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Feature Story 

Small Farms: The Past, Present and Future of Agriculture 

 

 Marion Thomas “M.T.” Spraberry has worked the land handed down to him by his father 

for his entire life. At 82-years-old, he now watches over his two sons, Joel and Burt, as they 

work the same land that will someday pass into their own hands. The land holds memories of 

sweat, tears, risks, and celebrations. These men have seen changes in technology, health care, 

and the growing population of the world. Their operation, MTS Cattle Company, may only be 

one of millions of small, family-owned farmers in the U.S., but their work is just as efficient and 

important as any other.  

 Just as M.T. passed on his knowledge of the cattle business to his sons, he learned the 

trade from his father, who was also the son of a farmer. As he sat in his chair in his living room 

after a morning of making the rounds, checking and feeding the cattle, M.T. recollected a 

memory from his childhood. 

 “My dad brought his first tractor, a little John Deere, two row thing, when I was a boy,” 

Spraberry said. “My granddad was at the house one day and dad finally convinced him to get on 

it.” 

 Spraberry shook his head as he stopped to laugh.  
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“Dad laughed about this for I don’t know how long,” he said. “They got down to the end 

of the field close to the fence and Granddad starts yelling ‘woah, woah, woah’, like he was 

leading horses. Dad pulled the break just before they hit the fence.” 

The U.S. agricultural industry has come a long way in a short amount of time. The 

industry now faces the challenge of using past lessons and present innovations to feed a growing 

population successfully and efficiently. 

Though the agricultural industry has seen many changes, what has not changed is the 

world’s dependence on small farms. In fact, the future of agriculture may depend on these small 

farms. The 2009 census showed a notable increase in the amount of small farms in the U.S. –

more than two million in all, a four percent increase from 2002. Eighty percent of the two 

million farms are family-based operations.  

Some contribute the growth in small farms to recent emphasis on the growth of organic 

products and antibiotic-free meat. Spraberry said he believes it is simply due to progress.  

“I’m thankful for the changes,” he said. “It was rough back then. Life is better for farmers 

now.” 

His son, Joel Spraberry, now the primary operator of MTS Cattle Company, said he is 

also thankful for some of the changes that have occurred in the beef industry over the last several 

years, specifically the use of antibiotics.  

“These animals deserve the same rights as people,” he said. “Just as we get shots to fight 

off disease, they deserve a better quality of life, too.” 
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Every load of cattle Joel buys goes through a routine process. They are given an 

antibiotic called Bovi-Shield to fight off one of the most common diseases, Bovine Respiratory 

Disease. Then they receive Liquamycin, a common treatment for diseases such as pneumonia, 

pinkeye, diphtheria, wound infections, and foot rot. Joel said he has seen great success through 

the products. 

Over the years, Joel has had to adjust his regular routine. Just as humans, when cattle are 

treated with specific antibiotics over a long period of time, they develop immunities to them. 

Another change Joel and other cattle owners have had to adapt to is the way they deliver the 

antibiotics.  

In the past, antibiotic injections were frequently given in the neck of the animal. Due to 

blemish sites in the meat after processing, the shots are now given subcutaneously to prevent 

such incidents form occurring, thereby making the use of antibiotics much more safe for 

consumers. 

Changes in agriculture are in affect on a national level as well. For example, the National 

Animal Identification System has been a controversial topic for farmers and government officials 

alike. Under the identification system, livestock moved interstate would be put under a tracking 

system where they must have official identification accompanied by a certificate of veterinary 

inspection, brand certificates, or owner-shipper statements. The system would encourage the use 

of identification through ear tags and software for such documentation. Although this system 

would be beneficial in record-keeping and the tracking of diseases, many say it is simply not 

feasible for small farms such as MTS Cattle Co.  
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“It’s near impossible for them to do,” Joel said. “It might be a good idea, but it’s not a 

practical idea because of the size of the ranches that are out here. You have lots and lots of calves 

born on thousands of acres that may just be gathered once a year.  

In addition to its impracticality, such documentation systems can get expensive. Joel said 

he believes the system would put more cost on the livestock producers, and some producers may 

not have the ability to cover such costs. 

The issue has currently not been put into action, but is still being debated at the 

congressional level. With the U.S.’s dependence on small farms that may not be able to shoulder 

the expense of NAIS, it is unlikely that such a system would be effective. For now, Joel said, it is 

important to educate consumers on the truths to common misconceptions where the meat 

industry is concerned. 

“We make our living off of the health of these animals,” Joel said. “When we have cattle 

that are sick and that die, it cuts into our profit. So that’s one thing that we will self-govern.” 

American farmers have a huge responsibility. As a country, the U.S. must accept that 

they not only have a weight to carry, but they care about their work and the people who benefit 

from it. Small, family-owned operations will most-likely continue to make a vital path in the 

agriculture industry, a path that they will not only advance, but benefit from themselves.  

“We’re not only producers, we’re consumers,” Spraberry said. “The best stewards of the 

land anywhere in the world are the farmers and ranchers.” 

 

 


