
I have some exciting 
news about our 
organization to share 
with you. Earlier this 

year, the Noble Board 
of Trustees elected to 
separate the activities 
of The Samuel Roberts 
Noble Foundation, and 
that transition began on 
May 1, 2017.

The organization’s research, education 
and consultation activities will remain with our 
existing entity but will continue forward with a 
new name: Noble Research Institute, LLC. The 
new name connects this organization to our 
history and founder, Lloyd Noble, as well as 
demonstrates our reliance on research to meet 
agriculture’s greatest challenges. 

The philanthropic activities, including 

grant-making and scholarship programs, of the 
current organization are being placed in a new, 
private foundation, which will carry the same 
name, The Samuel Roberts Noble Foundation.

As the Noble Research Institute, we are 
still a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, but 
we are transitioning from a private foundation 
to a new type of public charity called an 
agricultural research organization (ARO), 
which is focused on the conduct of agriculture 
research. 

One question I am certain you will have 
with this announcement is “Why does the 
organization want to become an ARO?” In 
short, the purpose of becoming an ARO is to 
allow us to do more to assist farmers, ranchers 
and land stewards than ever before. Because 
of this change, we will be able to expand our 
collaborations with industry and have options 
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demonstrates our 
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That’s me. I was 
born in a city in 
Nebraska to an 
undeniably subur-

ban family with very little 
rural American experience. 
It wasn’t very far to rural 
America from my city, 
but I was a city girl none-
theless. I grew up going 
to museums, sporting 

events, movies and doing city things. My dad 
was an educator who also played a lot of semi-
pro baseball all over the state, so summers were 
spent traveling to small communities watching 
my dad play tournament ball. What little con-
tact I had with rural lifestyles usually occurred 
at county fairs or looking out windows from the 
backseat of the family car. I remember marveling 
at how big farm animals were and how other 
kids had sheep, goats, pigs, chickens, bunnies, 
ducks, cows (a collective term generally used 
by city people to identify all cattle) and horses 
(how wonderful) that they could pet, love on 
and take care of. I also remember being terrified 
the first time I saw a sow with piglets at a fair 

in West Point, Nebraska. She was gigantic and 
looked nothing like Porky Pig! We would return 
to the city, to our modest home and family dog, 
and I would think about how cool it would be to 
be a farm kid. 

High school came along, and my family 
moved just across the river to Iowa where 
Dad was the dean of students at Iowa School 
for the Deaf. We lived on campus and were 
surrounded by lots of corn and soybeans along 
the Missouri River bottom. I had a boyfriend 
who had a horse and ran a detasseling crew in 
the summers. I realized I was acquiring more 
information about rural America and started 
tucking that knowledge away. I graduated high 
school and followed the boy to the agriculture 
school at Iowa State University (ISU).  Although 
I graduated with a bachelor’s degree in physical 
education, I went to work as an administra-
tive assistant for the ISU Veterinary Hospital 
Large Animal Department. That was where I 
got the bug for agriculture. During breaks or 
lunch, I would go out and brush horses, talk 
to the veterinarians, pore over case studies, 
and read a lot of the medical curriculum. The 
Merck Manual became my best friend; more 

City Girl Turned 
Rancher’s Wife
by Lori Heman, agricultural administrative assistant  |  leheman@noble.org

PERSPECTIVES

Announcement: bit.ly/noble-next
Frequently Asked Questions: noble.org/faq
Video introduction: bit.ly/nri-intro

For more  
information, see:

for commercialization activities, as well as 
branch into fundraising/development and – 
when appropriate – advocacy.

You will receive additional information 
about the changes in the months ahead, 
but I want to assure you that the services 
we have provided to you in the past will 
continue uninterrupted into the future. 

The Noble Research Institute will 
continue to perform the same activities 
we did as “The Samuel Roberts Noble 
Foundation.” 

We will conduct no-cost producer 
consultation and education, and we will 
work to a greater degree with agricultural 
industries on behalf of producers. We will 
provide targeted education to agricultural 
producers and youth, science students and 
instructors, urban and rural agriculturalists, 
and scientists and other agriculture and 
land stewardship professionals. 

We will continue operations on 14,000 
acres of farms and ranches conducting 

applied agricultural systems and land 
stewardship research and demonstrations, 
emphasizing producer-focused systems 
management in the areas of forage-based 
beef cattle production, pecan management, 
land stewardship and specialty agriculture. 

We will continue striving to identify and 
implement technologies and innovations 
that enhance producers’ management 
capabilities, operational efficiencies and 
resource sustainability. We will continue 
to conduct fundamental and applied plant 
research, plant breeding, and forage and 
cropping systems development strategies. 

We will continue leveraging 
relationships to answer the grand 
challenges facing agricultural producers 
today, tomorrow and into the future. 

The only significant change you may 
observe in the years ahead is the Noble 
Research Institute will be more prominent 
in regional and national agricultural 
activities than we have been historically. 

If you have questions, feel free to 
contact me or others at the Noble Research 
Institute. 

The Noble Research 
Institute will 
continue to perform 
the same activities 
we did as “The 
Samuel Roberts 
Noble Foundation.”
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AQUATIC 
PLANT LIFE 
NOW ONLINE

The Noble Research Institute 
Plant Image Gallery is designed 
to assist farmers and ranchers, 
botanists, ecologists, natural 

resource managers, educators and hob-
byists identify plants commonly found 
in the Southern Great Plains. The Plant 
Image Gallery includes numerous images 
of species in the following categories: 
grasses and grasslikes; forbs; and trees, 
shrubs and woody vines. Now, the gallery 
also includes aquatic vegetation.

Aquatic vegetation management is 
an important part of the ecosystem and 
for land managers who are interested in 
properly stewarding ponds, wetlands, 
creeks and rivers, and other bodies of 
water. The plants featured in the aquatics 
category are from the Noble Research 
Institute’s newest pictorial guidebook, 
Common Aquatic Vegetation in the 
Southern Great Plains.

About the project
The Plant Image Gallery, an ongoing 
project, was updated with the new Noble 
Research Institute website. The gallery 
currently includes more than 600 species 
of vascular plants. While the plants 
included in the gallery are common to 
Oklahoma and 
northern Texas, 
a significant 
number of 
these plants may 
also be found 
throughout the 
Southern Great Plains. 

Plant Image Gallery

View common name, family, 
description and how to control aquatic 
plant life at bit.ly/aquatics-gallery.

Search for 
plants online

information was being stored away. I moved to 
Missouri, worked in a rural veterinary clinic and 
gleaned more information. I ran the office but 
spent a lot of time going on calls, helping with 
surgeries and gaining more hands-on experi-
ences with livestock. Then, I met “the rancher.” 
I think his parents had serious doubts of my 
survival in their world. I was kind of prissy and 
had a rather rose-colored view of the world with 
a penchant for naming cows. The ranch was 
beautiful, horses were their mode of transpor-
tation, and they had an endless array of cattle 
dogs. I was continually amazed by my rancher 
whose understanding of cattle, horses and 
dogs was like breathing to the rest of us. It was 
truly a gift. I was thrilled, but could I meet the 
muster? I got the family stamp of approval when 
a freezing, lethargic newborn calf was delivered 
to me on the back porch of his parents’ home. I 
was told to “warm it up, wool it around and get 
it going.” The calf was having serious problems 
breathing, so I jerked him up, wiped the mucus 
out of his nostrils, blew in his nose, dropped him 
and started rubbing him. My rancher’s dad said, 
“She’ll do.”  I married the rancher.

They did find me to be a source of amuse-
ment. Like the first time I helped butcher 
chickens, when I noted “that heifer was flouncy 
behind” (a combination of floppy and bouncy, 
which to me meant she was getting very close 
to calving), or the first time I got tangled up in 
the brush on horseback and proceeded to squall 
totally unladylike utterances. Or, the time my 
mother-in-law and I had to dive into a big water 
tank at the barn (oh, and it was about 10 degrees 
and windy) to escape a furious heifer mom who 
took offense to our walking through her pen. I 
did save my daughters first by tossing them up 
on the fence. Or, the time the extremely angry 
cow decided to join us in the cab of the pickup 
when we were tagging calves, and my rancher 
thought I should get out. I told him he was crazy. 
She wasn’t hitting me, she was hitting him! And 
finally, my humiliating experience of getting 
separated from the ranch crew while gathering 
cattle in those wild Missouri hills and my rancher 
having to hooey me in (the sound he used to 
call in his dogs) with 10 other guys sitting there 
waiting for me to show up. But really, I loved it all. 

I had a knack for saving animals. Several 
calves, colts, puppies, kittens, squirrels, turtles, 
birds and other varmits (including a baby 
buzzard) survived because I cared. I loved 
the lifestyle more and more. I always felt our 
girls had the best of both worlds. Lindsay was 
always doing surgery on eyeballs during the 
chicken harvesting days, and Haley was best 
friends with a bright white calf named Allah. 
They helped Grandma milk Molly the cow, made 
donut holes, went frogging, rode horses, played 
in the creek, did chores and saw America 
by following my rancher to many rodeos. 
We moved on to western Kansas, where my 
rancher managed a big ranch in the Sandhills 
(i.e., unfamiliar territory) and rode pens in their 
family-owned feedyard. There were no trees 
but in those wide-open spaces, healthy cows 
existed in pastures that looked like there was 
nothing to eat. This was where I discovered the 
power of grass and the benefits of deep aquifer 
water. I worked in the office at the feedyard 
before moving on to becoming the deputy 
treasurer of the county. More information was 
being stored.

We moved to southern Oklahoma when our 
oldest girl graduated high school so we could 
be closer to my rancher’s horse clientele. He 
continued working with cattle, but his empha-
sis changed to training quality horses, stock 
dogs and being a judge for the Professional 
Rodeo Cowboys Association. I was blessed to 
join the Noble Research Institute’s producer 
relations activities, which at the time was part 
of the Noble Foundation’s Agricultural Division. 
Talk about a treasure trove of information. The 
daily chatter of consultants, calls from produc-
ers, endless assortment of educational activ-
ities, hands-on experiences, getting to know 
colleagues from other countries as well as our 
clientele have made this my dream job. It has 
reinforced my belief in the importance of taking 
care of the land, having healthy and productive 
animals, depending on and helping our neigh-
bors, appreciating God and country, and most 
importantly, continuing to learn every day. I 
listened, I read and I experienced. 

There is still a city girl in me, but I am a 
rancher’s wife.
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1928  

How to pass 
along a farm-
ing operation 
is a primary 

question farmers and 
ranchers think about 
from the time they 
take over from their 
family or start a new 
operation with the 
hope of growing mul-

tigenerational farm and ranch lands. As 
the average age of ownership continues 

an upward trend (from 50 years in 1982 
to 58 years in 2012), there is a signifi-
cantly important consideration in how 
transition will look between the current 
generation and the upcoming generation. 
The USDA Agricultural Statistics Service 
Data (Figure 1) shows a significant trend 
in a shrinking number of replacement 
farmers and ranchers who are 55 years 
and younger. There has been much discus-
sion surrounding this data and information. 
Much of the discussion has focused on what 
types of support, consultation, programs and 

other supportive resources could help build 
those numbers so they are not dramatically 
significant. Something not immediately 
reflective in this data is an underlying com-
plication in the availability of replacement 
farmers and ranchers in the 34- to 50-year-
old age group that is related to a significant 
decrease in the size of this generation. Most 
people are surprised to know there are sig-
nificant size differences in the number of 
individuals in each generation in the United 
States.  

There are currently five defined genera-

Generational Flow: 
Replacing Farmers and 
Ranchers in the Family Farm
by Amy Hays, education services manager  |  aehays@noble.org

EDUCATION

continued on next page
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Total births: 47 million Total births: 76 million Total births: 55 million Total births: 66 million Total births: 61 million

FIGURE 2: NUMBER OF U.S. BIRTHS BY YEAR AND GENERATION
SILENT BOOMER GEN-X MILLENNIAL POST-MILLENNIAL

1928      ‘46                  ‘65                ‘81            ‘98 ‘12

FIGURE 1: PRINCIPAL OPERATORS BY 
AGE GROUP, 2007 AND 2012
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Under  25 years

106,735
109,119

25 to 34 years

35 to 44 years

268,818
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45 to 54 years

565,401

466,036

45 to 54 years

569,306

608,052

65 to 74 years

412,182
443,571

75 years and over

243,472
257,705

tions alive in the United States. Their population 
sizes vary with three of the five generations 
being about the same and two being smaller 
(Figure 1). Currently, the oldest generation is 
referred to as the Silent or Greatest Generation; 

the newest generation is referred to as Genera-
tion Z, Generation Next or post-Millennial. Take 
note that Gen X is approximately 20 million less 
in birth than the baby-boom generation, and 10 
million less in birth than the millennial gener-
ation. In a most basic breakdown, this implies 
there are less potential offspring to pass land to 
in a traditional transition pattern (parent to child) 
in the current transition where boomers will pass 
to Gen X.

If we take a side-by-side look at the ages 
these generations were in 2012 (Figure 3) 
during the last Agriculture Census and place 
their principal operator numbers into a genera-
tional context, we get a clearer and potentially 
troubling look at the true movement of land 
utilizing traditional transitions (parent to child).   

All of these numbers can be put into 
context in that this is survey data and poten-
tially not fully representative of true numbers. 
This can add to the potential that some of the 
information is absent in the survey of the true 
participation of younger transition farmers 
and ranchers. However, the birth dip in GenX 
does not fully eliminate that there are smaller 
generations between larger ones, which creates 
implications in the availability of families to 
transition directly from parent to child. Some 
transition plans might call for consideration of 
grandparent to grandchild.  

Some of the potential upsides to this nontra-
ditional shift in transition may be the increase 
in availability of lease or rent land as families 
wait for additional buy-in and workforces from 
younger generations returning to the farm or 
ranch. The 2017 Census of Agriculture might 
show a marked increase in secondary operators 
and lease operators. In addition, there might be 
an increase in the number of younger farmers 
and ranchers as the option to transition from 
grandparent to grandchild helps to bring in 
additional family into farm operations.  

This data can help us understand where 
additional information, support and services 
can be provided to meet the needs of incom-
ing farmers and ranchers as well as target 
opportunities for the recruitment of new 
farmers and ranchers to meet the obvious 
need to replace land managers, regardless of 
the transition type  that will occur. 

It is estimated that over the next five 
years, approximately 10 percent of the nation’s 
lands will transition. Many families will choose 
a nontraditional transition simply because 
available replacement farmers and ranchers 
are decreasing at a statistically significant level 
related to a lack of available numbers within 
the population. Several articles in this issue 
deal with various ways and types of transition 
considerations. Each of them bring a perspec-
tive of what the landscape could look like in 
farming and ranching in the next 30 years.  

Figures 1 and 3 source: USDA 2012 Census of 
Agriculture; figure 2 source: U.S. Dept. of Health 
and Human Services and Human Services 
National Center for Health Statistics. 

The ages vary by approximately two years due 
to differences in data collection.

Millenials
Age: 20-35
119,833

Boomers
Age: 48-66
1,074,088

GenX
Age: 36-47
214,106

Silent
Age: 67+
701,276

FIGURE 3: PRINCIPAL OPERATORS BY 
AGE AND GENERATION, 2012
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When it 
comes to 
your farm 
or ranch, 

nobody knows the oper-
ation like you. You know 
how many acres you’re 
operating, and you have 
inventories on all your 
commodities. Hopefully, 
you even know what 

assets and liabilities you have by taking a 
quick look at your net worth statement. But 
what steps have you taken when it comes to 

by Jason Bradley, agricultural economics consultant  |  jwbradley@noble.org

ECONOMICS

Selecting the Best Business 
Structure for Your Farm

managing for taxes or assessing legal risks? By 
reviewing your operation’s business structure, 
you may find creating a business entity could 
provide your operation with added benefits.

According to the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture National Agricultural Statistics 
Service’s 2012 Census of Agriculture, agricul-
ture operations could be categorized as: 
individual and family ownership (sole propri-
etorship), partnership, corporation, or limited 
liability company (LLC). Of all the operations 
reported, 84 percent were listed as sole 
ownerships, 6.3 percent as partnerships, 5 
percent as corporations, and 4.7 percent as 

Of all the operations 
reported in the 2012 
Agriculture Census,  
84 percent were  
listed as sole 
ownerships.
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CORPORATIONS
Here’s where the water can get really muddy. 
Corporations become their own entities. They 
receive their own profits and are accountable 
for their own liabilities. Company investors and 
owners own shares of the corporation. There 
are two corporation types: S corps and C corps. 
Without going into the details of each of these, 
they both have advantages when it comes to 
liabilities and taxation. On the other hand, there 
is a lot of work that goes into a corporation. 
The amount of time and paperwork that go into 
running a corporation may be more than what 
you need.

LIMITED LIABILITY COMPANY (LLC)
An LLC is a combination of the first three 
structures. One of the greatest advantages of 
an LLC is the liability protection of a corpora-
tion on a limited basis, while keeping some of 
the operating benefits of sole proprietorship or 
partnership. There are many different ways to 
structure an LLC that allow for it to best fit your 
operation’s needs.

While an LLC may seem like a win-win 
business structure, it’s important to discuss all 
the options with a lawyer. Knowing the correct 
paperwork to file for each business structure 
and understanding the tax obligations are 
critical when establishing a business entity. If 
you feel like one of these business structures 
might provide some long-term benefits to your 
operation, speak to someone who can give you 
legal and tax advice. Just make sure they know 
the rules that will apply to you. Not all areas 
have the same requirements for businesses.

ships also provide the opportunity to have 
skillsets on the team that differ than from yours. 
This structure allows for financial obligations to 
be shared, lessening the financial strain placed 
on an individual. While there are advantages 
of having more than one person involved, this 
can also be a downside. Everybody has an 
opinion and an idea that they feel is the right 
one, and sometimes the other person(s) in the 
business might not agree. It’s not “if” but “when” 
a disagreement in a partnership will occur. 
Partners need to understand this and be ready 
to discuss, compromise and resolve any issue 
that may present itself along the way. Also, no 
matter how the partnership agreement is set up, 
there’s a chance that one of the partners is going 
to feel they are being shorted on their share of 
the profits because of how much time, money or 
effort they’ve put into the business. Again, this 
is something partners should be aware of and 
ready to deal with. Unjust feeling about compen-
sation and disagreements about business 
decisions are important things to consider when 
looking at partnerships, but, in my opinion, they 
are not the biggest issue. Depending on how the 
partnership is established, liabilities are shared 
among all the partners. This shared liability 
doesn’t necessarily stop at the partnership’s 
assets being used to settle the partnership’s 
debts. A partner’s share of the  assets may be 
used to satisfy a partner’s personal debts, and 
a partner’s assets may be used to satisfy the 
partnership debts. Partnerships can be designed 
in ways that minimize these risks, but they are 
much more complex as limitations are put in 
place.

LLCs. But what are each of these, and should 
you consider moving your operation into one? 
Each of these structures has pros and cons that 
should be weighed out before investing in the 
process of becoming one.

SOLE PROPRIETORSHIP
Sole proprietorship is about as simple as it gets. 
You are the owner and the operator. You get 
all the profits, and handling the taxes is pretty 
straight forward. Any income made through the 
business is your income and is handled as such. 
Another advantage is there isn’t much to being 
in business. You have a product or service, 
you sell that product or service, and you’re in 
business. Now, while you get to enjoy all the 
profits, you are also responsible for any losses 
or debts. A major downside to a sole propri-
etorship is that there is no legal separation 
between you and the business. The business 
can be held liable for any debts or liabilities you 
took on personally, and you may be liable for 
any of the business’s debts or liabilities. These 
liabilities include loans and lines of credit as well 
as the actions of you and your employees.

PARTNERSHIP
This is where the water can start to become 
muddy. Partnerships can vary in size and 
structure. It includes two or more people who 
contribute to the business in a variety of ways. 
While a partnership is not required to have an 
agreement written out (although I would highly 
recommend it), you will need to register your 
partnership. Partnerships are typically easy to 
set up, and they are usually inexpensive. Partner-
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As the most populous generation in 
United States history (commonly 
referred to as the baby boomer gen-
eration) ages into retirement and their 

elder years, the need to plan for the transfer of 
their wealth to the next generation becomes 
more important. The baby boomer generation 
continues to have a disproportionate share of 
the total population as they age. Because of 
their relative size, the baby boomer generation 
will transfer more wealth than any generation 

preceding them. For many baby boomers, the daunting task of plan-
ning how they want their wealth distributed lies before them. 

Planning for the 
Next Generation
by Dan Childs, senior agricultural economist  |  
mdchilds@noble.org

SUCCESSION
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Each U.S. citizen has an opportunity to 
influence how the various assets composing 
the wealth of their estate is distributed after 
their passing from this life. If an individual 
chooses not to take advantage of this oppor-
tunity, the state of domicile has a default plan 
for each resident. So if one thinks the task is 
too great, the state will complete the task for a 
resident. They may not like the outcome, but it 
is low cost and requires little or no effort.

There are several legal instruments avail-
able to help a person make sure their wealth 
gets distributed the way they desire. Each 
instrument must be created correctly in order 
to withstand legal scrutiny if questioned. 

ESTATE TAX
Some folks worry about the estate tax owed. 
On average, only one estate in 700 (or .1 
percent of the population) will owe estate 
tax. Each estate is allowed an exemption 
of $5.49 million worth of assets before any 
tax is assessed. This amount is indexed for 
inflation each year. Completing a net worth 
statement will provide an estimate of the 
dollar value of their estate. In the case of a 
husband and wife, the unused portion of the 
first spouse to pass is added to the surviving 
spouse’s exemption, which allows the total 
exemption for both estates to be $10.98 
million. The transfer of the unused portion of 
the first spouse to pass is commonly referred 
to as portability and ensures the size of each 
spouse’s estate does not have to be equal 
or more than $5.49 million to be eligible for 
the combined maximum exemption of $10.98 
million. If the net estate of an individual is 
larger than $5.49 million, the federal estate 
tax rate is graduated starting at 18 percent 
and peaks at 40 percent. The highest rate 
applies to estates that are $6.49 million 
(taxable amount above $1 million) and higher. 

INHERITED VERSUS GIFT
If a person wants to start transferring a 
portion of their wealth before death, it is 
possible to make annual tax-free gifts. Each 
person can give up to $14,000 per year tax 
free to as many individuals as they choose. 
The recipients do not have to meet any 
qualifications such as being blood relatives. 
Therefore, a husband and wife could each 
give $14,000 per year to all their children, 
grandchildren and friends. The gifts are not 
taxable to the recipients.

However, there is a difference in the tax 
basis of an asset depending on whether it is 
inherited versus received as a gift. When an 
asset is inherited, it typically receives a “step-
up” in basis to fair market value as of the 
date of death through the probate process. 
In the case of a revocable trust, the assets 
would also receive a “step-up” in basis as of 
the date of the grantor’s death. The step-up 
in tax basis is valuable to the heir because 
if or when an heir decides to sell the asset, 
the amount of taxable gain (calculated as 
the difference between the tax basis and the 
net selling price) is typically much lower. If 
an asset is sold soon after it is inherited, it is 
likely there will be no taxable gain since the 
tax basis and the market value are the same. 

In the case of a gift, the recipient of the 
gift receives the same tax basis in the asset as 

the donor had. If or when the recipient decides 
to sell the asset, they may have a very low tax 
basis in the asset. This is usually the case when 
the donor owned the asset for a long period 
of time, triggering an income tax obligation 
on the taxable gain. Therefore, if a person is 
contemplating whether to bequeath an asset 
(transfer by inheritance) or outright give it to 
someone, they may want to consider the tax 
basis they have in an asset and the intent of 
the recipient before deciding which to do.

ESTATE TRANSFER PLAN
Since few estates will pay any estate taxes, 
what impediment(s) keep folks from creating 
a transfer plan? The answer is likely different 
for everyone. One reason that often comes 
up is some hard decisions may have to be 
made pertaining to dividing the assets in an 
attempt to treat the heirs equally. It should 
be mentioned that equal is not necessarily 
equitable. For example, an equal number of 
acres could differ considerably in value due 
to location and/or quality. To elude the task of 
splitting up the land, some will choose to leave 
it to the heirs in an undivided interest. This may 
be OK and even preferable in some instances, 
like minerals. However, bequeathing land in an 
undivided interest can cause disagreements 
among heirs that do not get resolved in their 
lifetime. Not always but usually when Mom and 
Dad make the hard decisions, children may not 
like the result but they accept it because they 

There are several legal 
instruments available 
to help a person make 
sure their wealth gets 
distributed the way 
they desire. 

respect their parents’ decision. 

WEALTH OR A BUSINESS?
Another situation that can place heirs in 
an awkward position is when parents try 
to manage from the grave a business they 
bequeathed to their heirs. This can be 
especially true in the case where the business 
is a farm or ranch. The intent of most parents 
is to provide a blessing to their children 
through an inheritance. A question parents 
could ask themselves is, “Are we passing 
along wealth or a business?” They could be 
completely different objectives. For instance, 
some farms have been in the family for 
multiple generations. People who have spent 
a lifetime putting a place together or adding 
to what their parents accumulated normally 
want their passion for the land continued for 
generations to come. Therefore, restrictions 
are placed on what heirs can do with the 
property. This could place a burden on the 
heirs rather than them receiving a blessing 
of the wealth the property represents. Some 
heirs do not have the passion nor the skills 
to successfully manage a farming business. 
Giving heirs the freedom to choose how best 
to preserve or leverage the wealth is usually 
preferable. Passing along a business requires 
much more preparation and effort than 
passing along wealth.

TRUSTS VERSUS WILLS
Sometimes people get confused on whether 
to use one of the many types of trusts or to 
use a will. There are pros and cons to both. 
Trusts are usually more expensive to create 
but less expensive after death. When correctly 
designed, a new successor trustee takes over 
at death; there is no probate and, therefore, no 
documents to be recorded for public viewing. 
Death is almost a nonevent because there is 
no change in ownership of the assets. The 
trust owned them before, and the trust will 
continue to own them after death. A word 
of caution about trusts. The grantor (the 
person(s) creating the trust) must be sure to 
transfer the assets to the trust. Otherwise, 
the trust has no benefit. Wills are usually less 
expensive to create but generally more expen-
sive after death due to the probate process. 
Documents generated throughout the probate 
process are public documents available for 
anyone to view. Some people may have 
feelings about what information they want to 
be public. If so, a trust may be more attractive. 
Often, even when trusts instruments are used, 
a will is still necessary to provide direction for 
assets not in the trust. 

OTHER DOCUMENTS
A couple more documents are helpful to 
have for family members who may have the 
responsibility of caring for the elderly in the 
later years. A healthcare directive and  power 
of attorney can be very beneficial in carrying 
out the wishes of a person when they may 
not be able to make decisions on their own.

Making decisions about your estate can 
be difficult. However, making those decisions 
and preparing the documents will be one of 
the greatest blessings one can provide to 
their spouse and family members.    
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What Every Young Family 
Farmer Should Know

YOUNG PRODUCERS

by Austin Miles, research  
associate  |  ramiles@noble.org

32 PERCENT of small farms had more 
than half of their sales come from beef.

41 PERCENT had a positive net income. 
They were accountable for 20 percent of 
total agricultural sales.

66 PERCENT
It is important to note that midsize and large 
family farms, while fewer than 9 percent of all 
farms, produce 66 percent of total agriculture 
sales. The majority of these entities rely solely 
on income generated from their operation(s).

Farm Facts from the 2012 Census of Agriculture

Small farms held 40 percent of cattle and 89 
percent of horse inventory. 

40 
PCT

89 
PCT

16 
PCT

25 
PCT

97 percent of U.S. farms are family-owned. The family farm is a complex entity that comes in a variety of sizes and structures. 

88 
PCT

of U.S farms are small, which 
when visualized would be 
all of the U.S. except Texas, 
Oklahoma and New Mexico.

FAMILY FARMS

farmers in 2012 were 
beginning farmers

According to the census, beginning 
farmers control 16 percent of farmland.

BEGINNING FARMERS

Beginning farmers are 
categorized as principal 
operators who were on their 
current operation less than 10 
years. While the number of 
these operators has declined 
20 percent since 2007, they 
still operate almost 25 percent 
of U.S. farms.

522,058

15 PERCENT of the value of ag products 
sold are produced by beginning farmers.

22 PERCENT of products sold directly to 
consumers and 26 percent of the value of 
organic sales came from beginning farmers. 

Only 16 percent depended on the farm as a 
majority of their income.

The 2012 Census 
of Agriculture 
compiled by 
the U.S. Depart-

ment of Agriculture 
National Agricultural 
Statistics Service 
revealed some shock-
ing (and maybe not 
so shocking) truths: 
farmers and ranchers 

are getting older, fewer in numbers, and there 
aren’t as many “new” producers entering 
the industry. While these facts may sound 
gloomy and disheartening, let’s look closer at 
some of the information and, more impor-
tantly, how young producers like myself can 
contribute to their family’s operations.

When looking at the farm facts below 
one wonders, what does this mean for 
you and your family operation? How does 
a young producer get involved? What can 
or should you do to improve upon the 
legacy of the family farm or ranch? 

As a young producer, I have pondered 
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these questions myself. Our family operation 
in Whitesboro, Texas, is the stereotypical 
small family farm as defined by the agricul-
ture census. My great-great-grandfather 
homesteaded there more than 100 years ago. 
Since then, my family has raised everything 
from cotton and corn to peanuts and cattle. 
My grandparents both had jobs off the farm, 
as did my parents, as do I. While I’d like to think 
the farm has always been profitable, I know 
that is not the case; without outside income, 
our operation would not have survived. I’d 
like to reflect on my experiences as a young 
producer and share some observations that 
could hopefully aid and encourage other 
upstart farmers, ranchers and land managers.

BE WILLING TO ASSUME RISK. Risk can 
come in a variety of forms: financial, occupa-
tional or reputational. Any time you put skin 
in the game, you’re going to become more 
invested in the success and well-being of 
the operation. Be motivated and push the 
needle to accomplish your goal(s).

SPEAK UP, BUT KNOW WHEN TO SHUT 
UP. Proposing new ideas can be seen as 
challenging the status quo but, in reality, 
without the injection of new ideas, an 
operation can become stagnant and possi-
bly miss out on an opportunity to become 
more efficient and/or productive. It can be 
something as small as how and what we feed 
cattle to exploring new marketing opportuni-
ties for our crop, such as direct marketing to 
consumers. However, you can learn a lot from 
listening. Seek out those who have been in the 
business, who have had success and failure, 
and learn from their experiences. That kind of 
education is free and real-world tested.

ASK QUESTIONS. This goes hand-in-hand 
with my previous point. Sometimes being 
the silent observer is fine, but do not be 
timid about asking why things are done the 
way they are. Try to gain some perspec-
tive and history before you offer input or 
thought into why or how an operation 
could be doing something differently.  

GET YOUR HANDS DIRTY. I’m very proud of 
the degrees on the wall of my office, but I’m 
equally proud of the experiences and lessons 
learned from others I have encountered and 
worked with in the field. I am convinced 
that formal education empowers a person 
to continue to learn after they graduate and 
enter the professional world. Who better 
to learn from than those already actively 
engaged and doing the work?

“AGVOCATING” IS MORE THAN A 
HASHTAG. Social media is a great way to 
connect with people who we would otherwise 
never meet yet alone interact with. It is an 
easy way to stay abreast of current events and 
industry news, and to share information and 
ideas. It is important to promote our industry 
and heritage with photos, infographics, etc., 
but simply taking pretty pictures isn’t enough. 
Be mindful of the opportunities you may 
have to promote agriculture and be confi-
dent enough to do so, whatever the venue or 
whoever the audience may be.  

SEEMINGLY SMALL THINGS CAN YIELD 
MAJOR REWARDS. Change can be as drastic 
or subtle as you make it. As a small operator, my 
goal for our farm is to be as efficient as possible 
with our finances, natural resources and livestock. 
This past winter, my dad and I decided to change 
how we feed hay. Historically, we’d  put hay rings 
around a round bale, knowing we were wasting 
a significant portion of the bale (and money).  
My exposure to current research and different 
management techniques proved that we could 
do better with little-to-no additional effort 
required. Once we began rolling the bales out 
instead of simply setting them down with a hay 
ring, we noticed a greater portion of the hay was 
consumed and less was wasted. This decreased 
how many bales we needed to purchase to feed 
through the winter. That money we saved from 
not buying hay could be reinvested in our pastures 
through fertilizer this spring. Small improvements 
stack up quick and can quickly change the 
landscape and character of an operation.  

LEAD CHANGE AND BECOME INVOLVED. 
American agriculture has overcome many 
challenges and obstacles in the past, but 
I feel our greatest contest is yet to come. 
With increasing regulation, more competi-
tive global markets, and a general population 
who continues to grow removed from and 
distrust modern agriculture, we as an industry 
must ensure our livelihood and rural heritage 
endure. It is easy to sit back and say, “Well, I 

The Census of Agriculture is conducted 
every five years. The 2017 survey will be 
released at the end of the year, and can 
be completed either online or by mail. We 
encourage every farmer, rancher and land 
manager to fill it out. For additional informa-
tion, please visit www.agcensus.usda.gov. 

DID YOU
KNOW?

can’t do anything about it. I’m a little guy.” 
National and state organizations are the 
collective voice of our industry. It is impera-
tive to not only become a member but also 
be actively engaged in that organization, 
and promote its creed and mission.

BE ABLE TO ADMIT WHEN YOU NEED 
HELP. Know your limits and when you need 
assistance. It is OK to admit you do not know 
something or your abilities aren’t as advanced 
as those around you. More importantly, be the 
helping hand when you are called upon by 
others.

WORKING WITH FAMILY IS WHERE 
MEMORIES ARE MADE AND LIFE 
LESSONS LEARNED. Some of my fondest 
memories growing up involve riding on the 
tractor and in the wagons during peanut 
harvest. I’ll never forget the smell and sounds 
of harvest as a young boy (and the stomach-
ache from eating too many fresh peanuts). 
My working relationship with my grandfa-
ther and dad has changed since then from 
shotgun rider to partner, and for that I am 
truly blessed and grateful. Now that I have a 
family of my own, I take every opportunity I 
have to take my daughters with me to check 
cattle, get on the tractor, fix fence, etc. The 
time spent together is irreplaceable; I know 
that because my mentors and role models 
took the time to take me along on similar 
chores. Take time to give back to younger 
generations; they will be the caretakers of the 
future we are all working to make a reality. 

The future of agriculture in our great 
country is bright and full of opportunity for 
those willing to grasp it. As young farmers and 
ranchers, we are blessed with tools, technolo-
gies, techniques and information our prede-
cessors could only dream about. Though we 
face challenges that previous generations did 
not, we are still in contest with some all too 
familiar ones. I am encouraged by the fact that 
so many still commit themselves to feeding 
and clothing their fellow man. It is a noble 
effort that is forgotten by so many.

Austin with his father, Gregg Miles, 
and grandfather, James Hightower.  
Together, they operate and manage a 
commercial beef cattle herd in Whites-
boro and Sadler, Texas.
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Beef Quality Assurance 
(BQA) Workshop

JUNE

1:30-4:30 p.m.
Noble Research Institute 

Kruse Auditorium
No registration fee

| 27

For more information or to register, please visit www.noble.org/events or call Danielle Pacifico 
at 580-224-6376. Preregistration is requested.

Growing Season 
Prescribed Burn Field Day

JULY

8:30 a.m.-3 p.m.
Noble Research Institute

Coffey Ranch
Registration fee: $20, 

includes lunch

| 13

Fall Cattle Seminar

AUGUST

1-4:30 p.m.
Ardmore Convention Center

2401 N. Rockford Rd.
Ardmore, OK 73401
No registration fee

| 29
Fall Grazing 

Workshop

AUGUST

8:30 a.m.-noon
Addison Ranch 7051 Pike Rd. 

Burneyville, OK 73430
No registration fee

| 17


