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Urban agriculture can play an important role in supporting local food systems. The potential benefi ts 

agriculture off ers in urban areas have gained the interest of many residents and policy makers, who are 

implementing policies, developing infrastructure, and creating markets to support the growing number 

of urban farms. Urban farmers are faced with a unique set of challenges that includes the high cost of 

land, access to capital resources, and limited availability of technical assistance. This publication focuses 

on information gathered from a 2013 national study of urban agriculture.           

Urban Agriculture in the United States: 
Baseline Findings of a Nationwide Survey

Urban agriculture in the United States is 
an increasingly popular issue for many, 
from urban dwellers (both those who 

farm and those who eat) to the media and policy 
makers. Urban agriculture off ers many potential 
benefi ts to urban areas, such as green space and 
access to fresh food for urban consumers. For 
these reasons, urban agriculture has captured the 
attention of city residents and policymakers. Food 
policy councils and city governments around the 
country, in cities including New York, Baltimore, 
and Chicago, have explicitly incorporated sugges-
tions for their local food environments intended 

to facilitate the expansion of urban agriculture 
(Goldstein et al., 2011; Hodgson, 2012). Inte-
grated into its urban environment, farming in the 
city uses and reuses urban resources (including 
labor and natural resources) and returns agricul-
tural products to urban consumers. 

Although research on and about urban agricul-
ture is increasing, comprehensive information 
about its extent and characteristics has not been 
published. Th e United States Department of Agri-
culture’s (USDA) Census of Agriculture is con-
sidered a consistent measure of agriculture data 
in the United States; however, information within 

Riverpark Farm at Alexandria Center™ in New York City.  Photo: Courtesy of Riverpark Farm at Alexandria Center.™
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on the latter. Th e regional spread of farms was 
fairly consistent (Table 1), although the Northeast 
had the highest number of farms responding, and 
the Midwest had the lowest.

Table 1: Respondent Farms By Region, 2013 National 

Survey Of Urban Farms

In order to get a richer picture of policy and other 
trends in urban agriculture, in the second part 
of the project, informant interviews were com-
pleted in 15 cities where urban agriculture is pur-
ported to be increasing. Th ese cities included both 
large and smaller cities, and an eff ort was made to 
include cities from diff erent regions of the coun-
try. Th e cities included Atlanta, Georgia; Austin, 
Texas; Cleveland, Ohio; Denver, Colorado; Kan-
sas City, Missouri; Minneapolis, Minnesota; Mis-
soula, Montana; New Orleans, Louisiana; New 
York, New York; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; 
Portland, Maine; Portland, Oregon; Oakland, 
California; Salt Lake City, Utah; and Washing-
ton, D.C. Semi-structured interviews were under-
taken with approximately 10 stakeholders in each 
city, including Extension personnel, farmers, busi-
nesses, and government staff , among others.

About the Study’s Urban 
Farmers and Farms
Respondents to the survey reported farming for 
approximately 10 years on average. A little more 
than half (53%) identifi ed that they were female 
and 44% identifi ed as male. Approximately 2% 
fi lled out the survey with both male and female 
farmers answering the questions together, and the 
remaining 1% identifi ed as transgender or other.   

Urban farmers are generally younger than the 
overall farming population, with the average age 
of 44, ranging from 21 years of age to 78. Th e 
vast majority of respondents (91%) reported being 
white/Caucasian; 5% reported Black, African, 
or Caribbean-American; 4% Hispanic/Latino, 
3% American-Indian or Alaskan Native, and 
1% Asian. (Respondents could check all that 
apply, so the percentages total more than 100%.)

the census specifi c to urban farms can be chal-
lenging to identify or separate from rural farm 
statistics. Part of the reason for this can be attrib-
uted to the USDA’s broad defi nition of a farm, in 
which urban and rural farms are not diff erenti-
ated by geographical size or location, but instead 
all fall under the defi nition of a farm as producing 
and selling at least $1,000 worth of agricultural 
products during the year the census is conducted. 

Th is publication seeks to fi ll some of the gaps 
in information about urban agriculture in the 
United States by providing baseline data from 
a 2013 nationwide study of urban agriculture. 
Th e publication addresses characteristics of urban 
farms and farmers, production methods, and 
challenges for urban farms, as well as technical-
assistance and information needs. A list of further 
resources is included.   

About the National Study: 
Methods and Procedures
In 2013, a national study of urban farms was 
initiated by the authors and their institutions 
(New York University, Pennsylvania State 
University, and the National Center for Appro-
priate Technology). Th e study sought to assess 
the risks and economics unique to urban agri-
culture and to examine the technical-assistance 
needs of urban farmers. 

Th e fi rst part of the study focused on a nation-
wide survey of urban farmers. Th e survey 
collected data about the production practices, 
marketing practices (e.g., products sold, market-
ing outlets), risks and challenges, information 
and technical-assistance needs, and basic farm 
characteristics of urban farms for 2012. 

In total, 315 respondents from across the coun-
try identifi ed their farm as “urban or peri-urban 
(i.e., suburban area, or outside a suburban area of 
a city).” Because community gardens also grow 
food in urban areas, we allowed respondents to 
self-identify as either a community garden or an 
urban/peri-urban farm. For this report, we focus 
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Like many rural and suburban farms, urban farms 
often undertake production on multiple sites. In 
the respondent population, approximately 37.3% 
reported having multiple production sites, and 
those that did had an average of 3.1 sites. Of all 
urban farms responding to the survey, an aver-
age of 78.1% of total production was reported 
being grown within city boundaries (Table 2). 
Although many farms reported small acreage 
(37% reported an acre or less in production), the 
average reported for the urban and peri-urban 
farms was nine acres. 

Urban farms had been in operation an average of 
13 years. However, many farms and farmers were 
new to the sector, with 64.8% of the respondents 
reporting that their farms had been in operation 
fi ve years or less. Farms had on average two pri-
mary farmers or managers, 2.2 farm workers, and 
3.3 apprentices or interns.

Land tenure, or the length of time and condi-
tions under which a given plot of land is avail-
able for use, greatly aff ects the level of investment 
made by a farmer (Hodgson, 2011). Ownership 
is preferred, but because land values can be high 
in many urban areas, farmers often lease land 
or acquire temporary user permits from pub-
lic or private organizations. Short-term leases 
are another option for urban farmers; however, 

these can be revoked at any time at a landowner’s 
discretion, with as little as 30 days’ notice.  

In the national survey of urban farmers, more 
than half of the farmers reported owning at least 
some of their urban farm (Table 3), while 27.5% 
had a long-term lease (or multiple-year lease) 
on at least some of their urban farm). Almost 
a quarter had short-term leases that were year-
to-year or shorter, while another fi fth were 
borrowing at least some of the land used for the 
urban farm. Of those not owning a portion of 
their land, 64% reported that some portion of 
it was on public land.

While many urban farms focus on food produc-
tion for profi t, a majority of urban farms also 
incorporate social aspects into their goals. Th ese 
include farming to increase food security—par-
ticularly in low-income neighborhoods—com-
munity building, and education. Th e importance 
of social missions is often identifi ed through the 
legal organization of an urban farm and is often 
structured around how the farm will manage Urban farmer at Hollygrove Market & Farm in New 

Orleans.  Photo:  Andy Pressman, NCAT

Aspect Mean (St Dev)

Number of production sites1 3.1 (2.2)

Percent production in urban core 78.1 (39.5)

Acres in production 9.0 (3.5)

Years farm has been in 

operation

13.0 (13.6)

Number of primary farmers and managers 2.0 (2.8)

Number of farm workers 2.2 (6.6)

Number of apprentices 

or interns

3.3 (14.75)

1For those operations reporting multiple sites

Table 2: General Characteristics of Urban Farms, 2013 National Survey of 

Urban Farms

Land tenure, 

or the length 

of time and 

conditions under 

which a given plot 

of land is available 

for use, greatly 

aff ects the level of 

investment made 

by a farmer 

(Hodgson, 2011).

Table 3: Land Tenure Arrangements for Urban Farms, 2013 National Survey of 

Urban Farms

Tenure Arrangement N Percent

Own land that was purchased 141 49.0

Long-term lease, even if you don't pay rent 

(multiple years)

79 27.5

Short term lease, year-to-year or shorter, even if 

you don't pay rent

65 22.6

Borrow, informal agreement 61 21.2

Own land that was inherited 14 4.9

Note: Can add to more than 100% because farms may have more than one arrangement
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risks. Th is may include whether or not the farm 
can access alternative funding sources, such as 
grants and foundation funding. Urban farms 
that took part in the survey were split between 
being structured as a non-profi t, sole proprietor-
ship, and limited liability corporation (Table 4). 
Few were structured as corporations or coop-
eratives, and only a small number were family
owned. For more information on business 
structures, refer to the ATTRA publication 
Tips about Farm Business Structures.

Production Practices of 
Urban Farms
Th e type, size, scale of production, and location of 
urban farms can vary drastically and so do their 
forms of production. Th ese can include growing 
crops in soil, in a closed-loop aquaponics system, or 
even in a rooftop greenhouse. Urban farms tend to 
utilize intensive production techniques as a means 
of increasing production on smaller land bases. 

Th e production system utilized by an urban farm 
is closely related to the amount of start-up and 
capitalization costs required. For example, verti-
cal farms may have a slower return on investment 
due to their high initial infrastructure costs. Crop 
selection is also closely tied to the mission and 
goals of a farm. While some urban farms focus 
on producing and marketing higher-value crops, 
others may focus more on growing crops with 
higher calories, despite often receiving less of a 
premium market price. And, while the interest in 
raising livestock in urban areas is growing, animal 
health and nutrition needs careful attention, as 
feed sources can be limiting.  

Th e top products grown by the respondent urban 
farms were fresh vegetables, followed by nursery 
items such as seedlings and herbs, fresh fruits, and 
meat and poultry (Table 5). Although aquaponics 
are a frequently discussed topic in urban agricul-
ture circles, only 0.2% of production output was 
reported in fi sh.

Table 4: Structure of Urban Farms, 2013 National Survey of Urban Farms

Type of Structure N Percent

Non-profi t 95 32.1

Sole proprietorship 93 31.4

Limited liability corporation 66 22.3

Corporation 16 5.4

Cooperative/employee owned 11 3.7

Other type of partnerships 9 3.0

Family owned 6 2.0

Aquaponics system at City Roots in Columbia, SC.  Photo: Courtesy of City Roots

Table 5: Types of Production on Urban Farms, 2013 

National Survey of Urban Farms

Percentage of 
Farm’s Total 
Production 

Mean St Dev Range

Fresh vegetables 67.5 33.8 0-100

Nursery items 
(including plants, 
mushrooms, 
herbs, and 
fl owers)

8.2 19.0 0-100

Fresh fruits 8.1 14.8 0-100

Meat & poultry 5.5 18.0 0-100

Value-added food 
products (e.g., 
processed and 
prepared food, 
baked goods, 

preserves)

2.8 8.6 0-98

Milk & dairy 1.9 11.3 0-100

Honey 1.7 6.6 0-80

Fish 0.2 2.4 0-40

N=284

https://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/summaries/summary.php?pub=429
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In terms of animals on the farm, hens and broil-
ers were reported in the largest numbers (Table 
6), but broilers were kept on only 9% of farms, 
and the average numbers are much lower than 
one would fi nd on conventional farms. Few farms 
kept pigs or cows, but over a third of urban farms 
had a beehive and approximately 10% had sheep 
or goats.

Th e survey also asked about production practices 
common to urban agriculture (Table 7). Th e high-
est share of respondents reported using raised beds 
for production, followed by greenhouses, container 
gardens, and high tunnels (a freestanding or gutter-
connected covered structure, without heating or 
electrical power, using passive ventilation for air 
exchange and cooling). Vertical farming (farming 
within urban buildings—such as high-rises—or 
vertically inclined surfaces, in a technologically 
advanced manner), aquaponics (a system of aqua-
culture in which the waste produced by farmed 
fi sh or other aquatic animals supplies nutrients 
for plants grown hydroponically), hydroponics (a 
method of growing plants in water rather than in 
soil), and rooftop farming—all generally more cap-
ital intensive—were reported by fewer respondents. 

In addition, 8.1% of the respondents reported 
being certifi ed organic, while another 26% 
reported selling or promoting their products 
and being “exempt” from organic certifi cation 
(these are defi ned by USDA as organic farms and 
businesses with gross agricultural income from 
organic sales that does not exceed $5,000 per 

Urban apiary on rooftop of Waldorf Astoria in New York City.  

Photo: Andy Pressman, NCAT

Common Good City Farm in Washington, DC.  Photo: Andy Pressman, 

NCAT

Type of Animal Mean SD Range % farms with animal

Hens 19.9 47.1 0-500 46.5

Broilers 10.6 62.4 0-700 9.0

Beehives 

(# of hives) 
2.4 8.7 0-125 38.9

Sheep or goats 1.5 8.0 0-100 11.8

Pigs 1.4 12.2 0-190 8.0

Cows 0.9 5.9 0-75 5.6

N=255

Table 6: Average Number of Farm Animals on Urban Farms, 2013 National Survey 

of Urban Farms

Table 7: Production Practices and Structures Used on Urban Farms, 2013 National 

Survey of Urban Farms

Practices/Structures Frequency
Percent of 

Respondents

Raised beds 203 64.4

Greenhouse 130 41.3

Container gardens 118 37.5

High tunnel 92 29.2

Vertical farming 56 17.8

Aquaponics 24 7.6

Hydroponics 17 5.4

Rooftop farming 9 2.9



Page 6 Urban Agriculture in the United States: Baseline Findings of a Nationwide Survey

year, but they still comply with specifi c sections 
of the USDA organic regulations).

Sales and Marketing 
Practices of Urban Farms
Of the urban farms that responded to the sur-
vey, 80.3% reported selling some products (ver-
sus donating all products). Farm viability and 
profi tability were raised as key concerns in the 
interviews with urban farmers and other stake-
holders in 15 study cities. Th e survey hints at 
these concerns as well. Only 32.9% of farmers 
reported that the primary farmer earned a liv-
ing by farming in 2012. Sixty percent of farmers 
reported relying on off -farm income and another 
31.0% reported using grant funding and fund-
raising. Gross sales data from the farms (Table 
8) reveal that almost half of the farms reported 
less than $10,000 in sales, and less than 5% can 
be considered mid-sized or large farms with sales 
over $350,000.

Of the urban farms that sold some amount of 
products grown on the farm, farmers markets 
and Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) 
were the top marketing outlets (Table 9). Given 
the farms’ close proximity to the urban consumer 
markets, the use of these markets is not surpris-
ing. Direct-to-retail and direct-to-institution (e.g., 

Sixty 

percent of 

urban 

farmers reported 

relying on off -farm 

income and another 

31.0% reported 

using grant funding 

and fundraising.

Total Gross Sales 
Categories (from 

all products)
Frequency Percent

Less than $10,000 119 49.0

$10,000-$24,999 54 22.2

$50,000-$99,999 17 7.0

$25,000-$49,999 25 10.3

$100,000-249,999 18 7.4

$250,000-$499,999 5 2.1

$500,000-$999,999 1 0.4

$1 million or more 4 1.6

N=243

Table 8: Gross Sales of Urban Farms, 2013 National 

Survey of Urban Farms

Real Food Farm in Baltimore, MD.  Photo: Andy Pressman, NCAT

Marketing Outlet 
% Gross 

Sales Mean 
(St. Dev)

Farmers market or farm stand 40.7 (38.3)

CSA 22.4 (32.7)

Restaurants 12.0 (22.0)

Other outlets 10.7 (27.1)

Direct-to-retail (e.g., grocery 

stores, food cooperatives)
4.9 (15.1)

Other institutions 

(such as schools)
2.6 (13.3)

Wholesale outlets 2.5 (11.8)

Distributed through coopera-

tive of farms/other farmers
2.3 (11.2)

Regional or local food hub 0.9 (6.1)

N=2477

Table 9: Marketing Outlets Used By Urban Farms, 2013 

National Survey of Urban Farms

schools) markets, as well as distribution through 
wholesale and other higher-volume outlets, were 
limited for urban farms. Th ese results are also 
supported by the interviews in the study’s 15 cit-
ies, suggesting that urban farms have a diffi  cult 
time providing a high volume of product due to 
their small acreage and tend to focus on high-
value, niche products to low-volume customers, 
emphasizing quality and price over quantity.
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Challenges and Training 
Needs for Urban Farms
Urban agriculture refers to growing plants and 
raising animals within and around cities. Farm-
ing in the city presents many challenges, some of 
which are common to all types of farming, and 
others unique to the urban setting. Urban farmers 
face signifi cant knowledge gaps and institutional 
barriers (Pearson et al., 2010). For instance, regu-
lations such as zoning, city plans, and building 
codes may prevent farms from locating in cit-
ies on vacant lots or on rooftops. Other poten-
tial obstacles to the expansion of urban agricul-
ture include access to credit and capital, lack of 
municipal support for composting, land tenure, 
lack of infrastructure for marketing and process-
ing food raised on the urban farms, environmen-
tal contamination, and limited access to water 
(Castillo et al., 2013; Hendrickson and Porth, 
2012; Kaufman and Bailkey, 2000; Raes Harnes 
et al., 2013).

Technical assistance for urban farmers has histori-
cally been provided by non-profi t organizations. 
Although a growing number of state land-grant 
universities and their Cooperative Extension pro-
grams are allocating resources for urban agricul-
ture (Reynolds, 2011; Surls et al., 2014), there is a 
dearth of research and literature regarding urban 
agriculture. Th is is exacerbated by the fact that 
most Cooperative Extension agents are trained to 
support rural farming and are often located physi-
cally distant from urban centers (Pearson et al., 
2010). Time restrictions and funding for techni-
cal assistance staff  are also challenges (Surls et al., 
2014). Th e end result is that potential and existing 
urban farmers do not receive adequate support.

Th e national survey of urban farmers sought to 
examine the challenges that urban farmers face 
most in the United States and focus on techni-
cal and information needs. Production costs were 
rated as the most challenging aspect of urban 
farms, with managing pests, weeds, and climate 
viewed as very to extremely challenging by at least 
a quarter of urban farmers (Figure 1). Since few 
urban farms have substantial livestock numbers, 
it is not surprising that animal health is the least 
challenging aspect on these farms. Some topics 
raised in the literature as challenges in the urban 
setting—access to water, infrastructure, and envi-
ronmental pollution—were raised as a concern by 
fewer farmers in our survey. However, interviews 
with stakeholders seem to suggest that these topics 

Bringing in 800 cubic yards of compost to City Roots in Columbia, SC.  Photo: 

Courtesy of City Roots

N=315
Note: Does not add to 100% because a percentage of respondents also reported “not applicable.”

Figure 1: Production Risks and Challenges for Urban Farms, 2013 National Survey 

of Urban Farms
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of are of greater concern in certain cities, mostly 
likely due to policy diff erences. For instance, 
access to water may be addressed in some city 
policies, while in other areas farmers have major 
problems with access and prices for water usage 
due to the lack of policy mechanisms.

In terms of other challenges for urban farms (Fig-
ure 2), not surprisingly, given the results of the 
study’s informant interviews, profi tability was 
the number one topic of concern and was viewed 
as very to extremely challenging for almost half 
of the respondents. Related to this, fi nancing 
was reported as very or extremely challenging by 
more than a third of the respondents. Farm labor 
is another major concern for about one-fi fth of 
the respondents. Surprisingly, access to land, secu-
rity, and community relations were not reported 
as major concerns from respondents, even though 
informants often raised these issues as a concern in 
the interviews. Distribution, logistics, and market-
ing venues are also not major concerns, and infor-
mant interviews supported this, with most farmers 
reporting adequate local markets for their products. 

When asked about technical assistance and infor-
mation needs, urban farmers reported business 
and fi nancial planning, marketing and distribu-
tion assistance, and product development as the 
most-needed technical-assistance topics (Figure 
3). Th roughout interviews nationwide, land access 
was also raised as a key topic in most urban set-
tings, and this shows up in the survey results for 
technical assistance as well, with almost half the 
respondents noting that legal assistance for land 
access is moderately to highly needed. In general, 
however, many urban farmers reported a moder-
ate to high need for many of the topics covered in 
the survey, showing general demand for technical 
assistance in the sector.

Summary
Urban agriculture can provide numerous benefi ts 
to urban areas. While some urban farms focus 
on small-scale intensive production techniques 
to raise crops and livestock for market, they may 
also be structured around social aspects related 
to urban agriculture, which include food security, 
building communities, and education. Th ere are 
many challenges facing urban farmers as they 
progress toward their goals but overcoming the 
barriers can result in a rewarding and profi table 
profession, as the 2013 national study of urban 
agriculture showed.

Figure 2: Other Challenges for Urban Farms, 2013 National Survey of Urban Farms

N=315
Note: Does not add to 100% because a percentage of 
respondents also reported “not applicable”

Figure 3: Technical Assistance and Information Needs For Urban Farms, 2013 

National Survey of Urban Farms

N=315
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