
A MONTHLY PUBLICATION FROM 
NOBLE RESEARCH INSTITUTE

FIND MORE ARTICLES AT NOBLE.ORG
NOVEMBER 2019  |  VOLUME 37  |  ISSUE 11

NOBLENEWS&VIEWS

The U.S. Department of 
Agriculture has been 
saying for years that 
the average age of the 

American farmer is going up. 
The latest estimate of the aver-
age age is 59.3 years, as the 
baby-boom generation gets 
older. As a result, it has been 
estimated that 70% of the land 
in agriculture will change hands 
by 2031. This is a startling fore-
cast and one worth contemplat-
ing in terms of how the transi-
tion will occur.

The number of farmers and 
ranchers in the United States 
has been decreasing, with the 
latest estimate just a bit more 
than 2 million in total. Fewer 

children are being raised on farms or ranches, too, 
and many of those who have are choosing other 
occupations, with no plans to return to the farm or 
ranch. Young people who have developed an interest 
in agriculture but do not have farm roots face a 
variety of barriers to entry as beginning farmers.

According to the balance sheet of agriculture, 
the total value of all U.S. farm assets is just over 

$3 trillion. When divided equally among the 
estimated number of farmers in the U.S., the 
average investment per farmer is $1.5 million, with 
the majority of that being in land. So how does 
an interested young person get started, when the 
day one could buy land and expect to pay for it by 
working it is long gone?

Overcoming Barriers 
to Entry for the Next 
Generation of Ranchers
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U.S. Net Farm Income

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service, 
Farm Income and Wealth Statistics
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LAND: OWN 
OR LEASE?

It is generally agreed that the 
biggest barrier of entry to 
agriculture is the price of land. 
When the price of land prohibits 
entry into agriculture, what is the 
best alternative? Typically the 

answer is to lease it from a landowner. Lease 
payments are usually much lower than land 
payments, even in today’s low-interest-rate 
environment. However, leasing does come 
with challenges. Often landowners will only 
negotiate one- to three-year terms. It is usually 
not feasible to develop infrastructure through 
permanent structures or invest in long-term 
soil health improvements with lease terms 
no longer than three years. Aging farmers 
need to be more amenable to longer term-
lease agreements or willing to recognize 
improvements lasting longer than the lease 
term by cost-sharing or including a refund 
clause if the lease is terminated.

OPERATING CAPITAL 
AND DEBT CONCERNS

A second barrier common among 
many people wanting to have 
their own farm is operating 
capital. Granted, there is a greater 
awareness by some lenders such as 
the Farm Service Agency and the 

Farm Credit System, which have created special 
credit standards for young, beginning and 
small farmers and ranchers to be able acquire 
financing. However, then debt becomes a 
concern. As noted in the below figure, U.S. farm 
income has been somewhat of a roller coaster. 
Managing debt in such an uncertain landscape 
can be very difficult. 

PROFITABILITY AND 
RISK MANAGEMENT 

This brings us to a third barrier: 
the lack of consistent profitability. 
The perils present in production 
agriculture are many. At the end 
of each day, every agricultural 
producer must be an astute risk 

manager. First and foremost, weather risks 
could be at the top of the list, with markets 
or commodity prices not far below, followed 
by government policy, including regulations, 
trade, tax and labor laws. Many other risks 
exist that challenge consistent profitability. 
Considering all these factors, it becomes 
apparent that agricultural producers truly have 
a genuine passion for the work they do and 
the contribution they make to feed the world, 
despite the risks.

ENSURING THE FUTURE
The U.S. has not had to depend on another 
country for food, and that is a great blessing. 
We have achieved national food security 
because of the work ethic and productivity 
of American farmers and ranchers. Yes, there 
are obvious reasons for the U.S. to trade 
with other countries and benefit from our 
comparative advantage. Fair trade between 

countries helps both consumers and 
producers. 

Much work lies ahead for the U.S. as we 
navigate the transition of farmland to the next 
generation. It is paramount that the transition 
is made to people who have the same passion 
and dedication to production agriculture 
as past generations, who have made U.S. 
agriculture the envy of the world. 

10 a.m.-3 p.m. 
Ardmore Convention Center
2401 Rockford Road
Ardmore, OK 73401 
Registration Fee: $25

Farm families work hard to build successful 
operations and to create estates. This 
workshop provides information on the need 
to plan for estate transfer as well as laws 
governing estate transfer and the tools 
available to use in estate planning.

Estate Planning for 
Agricultural Producers
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