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Learning Objectives

•   Understand the importance of farm planning and 

recordkeeping 

•   Understand how to plan crops to meet production goals 

and wholesale contracts

•   Understand how to calculate planting dates based on 

an anticipated date of harvest

•   Understand key records to keep to assist with production 

planning in the future
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The Context – Farm Business Plan

1.   Knowing your values

 • What’s important to you?

2.   Understanding your situation

 • What are your resources?

3.  Mission statement and goals

 •  What is your vision for the business?

4.   Strategic plan

 • How will you get there?

5.   Implementing and monitoring your 

business plan

Adapted from Building a Sustainable Business by DiGiacomo, King, and Nordquist

McGarrah’s strawberry farm. Photo: Luke Freeman, University of Arkansas
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Crop Planning – Begin at the End

•   How much to grow? How much can you sell? 

•   What’s the demand?

 –  Farmers market

 – CSA shares

 –  Wholesale accounts

Fayetteville Farmers Market. Photo: Nina Prater, NCAT

Full Bell Farm CSA. Photos: Rex Dufour, NCAT
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Recordkeeping and Planning

•   Importance of recordkeeping

 –  Anticipate market demand

 – Know which crops are profi table

•   Use off -season for planning

 –  Annual vs. long-term planning

Terrell Spencer of Across the Creek Farm discusses farm records. 

Photo: Robyn Metzger, NCAT

Truly Living Well - Wheat Street Gardens. Photo: NCATTruly Living
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Planning for Prof it in 

Sustainable Farming

Introduction

A 
failure to plan is a

 plan to fail. W
hile 

the basic concept of profi t is
 very sim

-

ple, assuring profi tability
 in a sustain-

able fa
rming business re

quires careful planning. 

Simply put, profi t is
 a situ

ation where i
ncome is 

greater th
an expenses over tim

e. W
hile careful 

planning will n
ot absolutely assure th

at you will 

operate at a profi t in
 your farming business, i

t 

certainly increases your chances. Th is publica-

tion provides an introduction to assessin
g and 

planning for fa
rm profitability

 and includes 

additional resources th
at can provide further 

assist
ance. W

hile this p
ublication is p

rim
ar-

ily directed toward active beginning farmers, 
it 

should be helpful to anyone considerin
g starting 

a farming business.

In this publication, there will b
e litt

le discus-

sion of how to im
prove farming production 

techniques even though such improvements can 

certa
inly improve profi tability

. W
hile a discus-

sion of the im
portance of knowing a farm’s pro-

duction costs i
s included, specifi c products and 

production techniques are n
ot covered. 

Th e topic of obtaining farm land—even though 

the cost o
f land is o

ne of th
e most im

portant 

costs i
mpacting profi tability

—is not covered in 

this publication. (See the ATTRA publication 

Finding Land to Farm: Six Ways to Secure Farm-

land for more in
formation.) 

Finally, 
since this p

ublication is i
ntended for 

beginning farmers and those considering farm-

ing, it w
ill assess th

e advantages and lim
itations 

of diff erent approaches to profi tably marketing 

Achieving and maintaining profi tability
 is a challenge for all agriculture businesses. This introductory 

publication discusses some basic questions that will help you plan for profi tability
. Understanding your 

fi nancial capability, your costs of production, and the potential profi tability
 of alternative ways to market 

products are examined. A list of additional resources is included for further study.
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Careful planning is essential for profi table farming. Photo: NCAT
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What records should you keep?

• Weekly sales at market

• Which products sell out fi rst

• Which products are left on the table

Fine-tuned records for prof itability

•   What is the profi t margin on 
each product?

 –  Inputs for production

 –  Labor for planting, weed control, 
and harvest

 – Gross revenue from sales

•  ATTRA templates

Photos: Rex Dufour, NCAT
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How Much to Grow – Tomato Example

•   Farm to School will buy 20,000 lbs. of slicing tomatoes 

at $1.60/lb. throughout the fall semester

 –  Want to supply 10,000 lbs between August 15 and October 20

 –  10,000 lbs × $1.60/lb  = $16,000

 –  Know production costs 
(what will be your net profi t?)

 –  Choose tomato variety 
for consistent quality 
and good yield

Photos: Luke Freeman, University of Arkansas
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How much should you plant?

•   Know production goals 

•   Know anticipated yield 
 –  per plant

 –  per 100-ft. row or bed

 –  per acre

•   Account for crop loss, 10-25% 

•   Calculate land needed for crop 
 –  How many plants, row feet, beds, 

or acres?

•   Seed need for crop 

Photos: Luke Freeman, University of Arkansas
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How Much to Plant – Tomato Example

•   Production goal: 10,000 lbs. of tomatoes

•   Anticipated yield?
–  Assume 5 lbs./plant or 24,200 lbs./acre

 –  Recordkeeping for accurate yield estimate

•   Plant spacing?

  –  6’ row spacing with 18” between plants

= 4,840 plants/acre

  –  6’ row spacing = 7,260 row ft/acre

•   Crop loss factor = 25%
 –  10,000 lbs. × 1.25 = 12,500 lbs.

Photo: Luke Freeman, University of Arkansas

Johnny's Seeds
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How Much to Plant – Tomato Example

•   How much land is needed?
 –  12,500 lbs. ÷ 24,200 lbs./acre = 0.52 acres

 –  0.52 acres × 7,260 row ft/acre = 3,775 row ft

Photo: Luke Freeman, University of Arkansas
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How Much to Plant – Tomato Example

•   How much land is needed?
 –  12,500 lbs. ÷ 24,200 lbs./acre 

= 0.52 acres

 –  0.52 acres × 7,260 row ft/acre 

= 3,775 row ft

•   How many plants are needed?
 –  12,500 lbs. ÷ 5 lbs./plant 

= 2,500 plants

 –  0.52 acres × 4,840 plants/acre 

= 2,517 plants

 –  3,775 row ft ÷ 1.5’ spacing 

= 2,517 plants

Photos: Luke Freeman, University of Arkansas
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How Much to Plant – Tomato Example

•   How much land is needed?
 –  12,500 lbs. ÷ 24,200 lbs./acre = 0.52 acres

 –  0.52 acres × 7,260 row ft/acre = 3,775 row ft

•   How many plants are needed?
 –  12,500 lbs. ÷ 5 lbs./plant = 2,500 plants

 –  0.52 acres × 4,840 plants/acre = 2,517 plants

 –  3,775 row ft ÷ 1.5’ spacing = 2,517 plants

•   How much seed?
 –  Add 20% to seed order to adjust for 

germination failure

 –  2,517 plants × 1.2 = 3,021 seeds

 –  3,021 seeds ÷ 7,400 seeds/oz 

= 0.41 oz seed

Photos: Luke Freeman, University of Arkansas
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When to Plant?

•   Count backward from date of sale

•   Use days to maturity (DTM) in 
seed catalog as a start

 –  Your own records will give you 
the most accurate DTM

 –  Aff ected by environment

 –  Cultivar dependent

•   Time in greenhouse?

  –  Add to DTM

•   How long will crop hold in fi eld?

•   Harvest all at once or over time?

Photos: Luke Freeman, University of Arkansas



The National Center for Appropriate Technology  •  www.ncat.org  •  1-800-ASK-NCAT
15

When to Plant – Tomato Example

•   Date of fi rst sale = August 15

•   DTM = 72 days from TP  June 4

•   Greenhouse = 6 wks or 42 days  April 23

•   Crop in fi eld = assume 3 weeks, determinate cv. 

•   Harvest for 9 weeks, until October 20
 –  9 ÷ 3 = 3 planting dates

Planting Dates: 

April 23

 May 14

 June 4

TP

HARVEST
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When to Plant – Tomato Example

Start Seeds 2,517 plants × 1.2 (germ adj) ÷ 3 sowings
April 23 1,000 seeds / 0.14 oz seed / 20 plug fl ats (50-cell)

May 14 1,000 seeds / 0.14 oz seed / 20 plug fl ats (50-cell)

June 4 1,000 seeds / 0.14 oz seed / 20 plug fl ats (50-cell)

Plant in FD # of Plants 3,775 row ft ÷ 3
June 4 839 plants 1,259 row ft

June 25 839 plants 1,259 row ft

July 16 839 plants 1,259 row ft
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Resources

•     ATTRA
www.attra.ncat.org

•     Crop Planning for Organic Vegetable Growers 
by Frederic Theriault and Daniel Brisebois
– Worksheets available from www.cog.ca
– Search “crop planning”

•     Johnny’s Selected Seeds
– Info sheets at www.johnnyseeds.com
– Look for “Online Tools & Calculators” 

•     Growing Small Farms – NC State Extension
– Crop planning and scheduling forms for CSAs
– https://growingsmallfarms.ces.ncsu.edu/
   growingsmallfarms-farmrecords

•     UC Santa Cruz – CSA Crop Planning
– http://casfs.ucsc.edu/documents/Teaching%20Direct
   %20Marketing/4.5_CSA_crop_plan.pdf

•     Crop Planning program (free)
– https://code.google.com/p/cropplanning
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COG Worksheets – www.cog.ca

Crop Planning for Organic Vegetable Growers

• Weekly sales projections will help you with cash fl ow statement.
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COG Worksheets – www.cog.ca

Crop Planning for Organic Vegetable Growers
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For more information

A program of the National Center for Appropriate Technology

www.attra.ncat.org
E-mail: askanag@ncat.org

ATTRA Hotline: 1-800-346-9140 or 1-800-411-3222 (Spanish)


