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Gaining Insights Research Project 

A seven-state (New York and New England) project 
done in collaboration with

and a 10-member Advisory Committee that includes 
Cooperative Extension, Farm Credit, Farm Bureau, 

land trusts, young farmer orgs, and a state

Department of Agriculture.  



Gaining Insights Research Project 

Objective:  To improve our understanding of senior 
farmers—what they are farming, and with whom; 
their motivations; and their concerns about their 
future—in order to keep land in farms and farmers 
on the land as these seniors exit farming.   

 Special tabulation of 2012 Census of Agriculture 
data 

 Senior farmer focus groups  

 State profiles  



Research Context

• About half of US farmland is estimated to change 

hands and up to 25% of farmers will retire during 

the next two decades (USDA)

• No national data on farmers without successors; 

use of proxies in our research

• Only 1/3 of retiring Iowa farmers had an identified 

successor (Baker et al. 2000)

• “The family succession pattern may be shrinking” 

(Lipton 2000) 



 Trends (2002, 2007, 2012 Census of Agriculture) 

 Farmland

 Farmer demographics

 Farm operator insights (2012 Census of Agriculture special 
tabulation)

 Seniors  (age 65+)

 Beginning (<10 years on current farm)

 Young (age <45)

 Landowner insights (TOTAL survey)

 Implications for programing & policies around land access 
and farm transfer and succession planning

Overview 



TRENDS

rend\s 
Trends 

Land Use and Farmer Demographics

2002-2012















Farm Operator Insights 

2012 Census of Agriculture Special Tabulation



























Tenure, Ownership and Transition of 

Agricultural Land (TOTAL) Survey

USDA, 2014

USDA, 2014



 Study of agricultural landlords—operators and non-

operators conducted by USDA NASS and ERS

 Information collected in 2015 for calendar year 2014

 Data available at national and regional levels, and for 

25 “core” states

 Northeast region includes 11 states and 21.6 million 

acres of farmland in 2014



Non-Operator Landlords in 2014

 1.9 million non-operator landlords in the U.S. 

 Rent out 283 million acres 

 80% of land rented for ag and 31% of farmland in 2014

 There are 1.4 million “principal landlords”

 130,000 non-operator landlords in the Northeast

 Rent out 5.5 million acres  

 87% of land rented for ag and 26% of farmland in 2014

 There are 113,000 “principal landlords”





Agricultural Landowners 

and Land Transfer 

 Agricultural landowners plan to transfer 2.5 million 

acres in the next five years. 

 12% of land used for agriculture in the Northeast

 2/3 is owned by operators

 Non-operator landlords plan to transfer 860,000 acres 

of the land rented out in the next 5 years 

 16% of land rented out by non-operators for farming

 4% of land used for agriculture



How Might These Findings Inform 

Programing and Policies Around Land 

Access and Farm Transfer and 

Succession?



 How do we find and reach senior farmers who 
may not have an identified successor (secondary 
operator or other)?   

 How do we support transitions to young 
farmers—first generation as well as those from 
farm families?

 Do we need to address the “growing” 
disconnect—in fruits and nursery/greenhouse 
especially?  



 Policies and programs to encourage transition
planning need to focus on large demographic 
of 45-64 year olds

 Of this demographic, what are the unique needs 
and contributions of older beginning farmers? 

 Policies and services to support “beginning 
farmers” need to recognize the diversity of this 
group 


