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Abstract

Land access for new farmers and ranchers includes
transfers from owners without family successors.
We compare how farm seekers’ needs align with
the offerings of farm owners whose farm assets
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may transfer out of family in the 12-state North
Central Region as defined by the U.S. Department
of Agriculture.! In Phase 1, managers of farm link
services, which connect farm owners without a
successor in their family to farm seekers, estimated
the patterns demonstrated by their program’s
seeker and owner participants through a question-
naire. In Phase 2, managers of these and select
other agricultural and rural programs circulated to
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their networks an online survey whose respondents
included 178 farm seeckers and 183 farm owners
whose assets may transfer out of family. Findings
denote similarities and barriers between the two
groups. The biggest difference was that few owners
offered an on-farm residence, which was a top
need of seekers. In terms of similarities, the survey
found no statistical differences in the groups’
respective locations on a rural-urban continuum,
nor in land parcel sizes sought and offered. Half of
farm link service providers concurred, observing a
match between seeker and owner land needs.
However, the other half of service providers
reported wide differences, observing two patterns.
First, incoming farmers preparing for commodity
row crop, hay and fodder, and beef production are
well-matched by owners with like type farms to
offer, although new entrants often seck bigger
parcels than owners offer. Second, seckers prepar-
ing for specialty crop, dairy, and hog or poultry
(outdoor and indoor) production far exceed the
number of owners who offer the infrastructure and
scale for these production systems, particulatly for
parcels under 40 acres.? Results suggest opportuni-
ties for research and intervention to target barriers
and areas of alignment between owner and seeker
needs, especially for affordable on-farm housing
for new farm operators.

Keywords

Beginning Farmers and Ranchers, Farm Transfer,
Farm Succession, Farm Link, Rural Housing, Rural
Development, Small and Medium Farms

Introduction and Literature Review
Beginning farmers and ranchers who seek to own
or lease a farm contend with many obstacles to
starting and succeeding in agriculture. Some obsta-
cles are ingrained in patterns of farm and ranch
transfer from one owner to the next. (Hereafter,
we use “farmers” and “farms” to encompass
ranchers and ranches as well.) Farm transfers cycle
continuously across the land, sometimes within a
family and other times between unrelated parties,
which is the focus of this study. It is estimated that
25% of farm transfers underway at any time are

21 acre= 0.4 hectare
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between non-relatives (USDA NASS, 2015), such
that the majority of farmland is actually acquired
from a non-relative (Ahearn, 2013). Agreement is
clear that farm transfers are generally a difficult
turning point for both entering and exiting parties.
This paper queries one aspect of that difficulty by
examining how well farm owner offers appear to
align with farm secker needs, across a 12-state
Midwestern and Central Plains region.

Food system innovation and agricultural pro-
ductivity can benefit from improved farm transfers
(Leonard, B., Kinsella, O’Donoghue, Farrell, &
Mahon, 2017; Ruhf, 2013). Agricultural programs
and policies, known as farm link programs, for
over three decades have implemented a range of
strategies to assist farm families in transferring their
land to farmers of the next generation (Valliant,
Ruhf, Gibson, Brooks, & Farmer, 2019). A number
of terms refer to these next-generation farm seek-
ers and subgroups among them, including begin-
ning farmers (USDA ERS, 2019), young farmers
(e.g., Ackoff, Bahrenburg, & Shute, 2017), next-
generation farmers (e.g., Harper, 2015), first-
generation farmers and multigenerational farmers
(e.g., Inwood, 2013). We use “farm seeker” to refer
to a farmer who is not yet established and is seek-
ing a farming opportunity. Encouraging seekers’
prospects for entering and succeeding in agricul-
ture is an impetus for programs that assist with
farm transfers in some capacity, because agricul-
tural innovation and investment in the farm busi-
ness are greater on farms where a successor or
transferee is identified and preparing to assume
leadership (Chiswell, 2014; Inwood & Sharp, 2012;
Lobley & Baker, 2012; Lobley, Baker, & White-
head, 2010). In addition, entering farmers make an
outsized contribution to the categories of renew-
able agriculture that are tracked by the U.S. Census
of Agriculture. For example, beginning farmers
represent about 16% of operators (USDA NASS,
2012b), but are responsible for 26% of certified
organic sales in the U.S. and 22% of direct-to-
consumer sales (USDA NASS, 2014). These food
system and agriculture outcomes motivate initia-
tives to help new farming entrants begin and
succeed.
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A second impetus for farm link services is the
recognition that entering agriculture and retiring
from agriculture make up two sides of the same
coin. As Parsons and his colleagues have observed,
“Barriers to both farm entry and farm exit are in
play. If older farmers can’t easily exit, their land
can’t become available to entering farmers” (2010,
p- 10). Supporting farmers in preparing for farm
transfer is one way of helping new farmers, at the
other end of the life course, to gain access to farm-
land, which surveys of new entrants find to be a
widespread difficulty (Ackoff et al., 2017; Freed-
good & Dempsey, 2014; Paine & Sullivan, 2014).
There are many new farmers in the U.S.; one
estimate suggests there are 70,000 every year
(Katchova & Ahearn, 2017). For context, this is the
same number of farms in the entire state of Wis-
consin (USDA NASS, 2012a), the ninth top pro-
ducing state in the nation (USDA ERS, 2017).
Since most beginning farmers do not stand to
inherit land (Katchova & Ahearn, 2010), accessing
a farming opportunity, ideally with adequate tenure
security and on-farm housing, is of utmost priority
for many entrants.

Correspondingly, because many farm owners
have no family successor, they are looking outside
the family for the farm’s next operator and/or
owner. Given this mutual need to make connec-
tions beyond family (Grubbstrém & Eriksson,
2018), some services assist with farm transfers by
aiming to “link” or “match” owners and seekers
with transfer partners from beyond their personal
networks. To assist parties on both ends of the
transfer spectrum—farm owners without a family
successor and farmers seeking an opportunity—
farm link programs aim to connect unrelated
farmers to kindle a potential transfer relationship
between them. Recent research highlights that
deeper understanding is needed about the effec-
tiveness and best practices of the various linking
programs (Carolan, 2018; Freedgood & Dempsey,
2014; Hamilton, 2010; Horst & Gwin, 2018;
Parsons et al., 2010; Schilling, Esseks, Duke,
Gottlieb, & Lynch, 2015).

One critique of services to link or match farm-
ers provides the motivation for this study. Fraas
(2015) and others argue that linking services are
based on an overly simplistic premise that there is a
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fit to be found between exiting and entering farm-
ers, when actually the structural needs of the two
groups are “incongruent” (Hersey & Adams, 2017,
p- 94). Types of incongruity observed to be barriers
include that new entrants are likely to seck smaller
acreages for producing specialty crops and/or rais-
ing and finishing animals outdoors, but that outgo-
ing farmers are likely to offer broadacre, commod-
ity crop farms; thus the farm sizes sought and
offered are unlikely to match. Another observed
incongruity is that seekers wish to farm close to
metropolitan markets and amenities, while owners’
farms tend to be too rural for those seekers. In
short, there appears to be a mismatch between the
needs of farm seekers and the offers of farm own-
ers, such that some analysts have asserted that farm
linking services are not very effective (Hersey &
Adams, 2017; Ingram & Kirwan, 2011). This paper
queries the assertion of a mismatch, with a quanti-
tative comparison of what seekers are looking for
to what owners offer. We examine the following
research questions, with other relevant character-
istics of farm seekers and farm owners whose farm
assets may transfer out of family:

1. Land: Do seekers want different acreages
than owners offer?

2. Geography: Are owners located in places
morte rural than those that seekers desire?

3. Home: Do seekers want an on-farm resi-
dence, and do owners have one to offer?

Applied Research Methods

Phase 1: Farm link service providers’
observations of seeker and owner program
participants

This study focused on services, seekers, and own-
ers in the North Central Region (NCR) of the U.S.,
which includes the 12 states of the Midwest and
Central Plains (Illinois, Indiana, lowa, Kansas,
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North
Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, and Wisconsin). The
purpose was to gather best practice recommenda-
tions from the managers of the active and closed
farm link services in the region and to learn about
service gaps and opportunities from farm owners
and seckers themselves (Farmer & Valliant, 2016;
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Valliant et al., 2019). A purposeful strategy aimed
to select every farm link service that operates in
these states, or that did in the past, in order to learn
from information-rich cases that are active as well
as those that have discontinued services (Patton,
2002). Thirty-eight programs met one or both of
two conditions for inclusion. The first was that the
program be listed as a farm listing or linking service
in the NCR by a major web resource as of October
2016. These sites were the Center for Rural Affairs
“Linking Farmers with Land” page® and the
National Young Farmers Coalition Midwest
Regional Listings.* The second condition was that
the program appear in a search for the term “trans-
fer” in reports of projects funded by North Central
Region-Sustainable Agriculture Research and
Education (NCR-SARE), a program of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture National Institute of
Food and Agriculture (USDA-NIFA-SARE, 2018).
In January 2017, managers of the 38 programs
received an email invitation to an online question-
naire about their programs via the secure survey
service Qualtrics.’ Between then and March 2017,
nonrespondents received up to four emailed
and/ot phoned reminders. Quantitative data from
the questionnaire did not undergo statistical analy-
sis due to the low sample size. We instead under-
took analysis using Microsoft Excel in the form of
tally, proportion, median and mean values in which
respondents approximated and compared the prev-
alence of characteristics among their seeker and
owner participants. We take two approaches to
analyzing these responses. One approach uses the
program as the unit of analysis. The second incor-
porates the numbers of seekers and owners who
participate in the programs. In both cases, the anal-
ysis weights service provider observations of preva-
lence by assigning a value of zero to the response
“none of them”; one to “less than half of them™;
two to “more than half of them”; and three to
“nearly all of them.” The second approach then
factors in the number of program participants to
depict prevalence across seckers and owners who
participate in the NCR farm link services.

Phase 2: Online survey of farm owners and
farm seekers
Farm owners and farm seekers who responded to
an online survey formed an availability, or conveni-
ence, sample (Schutt, 2000). The survey targeted
“farm/ranch owners and farm/ranch seekers in the
Plains and Midwest states,” and was distributed by
programs that focus on agticulture and/or rural
communities across the NCR. Between March and
June 2017, the 22 programs from Phase 1 that were
still active and 10 other programs were invited to
send the survey to their networks. The 10 addi-
tional programs were purposefully selected to
represent states in the NCR that have no farm link
services, to attempt to learn from seekers and
owners in these states. Of these 32 programs, 26
confirmed having sent the survey on to their net-
works (17 farm link programs and nine others).
Programs distributed the sutvey via social media,
electronic newsletter, and/or direct email. The
survey was closed to responses on June 17, 2017.
Data were organized and analyzed using Sta-
tistical Analysis Software (SAS) 9.4 (SAS Institute
Inc., Raleigh, NC). The Pearson Chi-square test
was used to compare the characteristics between
the seekers and owners. The analysis involved
creating the following variables:

e Residence on a rural-urban continuum
according to Rural-Urban Commuting Area
(RUCA) codes. (USDA ERS, 2016). Since
RUCA values are assigned to census tracts,
we used the most recent zip code approxi-
mations (University of North Dakota Cen-
ter for Rural Health, 2014), and categoriza-
tion C to achieve two output levels, and
categorization 4E to achieve four output
levels (University of Washington Rural
Health Research Center, 2005).

e Age: Continuous data were grouped into
four categories: 18-29, 30—49, 50-69, 70—
85.

e Bachelor’s degree: We grouped five
response options on educational attainment

3 https://www.cfra.org/resources/beginning farmer/linking programs

4 https://www.youngfarmers.org/land-and-jobs /#Midwest

5 https://www.qualtrics.com
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into two levels to ensure an ample sample
size for comparison.

e Couple archetypes: Respondents indicated
employment category for themselves and
their spouses using USDA Agricultural
Resource Management Survey (ARMS)
categories (“At which occupation do you/
spouse spend the majority of your work
timer”’) (USDA NASS, 2016). We grouped
these responses to depict their occupational
status as a couple: both spouses farm, one
spouse farms, neither spouse farms, single
farmer, and single non-farmer.

Results

Phase 1: Farm Link Service Provider
Observations of Seeker and Owner
Participants

Of the 38 programs that received the online ques-
tionnaire, 24 managers filled out one or more
paired items about their seeker and owner
participants, a response rate of 63% to these items.
Respondents spent a median time of 24 minutes
filling out the questionnaire. Compared to non-
respondents, the respondents’ programs are more
current and directly focus on farm transfers. For
example, every respondent program was listed on
active websites, whereas all the nonrespondents
represented closed programs. Nonrespondents also
shared only an ancillary focus on farm transfers,
according to our correspondence with the original
program managets, their successors, and/or the
projects’ final reports in the SARE database.
According to the survey responses, these 24 pro-
grams serve a total of 6,100 owners and seekers,
reflecting 3,800 seekers and 2,300 owners.
Respondents represented five projects funded by
NCR SARE (US$490,000 invested) and eight by
the USDA Beginning Farmer and Rancher Devel-
opment Program (US$2.8 million invested,
including leads and subcontractors).

Acreage

Service providers are evenly split as to whether
they observe differences between the farm sizes
that seekers desire and the sizes of farms that
owners offer. While 45% of programs report no
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differences, 55% do observe differences between
what their seekers want and what their owners
have. Six of the eleven programs (55%) that
observe differences find that many seekers need
smaller tracts than many owners offer. Two other
programs report a mixed pattern. The remaining
three programs find that many seekers need larger
tracts than owners offer. All three programs in this
last group primarily serve farmers preparing for
commodity crop production. Turning to the
amounts of land service providers observe being
sought and offered, a caveat to these numbers is
that they reflect the variation among the programs,
which reflect differences of scale, place, and prod-
uct mix; this set of programs assists farms at all
scales of production, from very small to very large.
Together, they report that seeker interest in the
smallest and largest tracts (less than 40 and 500+
acres) is greater than owner offerings, while owners
offer more land in the 100-499 acre range than
seckers need. Seekers and owners are well-matched
in the 40-99 acre range, which programs report as
the category most frequently both sought and
offered.

When we factor in the number of seekers and
owners who participate in the programs, which
also condenses information from a range of pro-
gram models and settings, programs report a simi-
lar divergent pattern. Seeker demand exceeds sup-
ply of the smallest (less than 40) and some of the
largest acreages (100-299 and 500-999). Some of
these differences ate very large (Table 1). Setvice
providers report seeing six to seven times more
seckers looking for tracts under 40 acres than
owners make available. In the 500-999 acre range,
service providers see 100 times more seekers look-
ing for this size range than owners make available.
This approach agrees with the first approach, that
demand and supply are well-matched in the 40-99
acre range whereas owners actually offer more than
is sought in the 300-499 and 1,000+ acre ranges.

Agricultural Products

Twenty of the 21 programs that responded to these
items observe differences between what their
owner participants produce and what seekers aim
to produce. The one program that observes no
differences serves commodity producers. We
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Table 1. Phase 1 Comparison of Seeker Needs and Owner Offers, Weighted by the Prevalence of Interest
Farm Link Service Providers Observe among Their Participants (in Order of Descending Seeker Interest)

Analysis 1 — According to the number of programs reporting
Owners Seekers % difference

Product seekers aspiring to produce versus those produced on owners’ farms

Specialty crops 21 38 81%
Hay/fodder crops 42 33 -21%
Row crops 44 32 -27%
Beef 34 31 -9%
Pastured hogs/poultry 18 22 22%
Dairy 20 21 5%
Indoor hogs/poultry 13 16 23%
Timber 10 6 -40%
Farm asset types: prevalence of seekers and owners who aim to transfer

Farm business 36 44 22%
Cropland 36 40 11%
Pasture/range 32 40 25%
Home 27 39 44%
Infrastructure 35 38 9%
Water 22 28 27%
Woods/forest 20 10 -50%

Analysis 2 — According to program participation numbers
Total owners +

Owners Seekers seekers % difference
Products seekers aspire to produce versus those produced on owners’ farms
Row crop 1,679 1,595 3,274 -5%
Specialty crops 427 1,418 1,845 232%
Hay/fodder crops 1,245 1,325 2,570 6%
Beef 1,022 1,068 2,090 5%
Pastured hogs/poultry 534 983 1,517 84%
Dairy 544 886 1,430 63%
Indoor hogs/poultry 483 841 1,324 74%
Farm asset types
Home 1,068 2,946 4,014 176%
Cropland 1,234 2,742 3,976 122%
Infrastructure 1,008 2,629 3,637 161%
Business 1,386 2,293 3,679 65%
Pasture/range 893 2,253 3,146 152%
Water 791 1,694 2,485 114%
Woods/forest 443 274 717 -38%
Acreage
Under 10 acres 76 553 629 630%
11-39 acres 81 479 560 493%
40-99 acres 553 581 1,134 5%
100-299 acres 107 354 461 230%
300-499 acres 566 156 722 -72%
500-999 acres 11 1,140 1,151 10,540%
1,000+ acres 516 260 776 -50%

1 acre=0.4 hectare
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analyze the reported differences in two ways, first
by using the program as the unit of analysis, and
second by taking program participation numbers
into consideration. Both strategies agree that
interest in row crops, hay and fodder crops, and
beef is high among both groups, and that interest
in specialty crops is much higher among seckers
than owners. When we take their participation
numbers into consideration, the programs report
seeing 230% more seekers who wish to produce
specialty crops than owners who presently do so.
Other areas of substantially higher seeker interest
than owner capacity include pastured hog/poultry
production (84% more seekers), indoor hog/poul-
try production (74% more seekers), and dairy
production (63% more seekers).

Assets to Transfer

The questionnaitre asked service providers to com-
pare how common it is for owners and seekers to
aim to transfer seven types of farm resources.
These resources included (1) a farm business, (2) a
home, (3) cropland, (4) pasture/range, (5) woods/
forest, (6) water (stream, pond, well), and

(7) buildings, infrastructure, and/or facilides. All
21 programs that responded to this item reported
differences between seekers and owners. Service
providers observe differences across multiple
types of resources (between two and seven types
per program, with a mean of 4.2). Weighted values
to reflect the magnitude of difference in their
responses suggest that the largest difference is in
housing. Service providers observe that many
seekers are looking for on-farm housing, 2.8 times
the number of owners who offer a farm home.
The other highest priorities for seekers are
cropland, infrastructure, a farm business, pasture
or range, and water, in order of descending rank.
In each of these categories, other than a business,
the programs observe more than twice the need
that participating owners make available.

Phase 2: Online survey of farm seekers and
farm owners

Description of Respondents

A total of 516 responses represented 178 farm
seekers and 338 farm owners. Median response

Volume 9, Issue 2 / Winter 2019-2020

times were three minutes for seekers and six min-
utes for owners, who received a longer set of ques-
tions. We subdivided farm owners according to
their likelihood of transferring “some or all of your
farm/ranch [land] one day to a non-relative (some-
one unrelated to you).” One subset includes those
who are unlikely to transfer out of family (»=155,
47%); the other includes those who are likely to
transfer out of family, or neutral on the matter
(#=183, 53%). We focus on the latter subset of
owners to understand how secker priorities align
with those of owners more likely to transfer assets
out of family. Among this subgroup of owners,
34% are extremely likely to transfer out of family,
31% are somewhat likely, and 35% are neutral. The
locations of the seeker and owner respondents are
depicted in Figure 1. Only 13% of the respondents
we analyze said they had actually participated in a
farm link service; the other 87% subscribed to the
mailing lists of the programs that distributed the
survey, but are not active in their farm link
services.

Characteristics of Farm/Ranch Seekers

Among seckers, the median age was 35 years. Many
seeker respondents were women, who composed
38% of the group. Seekers were highly educated:
69% hold a bachelor’s degree or higher. In terms
of where these seekers are presently spending their
work time, among 52% of seeker couples, neither
person spends the majority of their work time
farming. Among 23% of seeker couples, one of the
spouses is farming. Only 18% of seeker households
presently earn half or more of their income from
farming.

Characteristics of the Subset of Farm/ Ranch Owners
Farm/ranch owners represent owner-operators
more than non-operators. Only 12% of the subset
of owners were never the primary operators of
their land. The other 88% are the primary opera-
tors or were at one time. The median owner age
was 506 years and the majority of owner respond-
ents were women (52%). Owners are highly edu-
cated, with 77% holding a bachelor’s degree and
44% holding a graduate degree. Again, only a
minority of households earn most of their income
from farming (31%). Most owner households earn

147



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development

ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https:/ /www.foodsystemsjournal.otg

Figure 1. Map of Respondent Locations: Online Seeker/Owner Survey
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most of their income off the farm (69%). Owner
households are almost evenly divided as to whether
someone spends the majority of their work time
farming—no in the case of 48% of households.
Table 2 shows the descriptive characteristics of the
two respondent groups and the results of the Chi-
squared tests.

Similarities between Seekers and the Subset of Owners
Owner and seeker respondents to the online survey
exhibit no statistical differences in the amounts of
land they offer and seck (p=.222). Respondents
selected one of eight options for acreage sought or
offered, from less than 10 to more than 1,000.

148

While the owner and seeker median and most
prevalent categories differ, response spread is
distributed rather evenly across categories (owner
median 40-80, secker median 81-160). For higher
acreages, seekers express greater demand for the
largest tracts than owner respondents make avail-
able. Only 14% of owners offer land over 321
acres, while 23% of seekers are looking for this
amount of land. Notably, in the smaller acreages,
more owners proportionally are offering 11-80
acres than seekers need.

In terms of location, these respondents
demonstrate no statistically significant differences
on a standard rural-urban continuum, neither when
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Table 2. Online Survey Responses: Seeker and Owner Characteristics and Results of Chi-Squared Tests

Owners neutral-to-likely to Seekers
Characteristic transfer out of family (n=183) (n=178) p-value
Rural-Urban binary (RUCA categorization C) 0.187
Rural 74 (42.3%) 59 (35.3%)
Urban 101 (57.7%) 108 (64.7%)
Rural-Urban 4-level (RUCA categorization E) 0.153
Isolated small rural town 12 (6.9%) 4 (2.4%)
Small rural town 28 (16.0%) 21 (12.6%)
Large rural city/town 36 (20.6%) 34 (20.4%)
Urban 99 (56.6%) 108 (64.7%)
House 0.076
Any house 145 (88.4%) 131 (81.4%)
No house 19 (11.6%) 30 (18.6%)
Type of Housing
Primary only 121 (73. 8%) - -
Any Secondary house 24 (14.6%) -
No residence 19 (11.6%) -
Land available to transfer/sought 0.222
10 acres or fewer 6 (18.4%) 29 (17.7%)
11-39 acres 6 (25.5%) 32 (19.5%)
40-80 acres 20 (14.2%) 16 (9.8%)
81-160 acres 2 (15.6%) 30 (18.3%)
161-320 acres 8 (12.8%) 19 (11.6%)
321-640 acres 11 (7.8%) 7 (10.4%)
641-1000 acres 2 (1.4%) 2 (7.3%)
1000+ acres 6 (4.3%) 9 (5.5%)
Age group <0.001
18-29 1 (0.7%) 39 (25.2%)
30-49 49 (34.3%) 89 (57.4%)
50-69 81 (56.6%) 26 (16.8%)
70-85 12 (8.4%) 1 (0.7%)
Gender 0.014
Female 79 (52.3%) 61 (38.4%)
Male 72 (47.7%) 98 (61.6%)
Four-year degree 0.083
Yes 119 (77.3%) 109 (68.6%)
No 35 (22.7%) 50 (31.4%)
Couple archetypes <0.001
Both spouses farm 3 (14.4%) 5(3.1%)
One spouse farms 7 (29.4%) 37 (22.7%)
Neither spouse farms 4 (33.8%) 84 (51.5%)
Single farmer 3 (8.1%) 10 (6.1%)
Single non-farmer 23 (14.4%) 27 (16.6%)
Household earns half or more of income from farming, ranching, or livestock production 0.007
Yes 47 (30.7%) 28 (17.7%)
No 106 (69.3%) 130 (82.3%)
Off-farm household income received in 2016 (US$) 0.006
$0-29,999 2 (36.1%) 39 (24.8%)
$30,000-79,999 8 (33.3%) 77 (49.0%)
$80,000-149,999 9 (20.1%) 35 (22.3%)
$150,000+ 5 (10.4%) 6 (3.8%)
Volume 9, Issue 2 / Winter 2019-2020 149



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development

ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org

using a four-level categorization (p=.153) nor with
a two-level rural-urban dichotomy (p=.187).

Notable Differences between Seekers and the

Subset of Owners

Housing is an area of divergence. Most seekers
(81%) are looking for a farm that comes with hous-
ing. However, among owners, 74% have only their
primary residence on the farm, and 12% of owners
have no residence at all on their farm. Only 15% of
owners have a secondary residence on their prop-
erty. Although our tests were not able to further
explore any disconnect between seekers desiring
affordable on-farm housing and whether owners
may prefer on-farm housing in retirement, it is one
discord in the puzzle of farm transfers that we
explore in the discussion.

In terms of gender, more than half of owner
respondents were women (52%). Seeker respond-
ents were 62% male, and therefore statistically
more likely than owners to be men (p=.014).

Farming factors into household livelihoods
differently for these owners and seekers, to a
statistically significant extent. Owner households
are more likely than seeker households to have
someone spending most of their work time farm-
ing (52% of owner households versus 32% of
secker households). In terms of levels of off-farm
income, owners are more likely to report the lowest
and highest income categories (less than US$30,000
and US$150,000+), whereas seekers are more
prevalent in the middle categories (US$30,000—
US$79,999 and US$80,000-US$149,999), p=.006.

Discussion

In exploring compatibilities between farm seeckers
and farm owners whose assets may transfer out of
family, the data suggest some congruencies, some
barriers, and some clear areas for continuing
investment and research. The strongest area of
agreement in this study is on the role of the farm
home as a potentially severe obstacle to farm trans-
ference. A large majority of seekers desire an on-
farm residence, but few owners offer on-farm
residences. Findings diverge around the farmland
tract sizes sought by seekers and offered by own-
ers, which we explore below. The expectation was
tested that desiring locations closer to urban cen-
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ters would predominate among seekers, and found
seeker and owner geographic locations to be com-
parable. Turning to owners’ products and seekers’
desired agricultural products, we explore below
how seeker demand matches owner capacity for
some product areas and far surpasses it for others.
An expected dissimilarity is that service providers
would report high interest in specialty crop
production among seekers.

Unexpected Similarity: Seeker and Owner Locations
are Compatible on a Rural-Urban Continuum

This analysis finds no statistically significant differ-
ence between secker and owner survey respond-
ents’ locations on a rural-to-urban continuum.
Thus, one expected barrier between them was not
present according to the mechanism used here, the
zip code approximation for USDA ERS-RUCA
values. RUCA measures the commuting patterns of
a place in order to indicate its relation to neighbor-
ing employment centers (National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016). Useful
follow-up analyses will nevertheless continue to
examine seeker and owner locations according to
other county and zip code indicators, as well as at
more granular levels, to further consider how geog-
raphy factors into prospective matches for farm
transfers. For example, some analyses have looked
specifically at how prospects for agricultural entre-
preneurship and farm transfer are evolving at the
edges of cities, where food system networks are
potentially most dense, but where competition for
land uses raises land prices (Carolan, 2018; Clark,
Inwood, & Sharp, 2012; Lange, Piorr, Siebert, &
Zasada, 2013). Farms located at this rural-urban
interface face a distinctive set of opportunities and
challenges in persisting in agriculture and
transferring to a new farmer.

Mixed Findings: Acreages and Agricultural Products
Comparing amounts and sizes of land parcels
sought and offered, the seeker/owner survey
demonstrated no differences between groups,
suggesting a potential fit for attempts to match
seckers and owners. Similarly, managers of half the
programs in the assessment observed no differ-
ences in the land parcels sought and offered by
their seeker and owner participants.
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Differences, however, are sizeable among the
half of programs that did report seekers needing
different land parcels, and more land in total, than
owners have to offer. Factoring in program partici-
pation numbers, the programs that reported dif-
ferences present the greatest discordance in the
500-999 acre range. They observed 100 times the
demand for 500-999 acreages from seekers than
what is available. These respondent programs are
located in the western part of the region and share
a focus on preparing commodity feed grain pro-
ducers and linking them to resources. A greater
number of programs agreed that seeker demand
for the smallest tracts (under 40 acres) is six to
seven times what is available. Since these are the
land sizes most wanted by seekers, future research
and investment could prioritize owners of tracts of
these sizes for potential linking and transfer
initiatives.

Service providers reported as to how owner
participants’ agricultural products compare with
what seekers aim to produce. The managers’
observations indicate high interest among seekers
in growing specialty crops, at a level that greatly
surpasses owners’ experience. Service providers
also indicated high interest among seekers in
products that see equally high experience among
owners: row crops, hay/fodder crops, and beef. It
bears noting that this pattern of high participation
in farm link programs by commodity broadacre
farmers is likely specific to certain distinctive pro-
grams of the region. A few of the NCR states
invest much more than the rest of the country in
linking farm owners to seckers by providing com-
prehensive farm matching services and beginning
farmer tax credits (Hamilton, 2010; Meuleners,
2013; Slack, 2013; Valliant & Freedgood, in press;
Williamson & Girardi, 2016). These mechanisms
and services attract the participation of hundreds
to thousands of farm owners per year, most of
them commodity feed grain producers (Beck,
Carter & Circo, 2018; Girardi, 2015). These ate
longstanding formal attempts to connect farm
seekers to land access (Valliant et al., 2019), some
of which provide a financial incentive to owners
who choose a qualifying beginning farmer as their
farm’s next operator or owner. Since these are
much higher owner participation numbers than
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what is seen by any other type of initiative, in the
region or nationally, these programs may provide
exceptional insight into patterns of high demand
for, and supply of, some types of commodity pro-
duction resources.

Fewer seckers wish to produce dairy, hogs, or
poultry (whether indoors or outdoors), although,
again, programs obsetrved much more interest in
these products among seekers than owners with
experience in these areas. These patterns vary
somewhat according to whether the unit of analysis
is the individual program or the number of
participants in a program. Incorporating partici-
pation numbers into the analysis shifts patterns
toward the results involving programs whose par-
ticipation numbers are higher. In general, these are
programs that primarily serve commodity growers,
but nevertheless, the entire group of programs
reported three times the number of entering spe-
cialty crop farmers than the number of outgoing.
The consistent pattern across analytical approaches
is that interest in specialty crop production among
seckers is far greater than what owners offer. The
product areas of specialty crops, hogs, poultry, and
dairy, therefore, demand continued and even
greater focused support from program initiatives,
while row crop, beef, and hay/fodder infrastruc-
ture appear to be well-matched with incoming
demand to produce these commodities.

Notable Barrier: Housing

Housing is the area of least alignment between
farm owners and farm seekers. Among owner and
secker respondents, the majority of owner farms
only have one dwelling, and 12% of owner farms
have no dwelling. Only 15% of owners have a
secondary house on their property. In contrast,
81% of seekers are looking for a house. Service
providers also observe an imbalance. When we
consider program participation numbers, farm
housing surfaces as the most prevalent need that
seekers have, such that the demand for housing is
nearly three times higher than what is offered by
owners. We did not test, but do assume, that
owners prefer to continue living at the farm in
retirement (Gill, 2008; Leonard, S. H., & Gut-
mann, 2006). Some research suggests, however,
that this desire may be felt more strongly by farm
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men than farm women (Downey, Threlkeld, &
Warburton, 2017; Riley, 2012).

Given that the farm is the family home
(Katchova & Ahearn, 2016) and that “movement
away from the farm...[is] an often inconceivable
act” for older farmers (Riley, 2016, p. 110), then
where will an entering farm family reside? This is a
tension in the transfer formula that the literature
often states is central (Hersey & Adams, 2017;
Lobley et al., 2010; Riley, 2016; Ruhf, 2013), but
then generally stops short of analyzing the gap.
Our findings spotlight the need for much more
research and policy innovation to support adequate
options for incoming farmers who wish to reside
on the farm. Recent assessments describe the
extent to which accessing on-farm housing is part
of the difficulty of land access. When the National
Young Farmers Coalition surveyed current, former,
and aspiring farmers under 40 years of age
(N=3,517), access to affordable housing ranked in
the top five most common challenges (Ackoff et
al., 2017). This pattern represented obstacles from
the perspective of each subgroup, including
reasons that past farmers stopped farming and that
aspiring farmers are not yet farming. Ametican
Farmland Trust also found housing to be part of
“the most conspicuous gap” faced by beginning
farmers (Freedgood & Dempsey, 2014, p. 1).

These and other reports suggest points for
advocacy in federal, state, and local policies
(Ackoff et al., 2017). Calls for state action include
incorporating housing considerations into farmland
preservation initiatives and replicating and expand-
ing existing incentives for farm owners to build
and improve farm laborer housing (Parsons et al.,
2010). State and county zoning conventions are
another focus (Brandt-Sargent, 2010) because their
well-intentioned efforts to prevent agricultural land
from fractionating for residential development can
restrict housing from being built on lots smaller
than a certain acreage (20 or even 80 acres, for
example) in agricultural areas (Horst & Gwin,
2018). Specific policy recommendations should aim
to make existing on-farm housing more accessible
and affordable for incoming farmers. At the federal
level, analyses support the effort of USDA Rural
Development programs to reinforce rural housing,
such as through the Rural Housing Service and
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expansion of the Community Facilities Direct Loan
and Grant Program to include purchases of on-
farm housing infrastructure (Calo & Petersen-
Rockney, 2018). Innovations at the local level
include deed riders to link residential and agricul-
tural parcels to ensure affordable housing adjacent
to agricultural activities (Parsons et al., 2010).
These advocacy specifics fall under a wider call for
rural development policies that are dedicated to
more effectively and holistically consider agricul-
tural livelihoods, market infrastructure, and the
place of farm transfer in rural community creation
going forward (Inwood, 2013).

Limitations

This analysis highlights a segment of entering farm-
ers who are seeking non-family land. New farmers
with other prospects for accessing land do not
show up here, so we do not generalize beyond this
subpopulation. Topically, this analysis leaves out
the financial and relational factors that play a large
role in any farm transfer and instead focuses on the
parties’ structural priorities. We did this by survey-
ing farm/ranch owners who expect to transfer out
of family and farm seckers, as well as experts
whose work caters to these two parties. The survey
of seekers and owners reflects an availability, or
convenience, sample of respondents whose moti-
vations led them to respond to this online survey.
We are unable to compare these seckers and own-
ers to nonrespondents. A specific limitation rela-
tive to our finding on secker and owner geograph-
ical locations is that while we asked respondents to
provide a zip code, we failed to direct owners to
provide a zip code for their farm specifically. Farm
owners may have reported their residential zip
code or post office box. Specific to the section on
housing, we did not ask owners about the possi-
bility of new construction on their farms.

Conclusions and Recommendations

One goal of farm link services is to foster inter-
generational farm transfers as an opportunity for
incoming farmers to transfer into a farm that has
no family member to take it over. We examine a
criticism of farm link services (Fraas, 2015; Hersey
& Adams, 2017) that they are based on an errone-
ous assumption that potential matches exist be-
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tween incoming and outgoing farmers based on
similar structural needs and offers. Our findings
offer a nuanced view of this criticism through a
focus on farm link services, farm seckers, and farm
owners likely to transfer out of family in the U.S.
North Central Region. Table 3 summarizes the
findings. We find seekers and owners to be com-
patible in their locations on a rural-urban spectrum.
Turning to land parcel sizes, both research phases
agree that the 40-99 acre range is particularly
where owners and seekers are well-matched, as
supply and demand are both high in this range.
However, in the less-than-40-acre-parcel range,
service providers report that seeker demand is
much higher than owners’ offers. They also ob-
serve that, in the larger acreages, incoming com-
modity farmers need more 500-999 acre tracts
than owners make available.

To explore these supply and demand dynamics
relative to farm scale, we incorporate a focus on
product mix. Service providers report that the
number of aspiring commodity row crop, beef, and
hay/fodder crop farmers aligns well with the
number of commodity broadacre farms offered.
On the other hand, owners appear to offer many

fewer resources than what is needed to meet seeker
ambitions to produce specialty crops, dairy, and
hogs/poultry (outdoor and indoor). Therefore, our
recommendations cast light on these latter sectors
and smaller scales of agriculture. Our findings indi-
cate that priority for research and policy and pro-
grammatic innovation, especially in this region,
needs to be placed on unlocking opportunities for
owners of parcels under 100 acres, and especially
under 40 acres, to transfer to incoming seekers.
Dedicating additional farm transfer support to
existing specialty crop, daity, and hog/poultry
operations would also be well justified. As an
example, the Dairy Grazing Apprenticeship pro-
vides one such model (Franzluebbers et al., 2012;
Valliant et al., 2019) because it provides a two-year
training program through which new grazing-based
dairy farmers prepare to lead existing dairies, with
master graziers serving as mentors. It creates a
mechanism for transferring established dairy
operations into the future.

Last, our most salient finding is that a top need
for all aspiring farmers, regardless of the agricul-
tural sector, is an affordable on-farm residence. We
urge both research practitioners and interventionist

Table 3. Summary of Findings by Study Phase, Analytical Approach, and Area of Comparison

Area of Comparison

Phase 1: Program Assessment

Programs Participation Numbers

Phase 2: Seeker/Owner
Survey

Home Seeker interest in transferring A home is the top-ranked 81% of seekers need a home,
a home is greater than need of seekers. Seekers’ but only 15% of owners have a
owners’ need for a home is three secondary home on their farm

times greater than what
owners are offering.
Acreage e Seekers’ demand for parcels less than 40 acres is higher No statistically significant

than owners’ supply

40-99 acre parcels are highly sought and demanded; here,
seekers and owners are closely matched

Beginning commodity producers need larger tracts than
owners offer

differences across parcels
sought by seekers and offered
by owners

Rural/urban location

N/A

No differences between
seeker and owner locations

Product alignment

Seeker interest in growing specialty crops is high, much
higher than owner experience

Seeker interest is also high in row crop, hay/fodder, and
beef production, at a level that matches owner experience
Fewer seekers are interested in dairy and hog/poultry
production (indoor or outdoor), but interest is still higher
than owner experience

N/A
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stakeholders to dedicate attention to supporting
new farmers’ transitions with a stock of affordable
on-farm housing, as a central component of farm-
land access. Policy, programmatic, and research
recommendations are presented in the above dis-
cussion of housing. These inquiries will need to
examine how housing access aligns with policy
strategies to preserve farmland and agricultural
landscapes. Rural on-farm housing deserves par-
ticular consideration in the effort to cycle new
generations into agriculture. o
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