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Research goals & funding
1) to engage African American farmers in the development of equitable
and legitimate climate services in the Southeast U.S.
2) to determine how climate services can better address the specific
information priorities and risk management strategies of African
American farmers.
Supported by: NOAA SARP grant 2009‐2012; NOAA RISA; USDA RMA
USDA NIFA grant 2011‐2015

Social justice in climate services
Understanding vulnerability as socially constructed
points to the need to address equity issues in climate
services Pfaff et al. 1999, Broad et al. 2002, Lemos et al. 2002, Archer 2003
Most field research so far has considered equity issues
primarily in the Global South and in relation to
poor farmers
gender

In this research, we focus on race
as a lens to understand the interaction of social and climate
vulnerabilities and the potential role of climate services
among a particular group of farmers in the southern US

Risk & vulnerability in historical context
Drastic decline in numbers of African American farmers
AA farmers as % of all farmers in US

1900‐1940
1940‐1964
1064‐1974
2007

14%
5.6%
2%
1.3%

Average size of AA operated farm:
104 acres vs 418 acres for all farms
(2007 census)

History of discrimination by state and
federal agencies, land‐grant universities,
agricultural extension services

Strategic research partnerships
Federation of Southern
Cooperatives

Fort Valley State University
Extension

Civil rights organization comprised of
farmers’cooperatives in the South US

1890s Historically Black University
providing extension services to minority
farmers

Research design & methods
Quantitative and qualitative data
Phone survey: N=98
In depth interviews: N=47
Institutional interviews: N=9
Workshops: 2 N=73 (GA & AL)

Outreach
Farmer’s Conferences: N=14 (2007‐13)
Estimated total attendance N=~4,000

Formal presentations
African American Audience: 3 events
Climate & Agriculture Extension: 6 events

Research sites
N. of survey participants per
county (N=98)

N. of interviews per
county (N=47)

Research participant profiles
Male
Age: 65+
Years farming: 16+
Years farming: 5 or less
Farm: 100+ acres
Farm: less than 20 acres
No irrigation
No insurance
Mostly row crop
Mostly produce
Other
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Survey (n=98)

Interview (n=47)

2008 drought impacts on farmers
(N=98)
Of the farmers surveyed:

Farmers that suffered the
greatest losses included

• 79% lived in an affected area
• 65% suffered losses

• 80% of row crop farmers (N=24)

• 82% DID NOT have irrigation

• 69% of produce farmers (N=48)

• 76% DID NOT have crop
insurance.

• 61% of livestock ranchers (N=18)
• 25% of tree farmers (N=4)

Cause you almost at the point you don’t know hardly how, what to do to
help your crop through a drought. If it depends on the rain the best thing to
do is watch, pray, do Indian dance (Farmer).

Potential uses of climate forecasts
Based on interviews (N=31)
Crop type and variety
Land preparation
Irrigation management
Whether or not to farm that season

Any projected weather data that you
can get will better your chances of
having a better crop. Sometimes
they get it right; sometimes they get
it wrong. Chances are if you don’t
plan, you plan to fail (Farmer).

Amount of feed bought or stored
Amount of land under cultivation
Planting dates
Herd size
Lease agreements
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Mostly row crop (n=18)

Mostly produce (n=13)

Sources of agricultural information
Based on interviews (N=45)
Hands on
Family members
Other farmers
Workshops
Well sometimes, you know, you listen to nature
and environment around you and you know you
pretty much get a general feeling when it’s a
good time.… See they go by a scientific thing. I
go by experience thing. And it works. It works.
You got a bird out there he’ll tell you when to
plant….They sing to you (Farmer).

Cooperative
Extension
Formal schooling
Buyers
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Social networks : community
I have got really good neighbors…because the same
folks that I deal with now used to work with my
parents when I was younger. So I guess that just
makes us closer because we have grown up
together…And at the farm, when we need help, they
come over and vice versa … I am really fortunate and
blessed… (Farmer).
When I was young, we was on a
plantation… 10 or 12 families. When we
was done growing or pick’n cotton…we
would go help the neighbors out. Then
we would go and help the other
neighbors out. We worked together that
way. No one helps anymore. Too much
drugs, television, computer… (Farmer).

Social networks: trust
Interviews (N=9) with other RISA teams confirmed the crucial
role of trust building in working with underrepresented groups

“They have experienced great pains working
with federal agencies; things that they have
been promised and took forever to get
accomplished or someone just dropped the
ball and nothing ever happened … so many
people burned in the past with scientists
coming in showing up for a year and
disappearing. That is the biggest challenge,
this is something that we have struggled with
for years… One of the biggest things you can
do wrong in this kind of work is stop showing
up.” (RISA scientist)

Social networks : institutions
Mistrust and ambivalence towards extension services and
public agencies persists (but indirectly expressed)
A South GA row crop farmer elaborated on his
relationship with a white county agent:

We know he’s all right, he’s good, if you
needed assistance he’s there…but… Here is a
prime example. At the Peanut Show they give
door prizes. Three years ago I won 2nd place,
which was a trip to Panama City for a two‐day
peanut conference‐all expenses paid and… I
haven’t gotten it yet…..
In response to a query on where he could get assistance, a farmer expressed his skepticism about
being treated fairly by state agencies, despite progress on civil rights:

Interviewer: Can you contact FSA?
Farmer 13: Ha! (laugh)… it is sad…that we have come this far but…when programs come
about… when stuff comes out like that, it is always given to others first but when I hear
about it, [the time to apply] is almost over.

Key findings
African American farmers are vulnerable to climate
shocks because they tend to:
 lack buffering mechanisms (irrigation, insurance)
 sell land and livestock (disinvest) to cope with losses
 have lost social support networks and knowledge base their
parents relied upon
 mistrust government agencies and extension services due to
history of discrimination

Lessons learned
 Strategic partnerships: Identify respected organizations; assess
how climate services can be incorporated into their agendas
 Long‐term commitment: Building trust takes a significant time
and face‐to‐face interaction; hence need for long‐term funding
 Learning networks: Bringing together farmers at all levels of
experience with scientists of different disciplines
 Actionable knowledge: Climate services must be integrated with
efforts to develop and promote affordable adaptive options
 Policy advocacy: Partner with agencies working to strengthen
community resilience (may require a priority shift, where climate
information has a supporting rather than central role).

Selected outputs
Social Justice in Climate Services:
Engaging African American farmers in
the American South. Climate Risk
Management, under revision

