
Worldwide farmers struggling with mental health issues 
 

In an article published in 2018, the Manchester Guardian laid out some troubling 
numbers as related to the current mental health of the world’s farmers and 
ranchers.  These numbers caused concern world-wide, and prodded various 
national and sub-national governments to start asking hard questions about just 
what is happening on the family farm. 
 
The Guardian shared the following: 
 

• An Australian farmer dies by his own hand every four days 
• In the United Kingdom a farmer takes his own life every week 
• In France one farmer commits suicide every second day 
• In India 270,000 farmers have taken their lives since 1995, an average of 

900 a month 
• The Center for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia reported that farmers in 

17 surveyed states took their lives at twice the national rate in 2012 and 1.5 
the national rate in 2015 

• Newsweek magazine in December 2018 reported that farmers’ suicide rates 
are double that of military veterans in the United States 

 
Guardian reporters decided to focus on the United States to drill down on these 
chilling phenomena.  They relied heavily on the work of Dr. Mike Rusmann, a 
farmer, psychologist and one of the nation’s leading farm behavioural experts.  
Rusmann has been counselling farmers and ranchers for more than forty years, 
and his stories are authentic and quite eye opening. 
 
Rusmann reports that American farmers are under more mental stress in 2019 
than they have been under since the mid-1980s when thousands of farmers were 
forced to auction off their belongings and get out of farming.  Farmers became 
victims then to a combination of high interest rates and declining commodity 
prices which blindsided the American Midwest. Today the problems are even 
more complex. 
 
One of Dr. Rusmann’s patients shared the following, “Grain prices are low.  Gas 
prices are high.  I have got to get this stuff in the field.  But I can’t sell it at a fair 
price so I can’t pay for next year’s crop.  I can’t pay my bank loan off.  Then I can’t 



afford to purchase at the grocery store, the hardware store or the pharmacy and 
they struggle too.” 
 
Another producer went on to share, “No minimum floor exists for most products 
in the United States.  The price we get for commodities remains below the cost of 
production.” 
 
A third farmer Rusmann knows describes her daily existence as follows, “I am 
carrying a large debt typical of farm operations.  I am growing food but I can’t 
afford to buy it at the store.  I work 80 hours a week and can’t afford to see a 
dentist, let alone a therapist.  We exist at the vagaries of the weather.  The factors 
that affect us are largely beyond the control of producers and I for one feel so 
alone.”  
 
A fourth farmer told the Guardian that when a farmer loses even a part of their 
property to the bank, “it eats them alive.” 
 
That same farmer shared, “not a day goes by when I don’t think about suicide.” 
 
A fifth producer feared that, “farmers are an endangered species.”  
 
Dr. Rusmann has been lobbying various levels of government since 2008 to create 
a dedicated farmers suicide hotline right across America.  The cost has been 
estimated at about $18 million, and despite some political support the program 
has never received either Congressional or Senatorial approval. 
 
When the Guardian asked Rusmann about the staggeringly high rates of American 
farmers taking their own lives he said simply, “They feel like failures.” Rusmann 
also added that easy access to lethal means (firearms) in a moment of mental 
illness makes suicide all too easy.  
 
In India where fire arms ownership is illegal, desperate Indian farmers have been 
taking their lives in ghastly ways, the most common drinking fertilizer or 
pesticides that sometimes take hours to kill. 
 



The United States Department of Agriculture reported to President Trump that 
from 2013-2017 net farm income has declined by 50%.  Net farm income in 2017 
was reported as negative $1325 once all the operational bills were paid.  
 
Rusmann has heard complaints from farmers who go to city based therapists that 
suggestions for stress release “like take a vacation” simply don’t match up with 
the reality of farming.  As one farmer friend told Rusmann, “my cows don’t take 
vacations.” 
 
One farmer who has considered therapy shared, “I would give anything to go and 
talk to other people who know what I am going through.” 
 
Rusmann has suggested that some kind of Employment Assistance Program needs 
to be made available to the nation’s farmers to assist with both issues of physical 
and mental health. Right now, virtually nothing exists in rural America to deal 
with this epidemic of farmers and ranchers taking their own lives. 
 
The Guardian concluded that farmers feel abandoned, victimized and largely 
ignored by society as a whole as long as food prices remain low.  Their plight is 
now front page news.  The question will be if we as a society do anything to assist 
them in dealing with this scourge of preventable deaths. 


