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Executive Summary 

Agriculture is an important element of Hoke County, contributing economic diversity, open 
space and rural heritage to the benefit of county residents. The agricultural industry has 
experienced major changes in the past decade, including the end of the federal tobacco program 
and increased globalization. Farmers in Hoke County today face thin profit margins as the cost 
of product ion has risen disproportionately to sale prices. Hoke County has lost numerous farms 
in recent years because of residential development and an aging farmer population.   

Despite these challenges and trends, there are opportunities to maintain a viable agricultural 
industry in Hoke County. Large processors of cotton, turkeys, broilers, and hogs are in or near 
the county, the local food movement is increasing demand for locally grown produce and 
meats, and the demand for renewable energy offers potential for corn, soybeans, and timber.  
To help ensure that the industry remains viable, Hoke County officials must take action and 
implement programs that will help preserve farmland, reduce conflicts between the farms and 
their non -farm neighbors, and stimulate economic development.  

Numerous programs exist that Hoke County can implement to stem the loss of farmland and 
strengthen the agricultural industryõs viability. Programs like the Present-Use Value tax and 
Voluntary Agricultural Districts provide farmers relie f from escalating land values and help 
prevent conflicts with non -farm neighbors. Conservation easements are one set of tools that 
provide finan cial benefits to landowners who  protect farmland from conversion. Other 
programs can be developed to provide economic development incentives.  

The purpose of this plan is to provide an assessment of the agricultural industry in Hoke 
County, identify its challenges and opportunities, and develop a set of recommendations to 
assist government leaders in developing and preserving agriculture in the c ounty.   
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Agriculture i n Hoke County:  
A Need for Action 

Agriculture is an economic and cultural element of Hoke County that is valued by Raeford 
residents and the rural communities. Agriculture ñincluding traditional row crop s, livestock, 
forest products, ornamentals, and specialty crops and productsñoffers economic diversity, 
entrepreneuri al opportunities, open space, environmental services, and a living link to simpler 
times. However, agriculture is not simple , and times have changed for the industry.   

The purpose of this plan is to provide an assessment of the agricultural industry in Hoke 
County, identify its challenges and opportunities, and develop a set of recommendations to 
assist government leaders in developing and preserving agriculture in the c ounty. The 
recommendations of this plan are intended to encourage long-term policy formation in support 
of agriculture while providing a specific short -term framework to guide local programs 
regarding agricultural economic dev elopment and land-use initiatives. 

The agricultural industry has evolved over the decades , and significant changes have occurred 
in recent years. One of the most significant changes was the end of the federal tobacco program 
in 2005. As a result, the number of tobacco farms in Hoke County dropped from 23 in 2002 to 11 
in 2007 and to four  in 2009, with  producers opting  out of production entirely  or producing  other 
commodities . Many of the markets have undergone a fundamental transition from auctions to 
contract production  affecting tobacco, hog, and poultry farmers . Competition from  Florida, 
California , Mexico, and South America has increased for the countyõs produce farmers. The 
costs of land, equipment, and production inputs have  risen disproportionately to  sale prices. 
The high risks and low profits of farming combined with expanding service and professional 
job markets have led children and grandchildren off the farm s, leaving a dearth of young 
farmers to take over operations from retiring farmers.  Additio nally, where farms were once 
viewed as integral parts of the community,  they are vilified  by some as nuisances and 
impediments to progress.   

But for all of the  challenges, there remain opportunities for Hoke County  farmers that are 
important to both the l ocal economy and the rural character of the county. Cotton remains a 
leading crop, though at lower levels tha n in the past; corn and soybean production are on the 
rise as are turkeys and broiler s. Furthermore, an increase in the middle class population and the 
local food movement presents opportunities for small -scale and part-time farmers growing 
produce, ornamentals, and specialty products  for direct sales. Carbon sequestration and 
biomass as a source of renewable energy may provide new opportunities for forest owners. The 
equine community offers a balance between growth and conservation. On the growth side , the 
community brings demand for new homes, above average household incomes, and 
opportunities for specialized  professionals such as veterinarians and farriers. On the 
conservation side, the equine community requires open space for pasture and riding and is a 
large consumer of hay, providing opportunities for landowners and farmers.  And many 
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residents still view farms as an integral component of the rura l community valuing the food, 
scenery, heritage, and environmental benefits that farms provide.  

To address the challenges to agriculture, Hoke Countyõs farmers, residents, and officials will 
need to work together  to implement a strategy that ensures the long-term viability of the 
industryõs farms, forests, and businesses. Farmers will need to wor k cooperatively with each 
other, participate in community  affairs, and be creative business operators to adapt to the 
changing markets. Residents will need to support farms as elements of the community by 
purchasing their products, adapting to the inconveniences of rural life,  and support ing county  
interventions outlined in this plan . The countyõs government will need to plan growth and 
development so that impacts to agriculture are minimized  and invest in the programs designed 
to assist farmers with infrastructure, marketing , and conservation.   

Because of agricultureõs diffuse nature, with hundreds of independent farms and businesses 
scattered across the county, the industry does not attract economic development attention like 
manufacturing  does; but agriculture helps diversify the local econo my, provides working -class 
jobs, and brings revenue to the county . When the cultural and environmental benefits of 
agriculture  are factored into the equation along with the economic benefits, it is clear that Hoke 
County needs to support and invest in its farms and forests and main tain a place for them as the 
county  grows and evolves. 

Ft. Bragg presents opportunities and challenges for the BRAC region. Military personnel resid e 
in Hoke County , and the military actively utilizes federal land within the county for training  
operations. This dichotomy represents the relationship  that Ft. Bragg maintains with 
surrounding  counties. Fort Bragg provides economic stability for Hoke County while affording 
interesting challenges for continued compatibility . Ft. Braggõs continued presence in North 
Carolina will again undergo review in 2016 as the  Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) 
process continues. To overlook the population growth predictions  for the area around Ft. Bragg 
and to reactively address impending encroachment issues in the BRAC counties is not a viable 
option if a long -term military presence is desired. Therefore a proactive approach needs to 
ensue to address issues of encroachment and necessary services to retain this obvious economic 
engine in the area.   
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Data Sources 

Data for this plan were collected from numerous sources. Most statistical data were collected 
from three sources: the 2007 Census of Agriculture, which is published every five years by the 
United States Department of Agriculture  National Agricultural Statistics Service ( USDA NASS), 
and is compiled from surveys completed by farmers; an annual report published jointly  by 
NASS and the North Carolina Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services (NCDA &CS), 
2008 North Carolina Agricultural Statistics, that is also compiled from surveys completed by 
farmers; and from a report published every three years by the N orth  Carolina Cooperative 
Extension Service (NCCES) at North Carolina State University (NCSU), North Carolina Estimated 
Income From the Sale of Farm Products and Government Payments by County Extension District and 
State, wh ich are estimates generated by county extension agents. Statistics on forest ownership 
and timber products output were taken from the U nited States Forest Service (USFS) Forest 
Inventory and Analysis Programõs online database and the Nor th Carolina Division of Forest 
Resources, Hoke County . In addition to these and other technical reports, paper and electronic 
surveys were conducted for this plan: one administered to farmers, one to agribusiness 
operators, and one to residents. See Appendix B. Addit ionally the planning team interviewed 
individual farmers, residents and business operators to gain additional information.  
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Importance of Agriculture to Hoke County 

Economic Impact of Agriculture  

Agriculture and agribusiness contributes significantly to the Hoke County economy.  In 2006 , 
the Hoke County business sector added $540,840,000 of value to the economy (Agriculture and 
Agribusiness in Hoke County, Walden, 2006) This figure reflects the value of sales minus the cost 
of non-labor inputs. In 2006, farming operations contributed $48,510,294 of value to the countyõs 
total  economy, accounting for 9 percent of the total business sector. Agribusinesses include the 
manufacturing, wholesaling , and retailing of food, fiber , and forest products. The combined 
value of farming and agribusiness for 2006 was $100,439,482, or 18.6 percent of the total for the 
county (Ibid) .   

Farms employed 851 workers and had a payroll of $5,774,000 in 2007 (USDA Census of 
Agriculture , 2007). Hoke County experienced a 30.3 percent increase in agricultural 
employment from 2002 to 2007. There were 593 workers in 2002 and 851 workers in 2007. There 
was a 44.4 percent increase in farms using migrant workers for that same time period from 68 
farms to 89 farms (Ibid ).   

The forestry industry  is strong in Hoke County. Hoke is ranked 60th in the state for income from 
harvested timber (Bardon and Jeuck, 2009). There are 114 timber -related businesses that operate 
in the county , comprised of consulting foresters, mills, and logging companies (N .C. Division of 
Forest Resources Hoke County, 2009).  

 In 2007, farm owners paid $1,097,000 in property taxes to the county (USDA, 2007). American 
Farmland Trust has conducted and reviewed 128 county-level studies that evaluate the 
contribution of property taxes and the consumption of public resources by land use: residential , 
commercial and agricultural. In all but one county, including five in North Carolina, the studies 
found that agricultural lands, including acreage in the Present-Use Value tax program, 
contribute more in property taxes than the cost of the community services they receive. A cost 
of community services study conducted for Franklin County , N.C., (Renkow) reports that farm 
and forest land in Franklin County generates $1.32 in revenue for every $1 it receives in 
community services. Similar  studies in various North Carolina counties indicate working lands 
generate more revenue than the cost of community services received.  

Ecological Benefits   

Farms and forestland provide many environmental benefits to the public: storm water retention 
and filtration, flood control, air filtration , and wildlife habita t. In the past, agriculture  has been 
depicted as a source of air and water pollution , but today , farmers continue to employ 
numerous Best Management Practices (BMPs) to protect soil, water, and air quality. The 
Natural Resource Conservation Service and the Soil and Water Conservation District provide 
financial and technical assistance to farmers to implement BMPs.   
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To manage animal waste, farmers use waste storage buildings, composters and incinerators that 
benefit air and water quality. Forest management practices like prescribed burns, firebreaks, 
non-commercial thinning, tree and shrub establishment, and site preparation prevent soil 
erosion and improve plant conditions and habitat for declinin g species. Farmers protect water 
bodies from pesticides and soil erosion by practicing conservation tillage techniques, no till 
planting, pest management, nutrient management, residue management, and by converting 
marginal cropland back to natural conditio ns.  

 Many of the practices listed above benefit wildlife, but farmers and foresters also implement 
other practices for the specific purpose of addressing declining, threatened, and endangered 
species; declining habitat; and native plant diversity. This is not to say that agriculture does not 
contribute any pollution, but when the river turns muddy  during a rainstorm , the erosion point 
is more likely to be a road or construction site than a farm. Another indicator of the 
environmental benefits of agricultur e is the increasing number of farm and forest owners who 
lease hunting and fishing rights to sportsm en. Farm and forest land provide outstanding 
resources for local outdoorsmen, an amenity that is frequently overlooked but one that is 
irrecoverable if lost . 

Rural Character and Heritage  

Farms and forests are the primary land uses in rural areas providing scenic beauty and relief 
from urban closeness to residents and visitors. But more than just scenic, rural landscapes 
provide a connection to the countyõs history and the foundations for which its communities 
were built. Today, the remoteness and quietness of rural communities are serving to form a 
comparative economic advantage over urban and suburban communities as retirees and 
professionals who can work fro m home are seeking refuge from the confinements of large cities. 
It is important that residents understand that agriculture is a defining characteristic of rural 
communities and that farming is a production activity that involves noises, odors and other 
inconveniences. 

Citizen Attitudes  

The Hoke County resident survey was conducted by Ft. Bragg BRAC Regional Task Force 
(BRAC RTF) and Mount Olive College to solicit the attitudes of Hoke County citizens about the 
importance of agriculture and the need to supp ort  the industry and its farmers. Respondents 
represented a broad age range with 35 percent being over the age of 65, 29 percent between the 
ages of 50 and 64, and 35 percent between the ages of 25 and 49. The majority of respondents, 73 
percent, had lived in Hoke County for  more than 20 years, while 3 percent had been in the 
county between 10 and 14 years, 13 percent between five and nine years, and 10 percent had 
been in the county less than five years.  

 Many of the non farming respondents were familiar with life in a farming community.  Seventy-
two percent of respondents had lived near a farm or timber operation , and 50 percent were 
living within one -quarter of a mile of a farm or timber operation. Eighty -eight percent of those 
respondents described their farm neighbor as a good neighbor while only 12 percent reported 
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discontent with a farm neighbor.  Primary complaints noted were slow-moving vehicles and 
occasional odors. Eighty -two percent of respondents had visited a farm or timber operation 
within the l ast year.   

Respondents held a generally positive view of the current state of agriculture in Hoke County.   
Sixty percent felt that òagriculture is holding its own as an industry and may have some future 
growth potential.ó Seventeen percent responded that òagriculture is an expanding industry 
with significant future growth potential.ó Twenty-three percent stated that òagriculture is a 
declining industry with no future growth potential ,ó (Figure 1). When asked if Hoke County 
should take steps to help preserve farmland, 94 percent of non-farm survey respondents 
indicated they would support this effort. This same support was noted in all non -farm Hoke 
County residents that were interviewed. Whether interviewed or surveyed, respondents 
expressed an interest in the retention of scenic open space and rural heritage. Additionally, they 
felt it imperative that agricultural businesses should be encouraged to expand in Hoke County.   

Respondents also were active in supporting agriculture as an industry, not merely as a land use.  
Ninety percent made purchases at fruit and vegetable stands, and many of them participated in 
farm tourism sites, Community Supported Agriculture, and U -Pick fruit or vegetable farms.  
Seventy-nine percent of respondents shopped at stores featuring local vegetables and 62 percent 
shopped at stores featuring other local farm products (Figure 2).   

Ninety percent of the respondents and those interviewed believed that farming enhances the 
scenic beauty of Hoke County and that farming is positive fo r the environment. Over 80 percent 
said that farmers deliver generally high -quality products, but that they get paid too little for 
their labor. Over 75 percent of respondents believed that tax breaks for farmers are important, 
that farming represents a good career for enterprising persons, and agreed with providing loans 
and grants to develop local farm enterprises. Of the respondents answering the survey 
question, all supported local government funding for farmland preservation. Citizens who were 
intervie wed echoed the opinions of the survey respondents and support funding for farmland 
preservation to protect the future of agriculture and its contribution to the economy and to rural 
heritage and green space.    
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              Figure 1:  BRAC RTF Non -Producer Survey  

 

 

 

         Figure 2:  BRAC RTF Survey of Non -Farming Citizen s 2009 
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Attributes of Hoke County 

Hoke County lies in the Upper Coastal Plains and th e Sandhills of North Carolina. It is part of 
the Lumber River and the Cape Fear River Basins. The county has a temperate climate with a 
USDA Hardiness Zone of 8A (USDA).  It has a mean annual air temperature of 60-70 degrees 
Fahrenheit and a mean annual precipitation rate of 45-55 inches.  The county also has 200-270 
frost-free days (USDA/ NRCS: http://www2.ftw.nrcs.usda.gov/osd/dat/D/DELOSS.html  ).  

The droughts of 2003 and 2007 still resonate with the county. Water is a precious commodity 
and is also a limited  resource for the county. All water in t he county comes from wells that pull  
from the Black Creek Aquifer. This aquifer is relatively shallow and has a high iron content that  
has to be removed as part of treatment (LRCOG, Southern Coastal Plain Comprehensive 
Ground Water Study & Assessment, 2003). Water and water quality will become more of an 
issue should commercial and residential development increase in the county. 

Soil is a primary ingredien t for healthy, valuable crops. Soil scientists have identified the types 
of soil that are most productive for crops  in Hoke County . Soil type s classified as most 
compatible for agronomic use are located in the southeastern part of the county (Figure 3). Soil 
types are classified, rated, and mapped to reveal the pattern shown in the map below. Land 
capability classification is a system of grouping soils primarily on the basis of their capability to 
produce common cultivated crops and pasture plants without deteriorating over a long period 
of time.   

The criteria used to determine soil types are: non-irrigated soil; class 1 has the least 
limitations/highest capability and class 8 has the greatest limitations/lowest capability. Soil 
capability is highest (class 1-2) or high (3) in much of the county.   

Soil types for loblo lly and longleaf pine production are similar (Figures 4 and 5). High ratings 
have site indexes of 66 to 85 and greater than 85 for loblolly, and 65 to 75 and greater than 75 for 
longleaf. The source is the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Soil Data Mart 

http://soildatamart.nrcs.usda.gov/. Soils tend to be productive for loblolly p roduction in much of 
the county and productive for longleaf away from the streams and wetlands.    

Another way to look  at the land is the land cover or what is visible from an aerial view as the 
apparent land surface (forest, farmland, wetland, water body, pavement or rooftop, pasture, 
grassland, or lawn). Some land cover types (e.g., grasslands) are more likely to support 
farmland than others (e.g., developed areas). See Figure 6. Developed areas (rooftops and 
pavement) are evident in the urban areas. Cultivated areas (yellow) are more common south of 
Raeford. Hoke County is rural and has a strong agricultural industry. F t. Braggõs presence in the 
northern/northeastern part of the county is obvious with much of the land managed as forest.   

 

http://www2.ftw.nrcs.usda.gov/osd/dat/D/DELOSS.html
http://soildatamart.nrcs.usda.gov/
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