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Abstract 
Success for young, beginning, and/or socially 
disadvantaged (New Gen) farmers and ranchers 
depends on their ability to secure suitable land to 
start and expand their operations. Yet this is a 
significant and widely reported challenge. It is 
especially difficult for beginners to acquire suitable 
land with appropriate housing and infrastructure. 
 The U.S. federal government and several states 
have recognized this challenge and addressed it 
with various types of financial incentive 
policies. However, little research has been done to 
measure the impacts and reach of these policies, 
even though the biggest of them have a decade of 

experience, increasing participation, and invest-
ment totaling over US$210 million. In this view-
point, we first introduce the slim evidence that 
exists of the impacts and reach of land access 
policy incentive (LAPI) programs. Next, we call for 
further assessment of three major types of LAPIs. 
At the state level, these include (1) beginning farm-
er tax credits and (2) easement incentives to help 
New Gen farmers buy and preserve farmland. At 
the federal level, we include the Conservation 
Reserve Program-Transition Incentives Program 
(CRP-TIP) of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 

a * Corresponding author: Julia C. D. Valliant, The Ostrom 
Workshop; Indiana University; 515 North Park Avenue; 
Bloomington, Indiana 47408 USA; +1-812-856-5029; 
jdv@indiana.edu  

b Julia Freedgood, American Farmland Trust; One Short Street 
#2; Northampton, Massachusetts 01060 USA; +1-413-586-
9330, extension 11; jfreedgood@farmland.org  

Funding Disclosure 
This material is based upon work that was supported by the 
National Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, under award number 2016-38640-25381 
through the North Central Region SARE program under 
project number LNC16-377. USDA is an equal opportunity 
employer and service provider. Any opinions, findings, 
conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this publication 
are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the view 
of the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 

https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org 

72 Volume 9, Issue 3 / Spring 2020 

Farm Service Agency. The purpose of evaluation 
will be to understand more about whom LAPI 
programs help, what effects they have, and what 
recommendations can be made to strengthen 
policy design and program delivery. 
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Introduction 
Success for new farmers and ranchers depends on 
their ability to secure suitable land to start and 
expand their operations. Since most do not inherit 
their land (Katchova & Ahearn, 2016), they face 
significant financial and socio-cultural obstacles to 
buying or leasing any (Inwood, 2013). Therefore, 
land access is significant challenge, as American 
Farmland Trust (AFT) (Freedgood & Dempsey, 
2014), the Council on Food, Agricultural and 
Resource Economics (C-FARE; 2017) and many 
others from the U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA)’s Economic Research Service (Ahearn, 
2013) to the National Young Farmers Coalition 
(Ackoff, Bahrenburg, & Shute, 2017) widely report. 
Mostly managing small operations, new farmers 
face long odds (Ruhf, 2013) given farm consolida-
tion (MacDonald, Hoppe, & Newton, 2018), rapid 
appreciation of land values (Key & Burns, 2018), 
conversion of agricultural lands to development 
(Sorensen, Freedgood, Dempsey, & Theobald, 
2018; USDA Natural Resources Conservation 
Service [NRCS], 2018), and a tight supply of 
available land to rent or to purchase. As an indica-
tion of tight supply, the USDA estimated that 
while 10% of agricultural lands would change own-
ership between 2015 and 2019, only 2% would be 
on the open market (USDA National Agricultural 
Statistics Service [NASS], 2015), leaving 98% of 
agricultural lands inaccessible to nonfamily 
members. These factors converge to favor large 
farms, family members, and established operators 
at the expense of New Gen farmers (Burns, Key, 
Tulman, Borchers, & Weber, 2018). 
 Unequal access plays out in the numbers, both 

in terms of access to participation in agriculture 
and access to ownership. More than six times as 
many primary producers are age 65 and older as 
those under age 35 (USDA NASS, 2019a), which 
stands in stark contrast to the general workforce, 
where more than six times as many people under 
age 35 are employed as those over age 65 (Bigelow, 
Borchers, & Hubbs, 2016). Further, more than 
69% of the agricultural land owned by non-
operator landlords is owned by seniors aged 65 and 
older (Bigelow et al., 2016). Pairing these numbers 
illustrates the urgent need for policy interventions 
to facilitate younger producers’ access to participa-
tion and ownership, through land transfer and land 
access for new farmers and ranchers. 

Policy Responses to the Scope of the 
Problem 
Recognizing this need, the federal government and 
several states have created a variety of financial 
incentive programs. While their approaches differ, 
their motivations are similar: to revitalize rural 
communities (Hamilton, 2011; Meuleners, 2013) 
and to catalyze land transfers to new producers—
whether they are descendants of multigenerational 
farm families or first-generation farmers and ranch-
ers (Carolan, 2018; Clark, Inwood, & Sharp, 2012). 
The incentive programs define new producers 
according to how long they have farmed or 
ranched, and/or their net worth or age. Some 
incentives also aim to facilitate access for entering 
farmers and ranchers who are from racial and 
ethnic groups that have traditionally experienced 
discrimination in the U.S. (USDA Farm Service 
Agency [FSA], 2019b). To focus our analysis on 
the policy incentives and the producers whose land 
access they prioritize, we use the term “New Gen” 
to refer to young, beginning, and/or socially 
disadvantaged farmers and ranchers. 
 Interest in these financial incentive programs is 
growing rapidly. In 2017, both the Maryland Next 
Gen Farmland Acquisition Program and the 
Minnesota Beginning Farmer Tax Credit (BFTC) 
were passed into law. After its first eight months, 
the Minnesota program had received 300 complete 
applications (M. McDevitt, personal correspond-
ence, September 13, 2018), suggesting pent-up 
demand. These numbers add to the state’s 37,000 
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acres (15,000 hectares) enrolled in the Conserva-
tion Reserve Program-Transition Incentive Pro-
gram (CRP-TIP) of the USDA Farm Service 
Agency, through which 326 more owners are 
transferring operations and/or land to New Gen 
farmers. Notably, Minnesota’s BFTC managers 
observe almost no overlap in participation between 
the two programs (M. McDevitt, personal corre-
spondence, May 30, 2019). Since 2017, two addi-
tional states have proposed (Ohio, Oregon) and 
three have even passed (Colorado, Kentucky, 
Pennsylvania) incentives of their own, and the 2018 
farm bill increased CRP-TIP funding to US$50 
million, from $25 million in 2008 and $33 million 
in 2014 (National Sustainable Agriculture Coali-
tion, 2014). Meanwhile, participation in the longer-
standing BFTC programs has accelerated: Iowa’s 
numbers nearly tripled from 2013 to 2017 (S. 
Ferguson, personal communication, September 19, 
2018), and applications to Nebraska’s program 
have increased six-fold since 2008 (Beck, Carter, & 
Circo, 2018).  
 Despite the upsurge of interest in financial 
incentive policies, little is known about their char-
acteristics, impacts, and reach (Schilling, Esseks, 
Duke, Gottlieb, & Lynch, 2015; Valliant, Ruhf, 
Gibson, Brooks, & Farmer, 2019). Given the 
critical need to facilitate land transition and access 
to land, it is our view that these policies should be 
assessed together as a body of Land Access Policy 
Incentives (LAPIs). In addition to an assessment, 
we believe there is a need to build a community of 
practice to examine, improve, and advance them, 
starting with three major types of LAPIs (presented 
in Table 1). These categories are the highest prior-

ity because the federal and state governments have 
awarded them over US$210 million in funding but 
have conducted little evaluation. 
 Two approaches to LAPIs compensate land-
owners for choosing a New Gen farmer as the 
farm’s next operator or buyer. These include 
BFTCs in three Midwestern states and the federal 
CRP-TIP program. Through state-level BFTC 
programs, landowners earn a credit on their state 
income taxes. Through CRP-TIP, landowners with 
expiring CRP contracts earn two additional years 
of payments in exchange for renting or selling their 
land to a New Gen farmer (USDA FSA, 2019b). 
The third type of LAPI program provides financ-
ing to the Next Gen farmer directly; two state 
agricultural easement incentive programs in the 
Mid-Atlantic region have helped 53 young and 
beginning farmers obtain financing to purchase 
and protect high-quality farmland. Here we do not 
address incentives that some counties or localities 
offer, private mechanisms, and a longstanding 
federal-state incentive, the Aggie Bond, which 
serves mainly banks and other lenders that provide 
credit to New Gen farmers and ranchers 
(Williamson & Katchova, 2013). 
 LAPIs’ participation numbers stand out among 
a range of mechanisms that aim to facilitate land 
transition and access. Related policy and program-
matic interventions such as Land Link programs 
often attract very few landowners with agricultural 
assets to transfer, sometimes too few for the pro-
grams to function (Hersey & Adams, 2017; Ruhf, 
Jaffe, Cosgrove, & Eliot, 2012; Valliant et al., 
2019). LAPIs appear to be an exception. Yet while 
participation is high in some places, utilization is 

Table 1. Classes of Land Access Policy Incentives (LAPIs)

Policy level Policy name Incentive mechanism 

State 
(IA, KY*, MN, NE) 

Beginning Farmer Tax Credit (BFTC) Generally, owners who choose a beginning farmer as their next 
operator or buyer earn a credit on state income taxes.

State 
(DE, MD, PA*) 

Next Gen and Young Farmer 
Easement Incentives 

The state provides financing to help young or beginning farmers 
purchase land and protect it with an agricultural conservation 
easement.

Federal Conservation Reserve Program-
Transition Incentives Program 
(CRP-TIP) 

An owner whose land is expiring out of CRP earns two additional 
years of payments upon choosing a beginning or socially 
disadvantaged farmer as the land’s next operator or buyer.

* New LAPI programs as of 2019–2020 
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uneven. BFTCs typically use less than the full tax 
credits allocated to them on an annual basis 
(Tidgren, 2017). CRP-TIP is well used in some 
states, but half the states have had no participation 
at all (USDA FSA, 2019a). Table 2 presents the 
range of participation numbers by state.  
 Analyses of barriers to land access and farm/ 
ranch transfer (Valliant et al., 2020) and policy 
responses often call for more states to emulate 
existing state LAPI policies (Ackoff et al., 2017; 
Meuleners, 2013) and for the federal government 
to continue to expand investment in CRP-TIP 
(Calo & Petersen-Rockney, 2018; Slack, 2013). The 
USDA Advisory Committee on Beginning Farmers 
and Ranchers Land Tenure Subcommittee (2015) 
similarly recommended a scale-up of state-level 
LAPIs to the federal level. LAPIs win these 
endorsements because of their promise to stimu-
late owners to lease or sell their operations to New 
Gen farmers and ranchers, and thereby encourage 
new family farms and new rural enterprise (e.g., 
National Farmers Union, 2019). However, these 
calls to replicate and expand existing LAPIs are 
issued in a virtual vacuum of evidence of the 
incentives’ effects. 
 Of the three types of 
LAPIs, the only research has 
been conducted on BFTCs 
and one four-state assessment 
of the national CRP-TIP 
(Johnson, 2017). Building on 
this early research, which sug-
gested slight positive effects 
on beginning farm prevalence 
(Williamson & Girardi, 2016) 
and beginning farmers’ per-
sistence in farming (Girardi, 
2015), the next step is to 
understand more about who 
the LAPI programs help, what 
impacts they have had, and 
what recommendations can be 
made from these findings to 
strengthen program design 
and delivery to achieve higher 
returns for diverse New Gen 
farmers, landowners, and rural 
communities. 

The Intended Effects of LAPIs 
The ability of a New Gen producer to enter and 
succeed in agriculture is vital to the economic and 
social health of rural communities, and these are 
the outcomes the LAPIs ultimately aim to foster. 
Not only are there positive relationships between 
New Gen participation in agriculture and economic 
outcomes (Lobley & Baker, 2012; Zagata & Suther-
land, 2015), but also farms that anticipate New 
Gen leadership perform better than those without 
such plans (Chiswell, 2014; Inwood & Sharp, 
2012). Secondly, New Gen farmers make an out-
sized contribution to sustainable agriculture and 
food systems, being responsible for more than 
their share of certified organic and direct-to-
consumer sales (USDA NASS, 2014). 
 Landowners face tax and other policy disincen-
tives to transferring their land and operations, and 
even more so to an unrelated New Gen farmer. 
They also face personal, economic, and emotional 
barriers. The result of these forces is that they 
often delay transitioning ownership until death 
(Advisory Committee on Beginning Farmers and 
Ranchers, 2015; Leonard, Kinsella, O’Donoghue, 

Table 2. Approximate Numbers of Incentive Contracts by State and Class 
of Land Access Policy Incentive (LAPI) 

 
LAPIs

(Number of unique, cumulative contracts as of 2019/2020)

LAPI BFTC/D Easement CRP-TIP Total
Colorado* 0 ~ 54 54

Delaware ~ 35 0 36

Iowa 2,957 ~ 127 3,084

Maryland ~ 18 0 18

Minnesota 912 ~ 326 1,238

Missouri ~ ~ 79 79

Montana* 0 ~ 218 218

Nebraska 439 ~ 132 571

North Dakota ~ ~ 210 210

Oregon ~ ~ 45 45

Washington ~ ~ 109 109

Others ~ ~ 0-25 5,881

Sources: Beary, personal communication, July 12, 2019; Beck et al., 2018; McDevitt, personal 
correspondence, June 25, 2019; McHenry, personal correspondence, April 20, 2020; USDA 
FSA, 2019a. 
* Colorado and Montana technically have Beginning Farmer/Rancher Tax Deduction incentive 
policies, but they have attracted no participation (W. Anseth, personal communication, July 11, 
2019; J. Rubingh, personal correspondence, May 23, 2019).
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Farrell, & Mahon, 2017; Mishra, Durst, & El-Osta, 
2005). If they do hand over the reins during their 
lifetimes, they typically choose an heir or a well-
established producer (Goeller, 2001; Ruhf, 2013). 
These two common patterns—delay and transfer-
ring to an established farmer—impede access to 
land for New Gen farmers.  
 LAPIs aim to shift owners’ decisions to create 
access for New Gen producers by addressing the 
economics of this problem. They also seek to 
improve equity in land access and rural sustaina-
bility. For example, CRP-TIP compensates owners 
who lease or transfer to a socially disadvantaged 
farmer (Key & Lyons, 2019), referring to women 
and farmers of races and ethnicities that have faced 
discrimination (Horst & Marion, 2019). These 
include African American farmers, who, after 
systematic and well-documented dispossession of 
lands (Horst, 2019), now make up less than 2% of 
farmers, as well as the growing population of 
Latinx farmers, who make up about 3% (USDA 
NASS, 2019b). Even though people of color make 
up 26% of the U.S. population and 62% of farm 
laborers, only 3% of agricultural landowners are 
people of color (Horst & Marion, 2019). Women, 
half the population, make up only 24% of agricul-
tural landowners. However, despite being designed 
to improve equity for underserved populations, an 
analysis of CRP-TIP in four states found that none 
of these states’ approximately 480 New Gen par-
ticipants were socially disadvantaged farmers 
(Johnson, 2017). Understanding the reasons for 
this failure and ways to remedy it is another reason 
an assessment of these policies and their imple-
mentation is so timely and essential.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 
Iowa, Minnesota, and Nebraska have invested 
more than US$89 million in tax credits to entice 
farm and ranch landowners to choose New Gen 
operators and transferees. Delaware and Maryland 
have invested US$13 million in land purchases by 
New Gen farmers. Between the 2008 and 2018 
farm bills, the U.S. government will have invested 
over US$108 million in CRP-TIP, even though this 
program has undergone no evaluation. Despite this 
level of investment in the programs, the participa-
tion patterns we have presented reveal critical gaps 

about the impacts and effectiveness of the more 
than US$210 million invested in LAPIs. To address 
these gaps, the following questions must be 
addressed using coordinated sets of mixed and 
transdisciplinary methods led by researchers in 
partnership with service providers, and supported, 
informed, and mutually enriched by a national 
community of practice: 

• Who do LAPI programs help, e.g., what 
kinds of farms and ranches, farmers and 
ranchers, and owners, and on what scale? 

• What are the patterns of participation and 
nonparticipation, and what explains them?  

• What impacts have LAPIs had, e.g., to what 
extent and how do they affect landowners’ 
and New Gen farmers and ranchers’ 
interactions and decisions? 

• What are the main barriers to outreach and 
implementation of LAPIs? 

• How and to what extent do LAPIs facilitate 
access to land by New Gen farmers and 
ranchers, and how can LAPIs’ structures 
and implementation better reach this goal? 

 Assessment is needed to investigate the utiliza-
tion and impacts of these programs, explore parti-
cipant motivations, and determine what is working 
and what is not. The results will characterize the 
efficaciousness of the incentives and suggest revi-
sions to improve them. This contribution will 
ultimately support policy and decision-makers, as 
well as funders and investors, in crafting and 
delivering policy support for land transfers, Next 
Generation agriculture, agricultural communities, 
and rural-urban interdependence.   
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