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HOW EXTREME WEATHER AFFECTS SMALL FAMILY FARMS IN TENNESSEE

INTRODUCTION

The rise in extreme weather events presents significant
challenges for farming, an industry that largely defines
TN’s landscape. Small family farms, defined as those
with a gross cash farm income of less than $350,000
annually,' make up more than 93% of farms in TN and
play a vital role in supporting local economies and
ensuring food security.” Yet, they often lack adequate
resources to cope with and recover from extreme
weather. This can lead to challenges for farmers and
emergency managers alike, such as remediating
environmental hazards or managing shelter for
livestock. Understanding these challenges can help
emergency managers better plan for and respond to
farmers’ needs.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

e How do small family farmers in East TN prepare
for and respond to extreme weather events?

e What are the impacts of managing extreme
weather events on the physical, mental, and
financial health of small family farmers?

OBJECTIVE

To understand the challenges that small family
farmers face when managing extreme weather.

METHODOLOGY

Researchers from Oak Ridge Associated Universities
and the University of Tennessee conducted in-depth
interviews with small family farmers residing in five
rural East Tennessee counties: Blount, Fentress,
Grainger, Loudon, and Roane. These counties were
selected because of their large number of small family
farms and rising rates of extreme weather. Interviews
were transcribed and analyzed using direct content
analysis guided by the CDC’s One Health approach.
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KEY FINDINGS

A total of 20 farmers representing 18 farms participated in
interviews (two interviews had two participants). Figure 1
includes a breakdown of the number of participants per
county. There were fourteen male participants and six female
participants, and farming experience ranged from two to
over fifty years. The primary farm productions included
cattle, produce, hay crop, apiculture, and forestry (see Figure
2). The most frequently reported extreme weather
occurrences included droughts, high winds, floods, freezes,
and tornadoes. Aligned with the CDC’s One Health
approach, three overarching themes were identified: 1)
human health, 2) environmental health, and 3) animal health.
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SIGNIFICANCE

Small family farms make up nearly 90% of the farms in the
U.S.° Despite their prevalence, limited research exists on the
iImpact of extreme weather events, with most studies
focusing on large farms that produce more commodities.
These studies may overlook the unique challenges small
family farmers face and can lead to ineffective and
insufficient solutions. This pilot study represents a first step in
understanding the specific challenges small family farms
encounter during extreme weather.
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CONCLUSION

Findings provide insight into how small family farmers in rural East Tennessee
manage extreme weather and its impact on human, environmental, and animal
health. Considering that different regions experience different weather patterns,
additional research is needed to gain a more comprehensive understanding of how
small family farmers across the U.S. are impacted by extreme weather. This broader

| understanding can inform policy, strategies, and practices tailored to the unique

needs of small family farms and help mitigate broader impacts on their communities.
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