rutted.  Minimum

till is more practical.
4.  Some fields need conservation tillage/no-till practices while others need conventional tillage.
5.  Cost of equipment and lower yields have added to grower reluctance to adopt this technology.

Table 9. Reasons producers chose not to use conservation tillage.

Average ranking1

Factor Responses (#) Rice farms2 Cotton farms3 All respondents

No-till equipment too 7 3.3 2.0 2.7
expensive

Weed control more difficult 7 1.8 1.7 1.7

Risk of not being able to apply 7 1.8 1.7 1.7
chemical at proper time due
to weather

Fewer acres can be planted 6 1.3 1.0 1.2
with no-till equipment

Other factors mentioned by respondents4:

Reduced yields 1 N/A 4.0 4.0

Presence of ruts in field 1 N/A 4.0 4.0

Pest management 1 N/A 3.0 3.0

1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of importance:  4 = Very Important, 3 = Important, 2 =
Somewhat Important, 1 = Not Important.

2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.
4 Respondents had room to include other factors they deemed important.      



potential associated size implications are considered least important.
This is in line with previous comments regarding conservation tillage
where size implications of technology are considered to be of lesser
importance.

Seed variety selection is an important part of crop production
from a perspective of seed quality and yield potential appropriate for

growing conditions faced by the producer.  Table 12 presents the
average number of varieties used by crop and farm type.   Table 13
highlights the use of different maturity group seed varieties for soy-
beans and the average planting dates for soybeans.  Some producers
choose to plant early season early maturity soybeans.  Reasons for
planting this type of soybean are given in Table 14.   
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Table 10. 2000 and expected 2001 GMO plantings of specific crops.

Percentage of total acreage in GMO, 2000

Responses [Rate of change1 expected for 2001]

Crop (#) Rice farms2 Cotton farms3 All respondents

Cotton 3 N/A 83.3 83
[5.7] [5.7]

Soybean 7 77.5 73.3 76
[2.5] [8.3] [5.0]

Corn 3 5.0 12.5 10
[5.0] [-5.0] [-1.7]

Rice 5 0.3 0 0.2
[0.7] [6.0] [2.8]

1 Rate of change across responses is calculated by taking a simple average of the categorical responses (i.e. the survey
used ±5%, ±2%, no change and other in %.  If three respondents indicated a +5%, no change and 4% under the other cat-
egory, the rate reported as an average for this response group would be 3%).  

2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  

Table 11. Reasons that farmers plant GMO varieties.

Average ranking1

Factor Responses (#) Rice farms2 Cotton farms3 All respondents

Weed control for crop planted 7 4.0 4.0 4.0

Weed control for   7 4.0 3.7 3.9
subsequent crop (i.e. red
rice control when using
Roundup Ready® beans
the year before)

Ease of management 7 3.8 3.7 3.7

Visual appeal of clean field 7 3.0 2.3 2.7

Makes coordination of 7 2.5 2.7 2.6
planting and field 
preparation easier

Allows more acreage to be 6 2.0 2.0 2.0
covered with the same
equipment

Other factors mentioned by respondents4:

Insect management in cotton 1 N/A 4.0 4.0
1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of importance:  4 = Very Important, 3 = Important, 2 =

Somewhat Important, 1 = Not Important.
2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.
4   Respondents had room to include other factors they deemed important.

Additional comments:
1.  GMO's are here to stay and overall make pest control more flexible/manageable.
2.  Improved weed control is most important.
3. Acceptance of GMO soybeans and weed resistance will have a major impact. If mills have to segregate GMO soybeans from non-GMO

soybean varieties, GMO adoption will likely be curtailed.



The average number of crop varieties planted varied greatly
across crops and to a lesser extent across farm type (see Table 12).
The average number of varieties varied from a high of 5 in soybeans,
to a low of 2.3 in wheat.  Rice and corn exhibited larger differences
than other crops when compared by farm type.  The additional com-
ment suggests that new varieties are planted on an experimental basis
only.  Adoption of new varieties is thus expected to require at least
one crop production season.

Soybeans are grown by many different types of farmers as a sec-
ondary crop in rotation with either rice or cotton.  They are also
grown as a primary crop by some farmers.  These differences in farm-
ing practices contribute to the wide variety of soybean maturity
groups (MG) and planting dates utilized by Arkansas farmers.  In
Arkansas, MG III through MG VI are grown.  Maturity group V is the
most common for both rice and cotton farmers.  The number of
responses for MG III and MG VI suggest that these maturity groups
are less common and may be used more in specific crop rotations that
fit weather and field conditions. 

Due to the different maturity groups grown in the state, there is
also a wide difference in the planting date for soybeans.  Planting
may occur later and involve different maturity groups if soybeans are

to follow the wheat harvest in late spring.  Lack of irrigation may
cause some farmers to plant their soybean crop earlier in the spring
to avoid much of the dry summer months.  Due to these and many
other reasons, the planting date for soybeans may vary from late
March to July.  May is the most frequent planting date followed by
June.  Very few soybeans are planted in late March or July (with these
dates again showing the fewest responses).  Farm type seems to have
an impact on planting dates, because the third most common planting

period is not the same for the two groups.  Rice farms plant more soy-
beans in early April, while cotton farms plant more during mid-April.
Overall, rice farms seem to plant soybeans earlier in the season than
cotton farms.

In Table 14, reasons for planting early season early maturity
varieties are given.  Respondents were asked to respond only if early
season early maturity soybeans were planted in their county.  Drought
avoidance was found to be the most important reason for planting
these varieties.  The second and third most important factors involved
the efficient use of equipment and labor during the harvest period and
planting period.  The “earlier to market for a better cash price” was
the least important factor for both rice and cotton farms.  Farmers
may have contracted production and therefore seasonal cash prices
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Additional comments:
1.  Most producers plant 1 or 2 varieties on most of their land, but also plant a few acres of newer top-performing varieties to see how

they will perform on their farm.

Additional comments:
1.  Maturity Group IV soybeans are increasing in popularity.
2.  Most producers in my county (Prairie) produce Group V soybeans; Group III and Group IV have not caught on as in other counties.

Table 12. Average number of varieties for selected crops in Arkansas.

Average number of varieties planted

Crop  Responses (#) Rice farms1 Cotton farms2 All respondents

Soybean 7 5.3 4.7 5.0

Corn 4 3.5 2.5 3.0

Cotton 3 n/a 2.7 2.7

Rice 6 3.0 2.0 2.7

Wheat 6 2.3 2.5 2.3
1 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
2 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  

Table 13.  Soybean selection by maturity group and planting date.

Percentage of soybeans planted
Maturity Group (MG) Responses (#) Rice farms1 Cotton farms2 All respondents

MG III 2 10.0 10.0 10.0

MG IV 7 18.8 25.0 21.4

MG V 7 68.8 68.3 68.6

MG VI 2 40.0 10.0 25.0

Planting Date

Late March 2 5.0 1.0 3.0

Early April 3 20.0 5.0 10.0

Mid April 5 15.0 21.7 19.0

May 7 57.5 40.0 50.0

June 7 28.5 33.3 30.6

July 2 1.0 4.0 2.5

1 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
2 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties. 



provide little incentive, or marketing is of lesser importance than pro-
duction issues for this crop at least among this respondent group.

Irrigation Decisions

Irrigation is one of the most important aspects to crop production
in Arkansas.  Hot, dry growing seasons produce a need for irrigation
of most crops.  In this study we asked our respondents to identify and
rank the use of different sources of irrigation water (see Table 15).  In
some counties, certain types of irrigation sources are not available,

such as surface water from rivers.  The most used irrigation was the
underground well or aquifer.  It was the most used on both rice and
cotton farm types.  The least used irrigation source is rivers.  This
could be due to the very shallow water table in fields near the river
and an associated reduced need for irrigation.  The use of manmade
surface storage or reservoirs is becoming more popular, especially in
rice production regions.  The use of drain ditches and tail water
recovery by some respondents also indicates producer interest in con-
serving water or looking for alternatives sources to well/aquifer
water.
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Additional comments:
1. Many farmers are planting Group IV soybeans because of their top yield potential / profit potential.
2.  Rice harvest is a big player in Group IV production. Farmers don't want soybean to interfere with rice harvest.
3. Early harvested crop aids timing of land leveling.

Table 14.  Reasons for planting early season early maturity soybeans.

Average ranking1

Factor   Responses(#) Rice farms2 Cotton farms3 All respondents

Drought avoidance 6 4.0 3.7 3.8

Improved use of equipment 6 3.0 3.3 3.2
and labor during harvest

Improved use of equipment 6 3.0 3.0 3.0
and labor during planting

Crop rotation aspects (i.e. 6 3.0 2.7 2.8
can prepare field for winter 
wheat better)

Water conservation 6 2.7 2.7 2.7

Earlier to market for better 5 2.0 2.3 2.2
seasonal cash price
1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of importance:  4 = Very Important, 3 = Important, 

2 = Somewhat Important, 1 = Not Important.
2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  

Additional comments:
1.  All cotton is irrigated in Mississippi county; 1/3 of soybeans are irrigated.
2.  Mississippi County has lots of shallow groundwater of excellent quality.
3.  Wells are the most common source in Prairie County.  More tail-water recovery ditches are being utilized.

Table 15. Sources of irrigation water.

Responses with Average ranking1

irrigation 
Source Responses (#) source available (#) Rice farms2 Cotton farms3 All respondents

Well / 7 7 4.0 4.0 4.0
aquifer

Manmade 7 5 1.3 1.0 1.2
surface
storage

River 7 5 0.7 0.5 0.6

Other factors mentioned by respondents4:

Drain ditches 1 1 2.0 N/A 2.0
1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of usage: 4 = most used, 1 = least used,  0 = not used but

available, n/a = not available.  Average rankings were calculated from only those respondents where the irrigation source
was available.  Example:  If 3 out of 7 respondents said rivers were available, the average ranking would be calculated
from the 3 respondents.  The other 4 would be disregarded.  

2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  
4 Respondents had room to include other factors they deemed important.        



Table 16 addresses what specific irrigation methods, if any, are
most common for each crop.  Arkansas farms mainly use border,
flood, furrow, and center-pivot irrigation systems on the majority of
their cropland.  The values presented in the table are the average rank
given by all respondents, with the higher numbers representative of
increased importance.  Flood irrigation was found to be the most
common irrigation system for rice, but furrow irrigation was the most
important for corn, soybeans, and cotton.  The relatively low rankings
for irrigation methods on wheat are reflective of the fact that wheat is
rarely irrigated in Arkansas because it is planted in the fall, lies dor-
mant in winter, and then matures the following spring (note 0% entry
in acreage irrigated across the entire growing season).  One reason
that wheat may be irrigated early in the season is to promote adequate
germination in the fall.  If conditions are too dry, irrigation would aid
in establishing a good stand before winter.

In some areas of Arkansas where agricultural water demand has
exceeded supply, farmers have taken steps to conserve water or to
reuse it.  We asked respondents to estimate the total percentage of
irrigation water that is reclaimed by farmers and reused as tail water.
Some of the regions in this study do not have a need to reclaim tail
water at the present time due to sufficient water supplies.  Other areas
in Arkansas such as Arkansas and Prairie counties already are expe-
riencing the increased need to conserve or reclaim their irrigation
water.  Table 17 shows the average estimated percentage of irrigation
water reclaimed and used as tail water.  It also shows the percentage
change in irrigated acreage from year-to-year.  The change in irrigat-
ed acreage from one year to the next could be caused from lack of
irrigation water, ongoing precision leveling efforts (with expected
reductions in water use), or many other reasons not covered by our
study.  Most of the respondents reported less than 5% tail water
recovery, which is likely indicative of adequate water supply for most
of the regions in this survey.  There is also very little annual change

in irrigated acreage with all respondents reporting 10 % or less
change per year.

Irrigation decisions are influenced by many factors.  Table 18
portrays some of the factors respondents were asked to rank in terms
of importance.  The most important factor for both rice and cotton
farms was the access to irrigation water used on the field.  Some
fields may be too far from wells or other irrigation sources to receive
water.  Another important factor was that rental agreements may not
allow for irrigation investment.  Some landowners don’t want to
spend large amounts of money to irrigate their farms because there
are not enough financial rewards given current low commodity
prices.  Recall that nearly two-thirds of cropland is rented and there-
fore rental/leasing arrangements take on a large role in irrigation
decisions.

The least important factor reported by the respondents is that the
soil characteristics are adequate for dryland production.  Dryland pro-
duction on the majority of Arkansas farms will nearly always yield
not only less than irrigated land but also lead to greater production
risk (one of the reasons why lenders prefer to lend for irrigated pro-
duction).  One possible exception is land near a major river such as
the Arkansas, Mississippi, or White rivers where the water table is
near the soil surface, in reach of a crop’s roots.  

Some of the differences in rankings across operation types are
likely a function of the difference in reliance on irrigation.  Note that
over 30% of soybeans and cotton are grown non-irrigated in the state
whereas all rice and nearly all corn are irrigated. 

The University of Arkansas CES is a very helpful source of
information for farmers.  The CES provides many different comput-
er software programs to aid farmers in decision making.  These pro-
grams include irrigation tools such as the irrigation scheduler
(Cahoon et al.), which is helpful in determining when to irrigate a
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Table 16.  Common irrigation systems employed for different types of crops.

Irrigation type rankings1 Percentage
of acreage

Crop  Responses (#) Border Flood Furrow Center pivot irrigated2

Rice 5 1.5 4.2 1.5 1.8 100

Corn 3 2.0 2.3 4.0 3.0 92.5

Soybeans 5 1.5 2.8 4.0 3.2 68.6

Cotton 3 2.0 2.3 4.0 2.7 65.0

Wheat 4 1.3 2.0 1.7 1.0 0.0

Notes: Overall the responses to this table appear somewhat inconsistent, which is likely a function of the way the question 
was asked (note the use of center-pivot irrigation on rice).  No definitions for the irrigation methods were provided 
and therefore respondents may have experienced some ambiguity about the different irrigation methods.   Further, it 
may have been better to ascertain specific acreage levels irrigated by each irrigation method for each crop rather 
than the use of common and least common categories.  The reader is thus cautioned regarding the accuracy of 
these responses.

1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of usage: 5 = most common to 1 = least common
2 Percentage of total acres of the given crop that are irrigated on an average farm.

Table 17.  Percentage of irrigation water reclaimed as tail water and annual irrigation changes. 

Number of responses per category1

Factor <5 5 - 10 11 - 20 More than 20

Average amount of irrigation 5 2 0 0
water reclaimed and reused  (%)

Yearly change in irrigated acreage (%) 4 3 0 0
1 Number of respondents selecting the corresponding percentage category.



crop.  Table 19 shows the respondents’ estimation of the percentage
of farmers in their county using a CES irrigation software tool.  All
respondents reported that less than 50% of farmers are using this type
of software.

Soil Mapping / Testing Practices

Soil mapping and testing can be a way for farmers to save money
and increase yields on their farms.  It is a relatively inexpensive pro-
cedure that can reduce the need for fertilizers on some fields or can
explain yield differences across fields with different nutrient levels.
In Table 20, respondents were asked to rank various factors used by
farmers to differentiate across soil types or soil qualities.  There were
slight differences between farm types.  Rice farmers compared to cot-
ton farmers felt that surface drainage and fertility were more impor-
tant.  This difference in opinion is likely a reflection of the difference
in primary soil type used in production of rice compared to cotton
(see Table 3).  The two farm types both believed that subsurface
water permeability was the least important factor.    

Table 21 shows the number of different soil types on a typical
farm for each respondent and for each farm type.  Compared to all

counties, Lee County was found to differ the most in soil character-
istics with 5 to 7 different soil types on a typical farm.  Several
respondents reported only about 3 soil types per farm.  Comparisons
across farm type reveal that cotton farms tend to have about 1 more
soil type per farm than rice farms. 

Governmental Programs / Crop Insurance

Governmental conservation programs include the Conservation
Reserve Program (CRP), the Environmental Quality Incentives
Program (EQIP), and the Wetland Reserves Program (WRP).  These
programs provide income to farmers on land that has marginal pro-
ductivity or that has been determined to be unsuitable for farming.
Very few of the seven respondents reported that farmers had land
enrolled in these programs.  Only one respondent reported that a typ-
ical farm has land enrolled in the WRP.  Two respondents said that
typical farms have land enrolled in CRP and EQIP programs in their
county.  Four respondents reported that a typical farm in their county
wouldn’t have any land enrolled in conservation programs.  Only
eastern Clay, Lee, and Prairie counties reported that typical farmers
have land in conservation programs.  Based on the responses in this
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Additional comments:
1. Many farmers want more irrigation, but landlords do not want to invest in a well.  Most lenders are requiring fields to be irrigated.

Irrigated acreage in Mississippi County has gone up 25% in the last decade.
2. Land leveling and irrigation improvements are continuing at a rapid pace.
3. Many new wells are being installed due to farmers talking landlords into investing in the improvement.  Lenders are also requiring more

irrigation for farmers to get loans.

Table 18.  Factors influencing irrigation decisions.

Average ranking1

Factor Responses (#) Rice farms2 Cotton  farms3 All respondents

Access to irrigation water on 7 2.5 3.3 2.9
the field

Rental agreement does not 7 2.5 3.0 2.7
allow for irrigation investment

Crop prices too low 7 2.0 2.3 2.1

Natural rainfall adequate for 7 1.8 2.0 1.9
dryland production

Water quality too poor 7 1.5 2.0 1.7

Fuel, labor and equipment 7 1.8 1.7 1.7
costs too high

Soil characteristics adequate 7 1.3 1.7 1.4
for dryland production
1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of importance:  4 = Very Important, 3 = Important, 2 =

Somewhat Important, 1 = Not Important.
2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  

Table 19. Percentage of producers using the irrigation scheduler or other CES software to follow 
irrigation recommendations.

Number of responses1 per category

Farm type <10 10 - 25 26 - 50 More than 50

Rice farms2 1 2 1 0

Cotton farms3 1 1 1 0

Total 2 3 2 0
1 Number of respondents selecting the corresponding percentage category.
2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  



survey, more land is enrolled in the CRP and EQIP programs than in
the WRP programs.  Most of the land in the surveyed counties is very
suitable to farming.  Additional comments provided by respondents
to this question included: 1) Not much ground in Mississippi County
is in any of these programs. 2) There may be a few acres in WRP &
EQIP in Mississippi County.

Reasons for enrolling land in conservation programs were also
elicited.  All respondents stated that money was the main factor in
enrolling land in conservation programs.  If program payments were
better than alternative investment opportunities for the land, then
conservation programs would be utilized.  Concerns about environ-
mental impacts and the expected improvement in soil for the future
are only of minor importance when deciding whether or not to enroll
a parcel of land in conservation programs.  One respondent comment-
ed:  It depends on whether the farmer/landlord can make more grow-
ing a crop or being in a conservation program.  Money is everything. 

Crop Rotation Practices / Crop Selection

Crop rotation is a very important part of farm management.  If
crops are not rotated then weed and disease pressure will likely
increase on a field or farm.  Typical rotations vary between farm type,
soil type, and across operations.  A rice farm, for example, will typi-
cally choose a rotation involving rice and soybeans.  In addition,
some operations will double crop the land with a winter wheat crop.
Some farmers may plant grain sorghum or corn in addition to rice,
soybeans, and wheat.  Cotton farms on the other hand typically rotate
cotton with soybeans or corn.  These rotations along with several
other variations are given in Table 22.  Some of the rotations can
become quite complicated and involve many different crops.  

Table 23 summarizes the different decision criteria that produc-
ers focus on when determining crop rotations on farms.  The impor-
tance of these factors differs somewhat across farm types.  Rice farms
ranked weed pressure and crop prices to be the most important.
Cotton farms on the other hand felt that crop prices and irrigation
availability are the most important.  Overall, crop prices appear to be
the most important factor regardless of farm type.

With the above results in mind, producers were asked what alter-
native crops they consider in selecting the crops they grow.  Having
more crops in a crop rotation may allow for benefits of added diver-
sification in terms of reducing risk without sacrificing returns.  Other
trade-offs related to increased diversification or growing several dif-
ferent crops may be the efficient utilization of specialized equipment
and other economies of size (i.e. a farmer growing 4 crops on a thou-
sand acres may be more efficient at growing crops than a farmer
growing 8 crops on the same size farm as equipment may be sized
and used more efficiently on larger acreages for individual crops).
Table 24 summarizes the different crops that farmers would consider
growing if prices were to increase for them.  Grain sorghum and corn
were the most popular choices for the respondents.  One respondent
felt that farmers would grow edible beans and peas if the profit poten-
tial increased.  Lentils and canola, even though suggested on the list
of other crops, were not mentioned.  

Insurance, Risk Preference, and Marketing

Crop insurance is a tool used by many farmers to decrease the
risk associated with crop failures.  Many farmers purchase crop insur-
ance to help protect them in situations of drought, fire, hail or other
natural, insurable disasters.  Table 25 shows the typical crops that are
insured by farmers.  Wheat and cotton are the most commonly
insured crops with rice and soybeans less common.  Corn is the least
insured crop.  Rice farms typically insure soybeans more than cotton 
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Table 20. Factors farmers use to differentiate across soil types or soil qualities.

Average ranking1

Factor Responses(#) Rice farms2 Cotton farms3 All respondents

Surface drainage 7 3.8 3.3 3.6

Water holding capacity 7 3.5 3.7 3.6

Texture (sandy vs. clay) 7 3.5 3.7 3.6

Fertility (yield potential) 7 3.8 3.3 3.6

Subsurface water permeability 7 2.8 2.7 2.7
1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of importance:  4 = Very Important, 3 = Important,

2 = Somewhat Important, 1 = Not Important.
2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  

Additional comments:
1. Depends on which side of the county you are in; the river bot-

toms could have 3 different soils within the same field. (Prairie
County)

Table 21. Number of different soil types or categories 
on a typical farm.

County Number of soil types

Clay (eastern) 4

Clay (western) 3

Lee 5 - 7

Mississippi (cotton) 3

Mississippi (rice) 4

Prairie 3

St. Francis 3

Rice farm1 average 3.3

Cotton farm2 average 4.3

All respondent average 3.7
1 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western),

Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
2 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern),

Lee, and Mississippi counties.  
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Table 22.  Standard crop rotations.

Crops rotated1

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4  Year 5

Rotation  % of Soil / land description  Spring   Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall      Spring Fall

# County farm
1 E. Clay 10 Silt loam and some clay R R S

2 E. Clay 65 Sandy and sandy silt loams Ct Ct C

3 E. Clay 15 Silt loam and clay (good S W S W C W
water-holding capacities)

4 E. Clay 10 Sandy silt loams C W S

5 Miss. 100 Loams Ct Ct S

6 Lee 50 Well drained soils Ct

7 Lee 10 Well drained soils Ct C C

8 Lee 30 Clay (poor drainage) R S

9 Lee 10 Good surface drainage S W S W S

10 W. Clay 80 Silt loams and Sharkey clays R S

11 W. Clay 20 Silt loams and Sharkey clays C W S R C W G

12 Miss. 20 Clay soils S W S W C

13 Miss. 40 Clay R R S

14 Miss. 40 Clay loam C C S

15 Prairie 100 Silt loams R S W S

16 St. Francis 50 Silt loam (good water- S S R W
holding capacity)

17 St. Francis 50 Clay R S

1 Rice = R, Soybeans = S, Cotton = Ct, Wheat = W, Corn = C, and Grain Sorghum = G. 

Table 23.  Factors determining the crop rotation used.  

Average ranking1

Factor Responses (#) Rice farms2 Cotton farms3 All respondents

Changes in crop prices 7 3.5 4.0 3.7

Availability of irrigation 7 3.3 4.0 3.6

Agreement with landowners 7 3.3 3.7 3.4

Weed pressure 7 4.0 2.3 3.3

Soil type 7 3.0 3.3 3.1

Changes in production costs 7 3.0 3.3 3.1

Disease pressure 7 2.8 3.0 2.9

Capital constraints 7 2.3 3.0 2.6

Changes in soil fertility 7 2.3 1.7 2.0

Requirements of government 7 1.5 2.3 1.9
programs (CRP, etc.)
1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of importance:  4 = Very Important, 3 = Important, 

2 = Somewhat Important, 1 = Not Important.
2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  

Additional comments:
1. Rotations are chosen based upon making money and pest management.
2. Disease pressure ranks 4 where problems exist, otherwise it ranks 1.
3. Profitability is the major force. (Mississippi County)
4. Typical crop rotations in my county are 1 year of rice followed by 2 years of soybeans. Wheat is grown on about 40,000 - 50,000 acres.

Soybeans are usually rotated following wheat if there is enough water for irrigation. (Prairie County)



farms with the opposite true for corn.  Some of the differences in
insurance decisions may be due to irrigated vs. non-irrigated produc-
tion.  Since most corn is irrigated (at least according to the responses
in this study), less insurance may be necessary.  Further, higher val-
ued crops (like rice and cotton) tend to be insured more heavily. 

Since the question did not differentiate among types of insur-
ance, little can be said about whether producers use private hail insur-
ance and/or multiple-peril crop insurance nor did the respondents
state what coverage level is typically chosen.  A more comprehensive
survey would be required to elicit these issues on a crop-specific
basis.

Table 26 shows the reasons that farmers choose not to insure
their crops.  The top reason that farmers choose not to insure their
crops is that insurance premiums are too high.  Other major reasons
included that risk is not sufficiently reduced and that the sign-up
process is too time consuming.  The least common reason was that
insurance programs are not available for the desired crop.  The num-
ber of responses ranged from 2 to 4 (i.e. not all seven respondents
provided a ranking in each category).  This further illustrates that the
top three issues were of most concern to producers.  Finally, one
respondent argued that producers use insurance fraudulently.

Risk management is an important issue for producers.  In addi-
tion to diversification and insurance, farmers may also use futures,
options, and other marketing contracts either through cooperatives or
forward contracts with elevators, etc. as well as through the govern-
ment programs (i.e. the marketing loan program or loan deficiency
payment (LDP) program).  Table 27 provides estimates of the extent
farmers use these different marketing strategies for each of their
crops.  A large percentage of crops is sold using marketing loan rates
as current low market prices often trigger the marketing loan rate
payments, which effectively provides a price floor to producers.
Cooperative marketing appears to be used more often for rice, cotton,
and corn than for the other crops.  Given the nature of these high- rev-
enue and capital-intensive crops, cooperatives appear to not only be

a sound investment for producers but also a much used marketing
alternative.  Use of forward contracts is also a highly used marketing
strategy especially for wheat.  Use of futures and options for purpos-
es of hedging is not very common.  One respondent mentioned that
his typical producer would hedge 10% of his/her production across
all crops.  

Unfortunately the survey did not elicit what percentage of the
crop is sold directly in the cash market as a means to determine how
much of all production is sold using the complement of marketing
strategies listed in the table.  Further emphasis on this issue may be
warranted.

To summarize most of the issues in this survey, respondents
were also asked in Table 28 how they decided which crop to grow.
The various decision factors differed somewhat across farm type.
Soil type and crop prices appear to be the two key determinants for
rice farms.  On cotton farms, the decision criteria with an average
ranking greater than important (3.0) extended further down the list.
On cotton farms, irrigation availability, equipment concerns, and
government price supports played more of a role than they do on rice
farms.  Weather expectations played a minor role.

Summary and Concluding Remarks

This report summarizes production and marketing characteris-
tics of typical Arkansas rice and cotton farms.  For many of the deci-
sions farmers make, the importance of various aspects about the deci-
sions were identified.  The sample of respondents included five
Arkansas Cooperative Extension Agents and one University of
Arkansas research agronomist covering a relatively large crop pro-
duction region in Arkansas’ Mississippi river delta.  While this type
of focus group survey is not as representative of the whole population
of Arkansas farms, it highlights some differences across AASS data
and data for typical farms (at least as perceived by this respondent
group).  The report highlights differences across various crop-enter-
prise and farm types.  The following is a brief summary of the key
findings from the survey:

Farm Size and Type
• The average farm size for surveyed counties according to the
Arkansas Agricultural Statistics Service for 1998 was 804 acres.  The
average size of farms according to this survey for the same counties
is about 2,083 acres.  Differences in the average farm size for the two
sources are related to the definition of a typical farm.  The AASS sta-
tistics include all farms, which may distort the size of farm for which
crop production is the primary source of income.

Rental Arrangements
• The crop share rental arrangement is the most common for all

farm types and crops.
• Sharing both the crop and the costs to generate the crop is the
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Table 24.  Other crops that could be grown 
if marketing opportunities were available.

County Possible crops

Clay (eastern) Grain sorghum

Clay (western) None

Lee Corn and grain sorghum

Mississippi (cotton) Corn, grain sorghum and rice

Mississippi (rice) Any crop that would be profitable

Prairie Corn and grain sorghum

St. Francis Corn, edible beans and peas
1 Respondents were asked to choose from corn, sorghum,

canola, edible beans, peas, lentils, or other.

Table 25.  Typical crops for which producers purchase crop/income insurance.

Percentage of respondents insuring crop if grown1

Farm type Rice Soybean  Cotton Wheat Corn

Rice farms2 50 75 N/A 100 33

Cotton farms3 100 33 100 100 50

Total4 66 57 100 100 40
1 Percentage of respondents that insured the crops they were growing as indicated in Table 3.  If a respondent said they

grew the crop and did not list it among insured crops, it was counted as a non-insured crop.
2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  
4 Overall average among all eligible respondents.
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Table 27.  Average and range of percentage of crop sold using various marketing strategies.

Percentage of crop sold using various marketing strategies

Method        Responses (#)  Rice Soybeans Cotton Wheat Corn

Futures Avg 7 9.2 7.9 18.8 3.8 8
Range 0 - 30 0 - 30 0 - 40 0 - 10 0 - 20

Options Avg 7 4.0 8.6 6.3 5.0 7.5
Range 0 - 15 0 - 20 0 - 20 0 - 15 0 - 15

Contract Avg 7 36.7 47.5 38.8 70 48.8
Range 10 - 60 10 - 90 25 - 50 50 - 90 35 - 60

Marketing1 Avg 7 37.5 16.8 31.7 15 28
Range 10 - 50 0 - 50 10 - 50 0 - 50 0 -90

LDP2 Avg 7 78 74.3 76.3 83.3 77.5
Range 20 - 100 30 - 100 25 - 100 60  -100 30 - 100

1 “Marketing” = using seasonal pools and other pricing arrangements through a producer cooperative.
2 “LDP” = using government programs as a price floor (selling at the higher of market or loan rate prices)

Table 28.  Important factors in allocating crop acreage.  

Average ranking1

Factor Responses (#) Rice farms2 Cotton farms3 All respondents

Soil type 7 3.5 3.7 3.6

Crop prices 7 3.5 3.7 3.6

Irrigation availability 7 3.0 4.0 3.4

Equipment 7 3.0 3.3 3.1

Government price support 7 2.8 3.7 3.1

History 7 3.0 3.0 3.0

Labor availability (both quality 7 3.0 3.0 3.0
and quantity)

Management, time, and effort 7 3.0 3.0 3.0

Weed / disease pressure 7 3.0 3.0 3.0

Operating capital 7 2.8 3.3 3.0

Planting / harvest weather 7 2.3 3.0 2.6
expectations
1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of importance:  4 = Very Important, 3 = Important, 2 =

Somewhat Important, 1 = Not Important.
2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  

Table 26.  Reasons that crop insurance is undesirable to some farmers.

Average ranking1

Factor Responses (#) Rice farms2 Cotton farms3 All respondents

Insurance premiums are too high 4 3.5 3.5 3.5

Does not reduce risk sufficiently to 4 2.5 3.0 2.8
be interesting

Sign-up process too time consuming 4 2.5 2.5 2.5
and difficult

Insurance regulations restrict 2 1.0 3.0 2.0
production practices too much

Insurance program not available for 3 1.0 1.0 1.0
crops of interest
1 The following numerical values correspond to various levels of importance:  4 = Very Important, 3 = Important, 2 =

Somewhat Important, 1 = Not Important.
2 Rice farms are the response group from Clay (western), Mississippi, Prairie, and St. Francis counties.
3 Cotton farms are the response group from Clay (eastern), Lee, and Mississippi counties.  



least common type of rental arrangement.
• Cash rental fees for rice or cotton production are higher than

rental rates on land used for other crops.
• Nearly all respondents stated that farms intend to increase the

amount of land rented for all crops over the next five years.
• Available operating capital as well as labor/management time

and land rent are the most important factors in determining how
much land will be rented.

Conservation Tillage
• Soybeans have the highest percentage of land that is no-tilled.
• Rice, corn, and cotton used mostly reduced till practices.
• Wheat uses the least amount of conservation tillage.
• The main reason farmers choose not to employ conservation

tillage is the cost of equipment.
• Overall, the reported use of conservation tillage is much higher

than expected.
• Farm-size implications associated with conservation tillage

equipment are not considered important by most respondents.
This attitude was mirrored in responses to similar issues in other
questions as well.

Seed Cultivar Selection
• Use of transgenic seed varieties is most heavily concentrated in

cotton and soybeans.  
• GMO corn is expected to decrease on cotton farms for 2001.
• The highest expected increase for any GMO crop is 8.3% for

soybeans.
• Top reasons for planting GMO varieties are weed control and

ease of management.
• Soybeans tend to have a higher number of varieties planted than

other crops.
• Wheat tends to have the least number of varieties.
• Most common are Maturity Group V soybeans and a majority of

soybeans are planted in May.
• Early season, early maturity soybeans are grown mainly to

escape drought.
• Rice farms were more likely to plant earlier in the season than

cotton farms.

Irrigation Decisions
• Wells are the most common irrigation source and rivers are the

least common.
• Flood irrigation is a standard practice for rice while furrow irri-

gation is most often used in corn, soybeans, and cotton.
• Very little tail-water is recovered in the surveyed area, which is

likely a function of plentiful water supplies in the surveyed
region.

• Access to irrigation water and rental arrangements are the main
factors for making irrigation decisions.  

• Financial institutions are thought to encourage further use of irri-
gation by restricting lending on non-irrigated production.

• Fewer than 10% of producers are expected to use the irrigation
scheduler or other software to follow irrigation recommendations.

Soil Mapping/Testing
• Drainage, water-holding capacity, texture, and fertility are equal-

ly important in differentiating soil types.
• Cotton farms tend to have more soil types on a farm than rice

farms.

Governmental Programs
• Very few farms in the survey area have land enrolled in conser-

vation programs.

• Land is enrolled in conservation programs because the program
payments are higher than alternative uses for the land.

Crop Rotation Practices / Crop Selection
• Rice farms typically rotate rice with soybeans and sometimes

wheat.
• Cotton farms generally rotate cotton with corn or soybeans.
• Rotations can be quite complex and may involve several differ-

ent crops.
• Changes in crop prices along with irrigation availability are the

main reasons given for determining crop rotations.
• Farmers would grow more acreage of grain sorghum and corn if

marketing opportunities were improved or higher prices were
available.

Insurance, Risk Preference, and Marketing
• Higher valued and non-irrigated crops are more frequently

insured than are crops of lower value or those that are irrigated.
• Farmers chose not to purchase crop insurance because of high

insurance premiums and insignificant reduction of risk.
• Use of cooperatives for collective marketing of crops is more

pronounced for rice and cotton than for other commodities.
• Forward contracting is quite common for wheat.
• Use of futures and options for hedging is the least used market-

ing strategy.
• Government programs are relied upon to provide a price floor.

To improve the validity and reliability of some of this data, the
survey should likely include more regions in the state and be repeat-
ed from year to year.  Further, some of the questions need to be
revised to capture additional detail.  Finally, repetition of this kind of
survey over time can elicit reactions to upcoming agricultural pro-
duction concerns.  An internet survey method and automated report
generation may also speed up the generation of these types of surveys.
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