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Abstract

Since 1983, legislators and advocates have introduced Land Access Policy Incentives in twenty of the fifty United States.
These bills share a demographic goal: to fund land rental or purchase for young and beginning farmers and ranchers.
States’ efforts to facilitate land access are part of a global movement to support farmers’ entry into agriculture and to
resist farmers’ increasing exclusion from land. We examine the policy creation processes of nine states to describe how
coalitions and government leaders are translating their values around land access barriers into policy tools whose politi-
cal appeal is broad. The bills often pass unanimously, and enrollments are strong: about 2,000 young and beginning US
farmers and ranchers will purchase or rent farms this year through a few states’ land access policy programs. We trace
the themes from interviews with 66 of the bills’ authors and advocates, and their documentation and media coverage, to
demonstrate the values that bipartisan coalitions enlist to construct successful bills and the compromises that make them
politically feasible. The coalitions’ values turn on the threats of rising land costs, farm expansion or consolidation, and
land conversion out of agriculture. As a group, the policies serve broadacre farming operations while leaving specialty
crop farms largely unserved. Two states have endeavored to include all farmers of color among their policies’ beneficiaries.
Our findings demonstrate tradeoffs of states’ current Land Access Policy Incentives and suggest next steps for research
and advocacy to inform policy development to support next generation farming opportunities.

Keywords Agricultural land - Agricultural policy - Farm leases - Farm ownership - Land tenure - Tax credit - Farmland
protection program

Introduction

The prospect of renting or purchasing land to farm is becom-
ing more expensive and difficult to achieve (Burns et al.
2018; Fairbairn 2014). In the United States, cropland prices
rose 33% from 2020 to 2023 (USDA-NASS 2023). As more
types of actors vie to purchase agricultural land - from farm-
ers to rural residents to investors and developers - compe-
tition bids up the cost of land. As a result, accessing land
is one of the greatest barriers facing young and beginning
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farmers, and it is a barrier that stretches across geographies
and types of farming (Ackoff et al. 2022; Ahearn 2013,
Carlisle et al. 2019; Carolan 2018, Figueroa and Penni-
man 2020, Freedgood and Dempsey 2014; Inwood 2013,
Rippon-Butler 2020). In response, governments are estab-
lishing land access policies to fund and facilitate young and
beginning farmers and ranchers’ (YBFRs) opportunities to
lease or purchase farmland, and achieve secure land tenure
(FAO 2017; Valliant and Freedgood 2020; White 2019).
This paper examines the processes nine US states have
followed to translate their concerns over farmer entry into
policy. We explore the values discourse that motivated and
oriented their coalitions’ efforts and describe the openings
these processes reveal for land access policies to evolve, as
gaps in access grow wider.

We refer to the policies we cover as “Land Access Policy
Incentives” (LAPIs). Each type of LAPI defines the farmer
subgroup it aims to serve. Every state’s LAPI aims to serve
YBFRs, variously defined. Since 2022, two states’ LAPIs
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have also attempted to include all Black, Indigenous, and
People of Color (BIPOC) farmers and ranchers as beneficia-
ries. Because our chronicle spans the 1970s through today,
the terminology we will use reflects these three farmer
subsets: YBFR, BIPOC, and Historically Underserved
(HUFR), which is an umbrella term of the US Department
of Agriculture that encompasses YBFR and BIPOC farmers
(USDA-NRCS 2018).

Barriers to land access in the United States
for historically underserved farmers and
ranchers

Barriers routinely impede land access for those looking to
farm. For a sense of scale, about 70,000 farms begin every
year (Callahan and Hellerstein 2022; Katchova and Ahearn
2016). One-third of US farms involve a beginning operator,
but only one-fifth of the land (USDA-NASS 2024a, 2024b).
Farm owners follow a sequence of norms and incentives
to rent and eventually sell their farms to established farm
operators or the most competitive bidders - in other words,
to anyone other than a YBFR. We present this sequence. We
then introduce farm consolidation, or expansion, over recent
decades, in which small and medium farms consolidate
into farms that are growing. Thirdly, we touch on farmland
becoming less available as it converts out of agriculture and
into residential, commercial, and industrial development
amid competition for land from non-farming buyers. Our
overview ends by introducing the additional barriers BIPOC
land seekers must contend with, which revolve around dis-
crimination, past and present. Together, the interpersonal
and systemic barriers we lay out converge to drive up land
prices and the difficulty of HUFR entry.

The desire for policy to safeguard young farmers’ land
access connects to headlines about rising farmer ages and
an interest in the agriculture of the future: who will farm,
and how will they thrive? The age of the average US
farmer increased 18% from 1945 to 2022, from age 49 to
58 (USDA-NASS 2024a, 2024b, 2024c, 2024d; Zulauf
2021). By 2017 over one-third of farmers were aged 65 and
over. Principal farm operators aged 65 and up outnumber
farmers under 35 by six to one (USDA-NASS 2019). Top-
heavy numbers in farming contrast to the general workforce
(Bigelow et al. 2016). Specifically, among self-employed
Americans, only 14% are aged 65 and over (Zulauf 2021).
Farmland ownership further concentrates in the hands of
older people. Seniors aged 65-plus own more than 40% of
US agricultural land (Bigelow et al. 2016). Half of farmland
owners are aged 65-plus (Mishra et al. 2005) for an average
age of 67 (USDA-NASS 2015). The older ages that predom-
inate in farming and landownership raise questions about
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how to renew farming, or open the profession to younger
generations.

When a farm owner becomes ready to rent their land to
someone else, they face a sequence of norms and incentives
that do not favor YBFR entry. It all follows sound logic. If
a landowner is a farmer, they often farm until old age (Lob-
ley and Baker 2012). In scaling back their operation, they
might rent their land to an established farmer (Bigelow et al.
2016; Forbord et al. 2014; USDA-NASS 2015). This series
of decisions can be motivated by farmers’ need for a steady
income in retirement (Becot and Inwood 2020; Valliant et
al. 2021). Compared to all US households, farm households’
assets are weighted towards farm business assets instead of
retirement accounts, other investments, or pensions (Mishra
et al. 2005; Hayden et al. 2021; Mishra and El-Osta 2008).
Land rental can provide that regular income. Established
farmers present the fewest risks as tenants, having longer
track records and lower exit rates than YBFRs (Hartarska
et al. 2022; Katchova and Ahearn 2016). Leases often go to
established farmers instead of farmers who are unproven.

YBFRs face more barriers to buying land. The US gov-
ernment provides owners with a tax incentive to hold onto
their farms until after the time of their deaths, and a disincen-
tive to selling or gifting them during their lifetimes, namely
capital gains tax (Bigelow et al. 2016; Hamilton 2011;
Katchova and Ahearn 2016). As a result, agricultural land
seldom makes it to the open market— less than 2% every few
years (USDA-NASS 2015, Callahan and Hellerstein 2022).
When an owner becomes ready to sell land, interested buy-
ers may include farmers or non-farmers, including develop-
ers or investors (Ahearn and Newton 2009; Ashwood et al.
2022; Fairbairn 2014; Van Sant et al. 2023). The sale of the
farm often goes in one of two directions: into a growing
farm operation or out of agriculture and into development
(Magnan et al. 2023).

The pace of farm consolidation is indicated by farm sales
and acreage. In 1991, less than one-third of the value of US
production came from farms with at least $1 million in sales.
In 2015, this was up to half (adjusted for price changes).
Today, more than two-thirds of US farm production comes
from farms with million-dollar sales, even though only 5%
of farms are at that level (MacDonald et al. 2018; Whitt et al.
2022). Acreage is increasingly concentrated on fewer, larger
farms. In 1987, farms operating 2,000 + acres accounted for
15% of all cropland. Their share more than doubled over
30 years to 37% and the share of crops from farms with
10,000+ cropland acres quadrupled (MacDonald 2020).
The pattern of farm scale growing and farm numbers falling
emerges from the granular pattern of overlooking YBFRs
for rental and sales agreements (MacDonald et al. 2018).

Another trend pulling land away from farmers is its con-
version out of agriculture for urban or low-density residential
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development (Hunter et al. 2022; USDA 2020). In the 21st
century alone, 11 million US acres converted out of agri-
culture by 2016, an amount equal to all the land devoted
to fruit, vegetable, and nut production in 2017 (Freedgood
et al. 2020). Conversion is fastest where populations are
high and growing the most. For example, the coastal state
of Maryland, whose LAPI we cover below, lost one-quarter
of'its farmland from 1974 to 2022 (US Census Bureau 1977,
USDA-NASS 2022). Farmland protection becomes a prior-
ity for securing farm entry in the states and localities where
farmland is going away.

Lastly, an overview of US land access barriers must
cover the centuries-old systems and customs of taking land
and withholding opportunity based on discrimination and
racism at all levels (Shoemaker 2020). White leaders and
neighbors have pushed Indigenous, Black, Asian, and His-
panic farmers off their farms and out of agriculture through
direct violence, redlining by banks, heirs and fractionated
property rights disputes, discriminatory legal and lending
policies, and, broadly, “government policy designed for
large operators who happened to be white” (Grim 2012,
p. 272, Gilbert et al. 2002). These practices led to billions
of dollars in payouts to settle class action lawsuits. While
in 1920, 15% of US farmers were reported as ‘“Negroes,”
“Indians,” “Japanese,” and “Chinese” (US Census Bureau
1920), by 2017, over 95% of farmers and farm owners were
“White” (Horst and Marion 2019), even though only 72%
of Americans were “White” (US Census Bureau 2022). The
transformation is especially well documented for Black
farmers, who led 14% of US farms in 1920, but only 1% of
farms in 1992 (Grim 2012). Black farmers also owned 90%
more land in 1910 than today, a dispossession worth over
$326 billion (about $1,000 per person in the US) (Francis
et al. 2022). The USDA continues to deny Black farmers’
loan applications at higher rates than other groups (Bustillo
2023). LAPI advocates respond to these facts when they
aim for LAPIs to serve all BIPOC producers.

Global context: young farmer land access
barriers and policy responses

Rising land access barriers in the US reflect global trends
that are separating YBFRs everywhere from opportunities
to farm (Cassidy et al. 2019; Conway et al. 2021). As more
farmers face exclusion from land, their access emerges as a
global priority (Shattuck et al. 2023). In response, advocates
on every continent are working to facilitate young farmers’
entry by launching LAPIs of their own design (White 2019).
The US conversations we chronicle represent one layer of a
global effort to translate values into land access policy tools
(Brondizio et al. 2023; FOLU 2019; HLPE 2020). Two of

the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals denote
“secure,” “equal” access to land (#1 No Poverty and #2 Zero
Hunger) (UN 2015), and models for food system transfor-
mation place land access (FAO et al. 2021) and scrutiny of
property regimes at their center (van der Ploeg et al. 2015;
Calo et al. 2021; Sippel and Visser 2021).

Here we lay out how LAPIs emerged in the States through
values-based legislative conversations. Our analysis con-
tributes to the knowledge of LAPIs from the US, where
research about state and national land access investments
is only beginning to appear (Horst et al. 2024; Kennedy
and Frazier 2024; Meehan 2016; Valliant and Freedgood
2020; Williamson and Katchova 2013). Literature has
rather focused on LAPI creation and effects in Europe (Bika
2007; Bradfield et al. 2023; Calo and Corbett 2024; Coop-
mans et al. 2021; Ilberry et al. 2012; Korthals Altes 2023;
Lillemets et al. 2022; Pitson et al. 2020; Raggi and Viaggi
2013; Zagata and Sutherland 2015) with analysis emerg-
ing from more continents (Faysse et al. 2019; Girard 2023;
Metelerkamp et al. 2019; Mohanty and Lenka 2023; White
2019; Zmija et al. 2020).

States pioneer LAPIs to secure a foothold for
new farmers: research questions

We trace the rationale of the LAPIs’ originators across states
by describing how two categories of state LAPIs function,
how they were created, passed, and adapted, and what is
known generally about their utilization and parameters. We
ask:

e How are 21st century US state legislatures creating,
passing and funding LAPIs?

e What are similarities and differences across state LAPIs?
Who are LAPIs written to serve - or leaving unserved?
What do these pilot efforts reveal for further research
and action to help young, beginning, and/or BIPOC pro-
ducers acquire land?

State LAPI types

Six states have implemented Beginning Farmer Tax Cred-
its (BFTC) and four have the combined goals of facilitating
landownership and protecting that land for agriculture in
perpetuity. We term this latter set of LAPI the Farm Pur-
chase and Protection Incentive (FPPI). BFTC programs
position landowners as the gatekeepers of land access. In
contrast, FPPI programs give young and beginning farm-
ers purchasing power to buy their own farms. Since 2012,
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states have awarded about $25 M to FPPIs and $119 M to
Tax Credits.

Tax credits (TC)

The Plains state of Nebraska created the nation’s first Begin-
ning Farmer Tax Credit in 1999. Five states have since
adapted Nebraska’s model and are implementing programs:
Iowa, Minnesota, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, and Ohio (see
Fig. 1). Seven more states have piloted or attempted to pass
a BFTC of their own: Colorado, Indiana, Missouri, Mon-
tana, New York, Oregon, and Wisconsin.

BFTC programs compensate owners who lease or sell
to farmers who satisfy the state’s definition of a begin-
ning farmer. Qualifying agreements typically involve land.
Other agricultural assets such as livestock, equipment, or
buildings also usually qualify. Some states only incentiv-
ize rental, one only incentivizes sales, and some cover both
types of agreements. In exchange for granting access to a

BFR, the landowner earns a state tax credit of up to 15% of
the income earned through the rental or sale.

BFTCs are premised on the idea that financially reward-
ing landowners will offset the risks of renting or selling to
a YBFR. Further, since the landowners receive a tax break,
it was hoped they would charge a discounted price to the
YBFR. Nebraska’s approach of incenting the owner fol-
lowed in the model of a federal-state LAPI since 1982, the
Beginning Farmer Bond, or Aggie Bond (Williamson and
Katchova 2013). The Aggie Bond helps BFRs secure loans
by charging lower interest rates to owners and others who
lend or sell to BFRs.

Farm purchase and protection incentives (FPPI)

The second type of LAPI combines land access strate-
gies with those of farmland preservation. FPPI approaches
vary. Ultimately, they award a low-interest loan to help an
HUFR or YBFR to buy a farm. The farm is then enrolled in

States with Land Access Policy Incentives
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Fig. 1 States with active state-level BETC or FPPI LAPIs
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a Purchase of Agricultural Conservation Easement (PACE)
program to specify that the land may only be used for agri-
culture, in perpetuity (Schilling et al. 2015). Through the
FPPI approach, the HUFR/YBFR becomes a farm owner,
and the state retains more land for agriculture.

Methods

Our research began with a review and analysis of docu-
ments. We sought the legislative language for the state
LAPIs that were active as of 2022 and records of how these
bills fared as they moved through legislatures. After review-
ing this information, we gathered media and advocacy cov-
erage of the bills and their subsequent policy programs. We
compiled these documents to form a timeline to chronicle
each LAPI’s proposal, deliberation, passage, implementa-
tion, evaluation, amendment, and renewal. From May 2021
to August 2023, we conducted virtual or phone interviews
with 66 leading stakeholders across nine states’ LAPIs. Ini-
tial interviews were with the LAPIs’ managers, focused on
the programs’ administration and challenges. The managers
referred us to more stakeholders, usually members of their
governing bodies, and the advocates, service providers, and
elected officials who participated in or observed the LAPIs’
creation and passage. These referrals became our next
interviewees, and they in turn suggested more people to
interview, through a snowball or chain sampling procedure

(Patton 2015). We supplemented the interviews with par-
ticipant-observation of the quarterly virtual meetings of a
national Community of Practice composed of LAPI manag-
ers (https://sfss.indiana.edu/research/lapi/people/cop.html).
We took notes during every interview to chronicle con-
tent and capture quotations. These notes and the timelines
provided the data for the first two authors’ collaborative
thematic analysis procedure to identify themes and trends
(Cornish et al. 2014; Richards and Hemphill 2017).

Results

“We don’t usually work with them but can agree on
beginning farmer issues. It’s rare to have a situation
with such overwhelming support.” - Ohio Beginning
Farmer Tax Credit advocacy coalition member.

The Results begin with a state-by-state chronology high-
lighting the values framing that has carried LAPIs to often
unanimous passage by legislatures led by both major politi-
cal parties (Table 1). We begin with the Tax Credits, because
they were created first, and then turn to the FPPIs. Next,
since our larger research project aims to learn from poli-
cies to facilitate land access for young and beginning as
well as BIPOC farmers, we cover the approaches two states
have attempted to tailor LAPI support to all BIPOC farmer/

Table 1 Chronology of LAPI
passage by majority republican Leais
. gislature
(R). and democratic (D) state Year of passage State composition @) Passing vote I;A};I
legislatures passage yp
1999 Nebraska N/a —unicameral | Passed 30-6 TC
legislature
2006 Towa Passed 47 to 2 in Senate, 70 to 29 in TC
House
2006 (unfunded | Maryland Unanimous in House/Senate FPPI
passage)
2011 Delaware Unanimous in House, 18 to 1 in Senate | FPPI
2017 Minnesota Passed in omnibus Bill HF1 102 to 31 | TC
in House, 95 to 29 in Senate
2019 Pennsylvania TC passed unanimously in TC and
House/Senate FPPI
2019 Kentucky 64% R Unanimous in Senate, 90 to 8 in House | TC
2022 Ohio 70% R Unanimous in Senate, 92 to 3 in House | TC
2022 Washington 59% D Unanimous in House/Senate FPPI
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ranchers. The Results conclude by looking across states to
describe patterns in the LAPIs’ funding, enrollment, and
parameters, to distill lessons for LAPI-related discourse and
research moving forward.

Beginning farmer tax credits originated in
heartland states

Home of the beginning farmer tax credit mechanism:
Nebraska

The Plains state of Nebraska passed the first BFTC in 1999.
Stakeholders recalled that policy conversations of the late
1970s provided the foundation for the BFTC. These were
led by the Center for Rural Affairs and a coalition of advo-
cates focused on helping YBFRs overcome the challenges
to entering agriculture. They prioritized YBFR entry as a
key to rural community prosperity:

If rural communities were to support a growing popu-
lation, or even sustain the current population, there
had to be farmland access.

The coalition was motivated by a change taking place in
agriculture at the time: cash rents were gaining in popularity
over share rents. For the coalition, this shift was a threat to
YBFR entry. Share rents were preferable because they could
reduce the tenant’s costs and level of risk. Generally, in a
share rent situation, the landlord and the tenant divide the
input costs and, after harvest, the payment for the crops. The
tenant provides the labor, and the landlord provides the land.
With cash rents, the tenant often fronts all costs: paying for
inputs and rent and waiting to receive the crop revenue. The
coalition viewed share rents as more feasible for YBFRs,
and sought policy supports for YBFR entry.

The coalition initially addressed two top-down federal-
state policies that impeded YBFR entry. They pursued an
anti-corporate farming law for Nebraska, mirroring efforts
in other Plains and Midwestern states. Their goal was to
remove corporate competitors from access to land and live-
stock production, so that

They wouldn’t always be there, bidding up the costs
of land, and acting as a barrier to entry for the next
generation of farmers and ranchers.

The coalition secured an anti-corporate farming law in
1982, which federal court overturned in 2007 (Schroeter
et al. 2006). Federal farm subsidies were the other barrier
the coalition took on, pursuing caps on subsidies. They saw
subsidy payments as accelerating the growth of farms and
wanted to stem those effects. The concept for the country’s
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first BFTC emerged from Nebraska’s advocacy targeting
anti-corporate farming and subsidies. A coalition leader
recalls,

After banging our head against subsidies, we sat down
and asked, ‘Are there other ways to help beginning
farmers and ranchers overcome barriers to entry?’
Instead of a policy to take something away, a posi-
tive suggestion we came up with was the Beginning
Farmer and Rancher Tax Credit.

The BFTC concept had clear appeal:

We were making the market more fair... and creating
the next generation of those sole proprietorship family
farms that we love to talk about and support. It was a
good policy to work on and lobby on because people
don’t like to say no to the family farm, and they defi-
nitely don’t like to say no to beginning farmers and
ranchers, because it strikes against everything politi-
cally that people say that they want to support.

Nebraska’s BFTC incentivized landowners to rent to a BFR
who might not be the highest bidder on rent. In exchange
for choosing a BFR as a tenant, the owner would receive a
refundable credit on their state income taxes.

We thought, plenty of farmers would like to work with
a beginning farmer, if you give them a little incentive
to justify not going out and seeking the highest cash
rent. We wanted to provide something to a landowner:
‘Maybe I’m not gonna get top dollar, but if I get this
tax credit, I’d like to work with this beginning farmer.

The coalition also hoped that recipients would pay the tax
credit forward by charging a lower rental price to the BFR.
The policy incentivized leases and not sales because the
coalition viewed rental as the most accessible route of entry.
Its goal was to serve BFRs who lacked family money and
were not yet prepared to buy land. The purpose of the TC
was to help a BFR to get a foot in the door,

To access that land or to buy some more cattle, to
become able to quit your job and start ranching
full-time.

Soon after being inaugurated in 1983, Nebraska’s gov-
ernor Bob Kerrey (D), later a US Senator and member of
the Committee on Agriculture, created a Beginning Farmer
Task Force. While the task force proposed a BFTC, it did
not pass, due to objection from tenured farmers who feared
BFRs would out-compete them for land. There was no
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further action on the BFTC until the late 1990s, when the
effects of farm consolidation were more apparent. A coali-
tion presented the BFTC concept to State Senator Roger
Wehrbein (R) “at Mom s Cafe in Plattsmouth.” The coalition
was again led by the Center for Rural Affairs, and included
Farmers Union, Nebraska Sustainable Agriculture Society,
Women Involved in Farm Economics, Nebraska Farmer
Organization, the Grange, Farm Bureau, and Nebraska
Cattlemen. Wehrbein was chair of the Appropriations Com-
mittee and had a reputation for being frugal. He sponsored
the bill because he had observed the problem of BFR land
access firsthand:

My neighbors would complain about the big farmers
in the area, and how they shouldn’t [rent land to a big
farmer]. But the day they retired, they’d go down the
road and rent their farm to them, and not somebody
who was trying to start out.

Wehrbein did not think the BFTC would lead to “too big a
financial hit. We could absorb it easily enough.” Compared
to a $200 million employment measure that was before the
Legislature at the same time (LB 775), “nobody ever wor-
ried about it.” Fine-tuning the bill led to eligibility criteria.
To qualify, BFRs could possess up to $100,000 in net worth.
Observed one advocate,

It’s important to have limits on net worth. If you’re
going to help everybody, you’re not helping anybody.

Second wave BFTC: lowa

Iowa was the first state to adapt the Nebraska BFTC to
its own purposes. In 2004, after Nebraska’s administra-
tor presented her program at a National Council of State
Agricultural Finance Programs meeting, an lowa Agricul-
tural Development Authority representative in the audience
remembered thinking, “We 've got to do this.”

Iowa had the country’s highest participation in the fed-
eral-state Aggie Bond, and its own Beginning Farmer Loan
program since 2001. Advocates viewed existing support for
BFRs to buy land as adequate. State policymakers sought
tools to serve BFRs who were looking to rent.

There was a gap there - a whole population of guys
getting out of college that wanted to farm and were
trying to come back home, but the farm wasn’t big
enough to support everyone, and they couldn’t afford
to buy a farm. This would give people access to farm
ground that they might not have been able to get.

In 2005, the Iowa staffer spent a day in Nebraska learning
how the TC worked and, from there, drafted a bill. Although
Iowa was struggling financially, the Chair of the House Ag
Committee, Jack Drake (R), “Was a real cheerleader. He
had two sons coming into ag, so he was all for it and all on
it.” When the bill reached the Senate, Jack Kibbie (R) and
then-Governor Tom Vilsack (D), now US Secretary of Agri-
culture, championed its passage.

Even though the Republicans were anti-tax credit,
they were pro-agriculture.

Minnesota’s watershed passage: BFTCs since 2017

The Minnesota BFTC of 2017 was a watershed moment for
two reasons. It was the first BFTC to incentivize sales of
assets to BFRs, and press coverage inspired other states to
introduce similar legislation, which three states proceeded
to swiftly pass.

The Minnesota BFTC took a decade to pass (Minnesota
Legislature 2007). Early bills were spearheaded by the NGO
Land Stewardship Project. They were met with opposition.
Detractors feared that families would “game” the new pro-
gram. Like Nebraska, issues needed time to evolve in the
public consciousness. Farm consolidation, loss, and the
aging population of Minnesota farmers amplified concerns
for farm viability and BFR entry.

Later, the Central Minnesota Young Farmers Coali-
tion catalyzed the bill’s passage. Part of a coalition which
included Minnesota Farmers Union, Catholic Rural Life,
and Minnesota Farm Bureau, stakeholders say the Young
Farmers Coalition “really led the charge” in 2017: “Farmers
stood up for the future of agriculture in the state and helped
to solve one of its toughest challenges” (NYFC 2018). How-
ever, Minnesota’s groundbreaking move to incentivize sales
is credited to Minnesota Farmers Union, which advocated
for BFR landownership because

Renting is not wealth-building in the way agriculture
should be,” whereas, owning the land, “folks can build
a life in that, building generational wealth.

Advocates recruited the support of urban-oriented food
policy and food access coalitions. A rural-urban partner-
ship developed that garnered legislators’ bipartisan interest.
Despite the broader coalition, the bill’s passage was not clear
cut. Stakeholders recall tensions as the coalition worked to
shape a successful bill. They described efforts in 2017 for
the bill to also facilitate land access for all BIPOC farmers
as so politically charged it devolved to a “yelling match on
the committee floor,” challenging the bill’s passage. Some
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BFTC advocates preferred to bypass this level of internal
debate, hoping instead to pass a simplified version through
the majority Republican legislature, and tweak it later
through the omnibus process.

After the Minnesota BFTC passed, Pennsylvania pre-
sented its legislature with a similar policy. It passed in one
session in 2019 as part of a set of policies referred to as
the Pennsylvania Farm Bill. Pennsylvania farmers who had
heard about Minnesota’s bill urged their state Farm Bureau
to advocate for a BFTC. Farm Bureau and the Pennsylvania
Young Farmers Coalition then drafted the bill with legis-
lators, particularly the Senate Ag Chair, Elder Vogel (R).
Senator Vogel had read about the Minnesota TC in a farm
magazine. A farmer himself, he understood

How hard it is to find ground. You either marry a farm
or inherit one - that’s how you find a farm. We decided
we’d give a farmer an incentive to bring someone new
on, rather than cash out to a housing development or a
shopping mall. It’s for farmers that want to keep their
farms, but don’t have a beginning farmer coming on.

Creators recall the BFTC’s “palatability” to the Pennsylva-
nia General Assembly:

Both sides, whether they’re Democrats or Republi-
cans, support agriculture and the need to support the
next generation of farmers.

Around the same time, Kentucky passed a related yet dis-
tinctive policy. Written exclusively to incentivize the sale
of land to a beginning farmer, it does not incentivize leas-
ing. The impetus came from the Kentucky Farm Bureau’s
Young Farmer Program, whose members were concerned
about access to landownership. Farm Bureau spearheaded
the policy push, adapting the Minnesota template. Advo-
cates “dug around” and were able to earmark some of an
under-subscribed, small business tax credit for the program.
Kentucky’s “Selling Farmer” Tax Credit was included in
an economic development bill towards the end of the 2019
legislative session and passed within 20 days, almost unani-
mously, with Senate President Pro Tempore David Givens
(R) a champion. Advocates emphasized a farm preserva-
tion argument. They needed a tool to discourage landown-
ers from selling to development, always a more profitable
route, to instead keep the land in farming and by a beginner
to boot:

We looked at this issue and thought, ‘What if we cre-
ated an opportunity for that farmer who would love
to see his or her farm continue to be in production
agriculture, but can’t take the financial hit of not
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subdividing it?’ In asking how we could incent them
to think about keeping it together, we rolled around
to an existing tax credit conversation and said, ‘Look,
let’s set up the chance for a selling farmer to keep that
farm in agriculture, and not take such a tremendous
hit.” And was effectively done at zero cost to the state
(Kentucky Farm Bureau 2021).

Meanwhile, Ohio’s legislature was also considering a
BFTC. Representative John Patterson (D), who carried
Ohio’s original bill, found out about the Minnesota BFTC
through the Council of State Governments. It was

A eureka moment. It was so well-grounded and logical
- I thought it was a winning proposition for everybody.

Ohio’s bill moved through the legislature “in fits and starts.”
It passed in 2022, supported by a coalition which included
diverse interests from Farm Bureau to the Ohio Ecological
Food and Farm Association.

The six states” TC programs implemented an array of
parameters defining eligibility and terms (see Table 2).

Farmland purchase and protection incentives
originated in coastal states

Another style of LAPI combines the dual goals of BFR land
access and permanent farmland protection. Originally in
the eastern seaboard states of Delaware and Maryland, and
more recently in Washington state, Farmland Purchase and
Protection Incentives (FPPI) aim to help YBFRs purchase
land and protect it with an agricultural conservation ease-
ment. Each FPPI grew out of an existing PACE, or farmland
preservation, program.

The impetus for an FPPI was similar in all three states,
protecting farmland and opening opportunities to YBFRs.
Maryland and Delaware are also similar in that their FPPIs
use a no-interest loan mechanism to bring additional credit
to the amount a YBFR obtains from a conventional lender.
Each state then has its own procedure to preserve that farm
for agriculture in perpetuity. Figure 2 displays how the
Delaware and Maryland FPPIs operate. Every FPPI state
intended for their LAPIs to develop into revolving funds,
to recoup their coupled investment in farmland preservation
and YBFR land acquisition.

Delaware’s Young Farmer Program (YFP) was the first
FPPI to be funded. It was passed in 2011 as an addendum to
the state’s Agricultural Lands Preservation Program (APP).
APP had been active since 1991, and by 2011 was receiv-
ing “thousands of applications” per year from landowners
to sell their land’s development rights and permanently
preserve it as farmland. Yet while Delaware was protecting
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Table 2 Six states’ beginning Farmer Tax Credit program parameters

Nebraska lowa Minnesota Pennsylvania  Kentucky Ohio
First credits issued 2001 2008 2018 2020 2020 2023
Qualified transactions Share rent, cash ~ Share rent, cash ~ Share rent, cash rent, sale of assets Cash rent, sale  Sale of Share rent,
rent rent, flex rent of assets land cash rent,
sale of assets
Required lease 3+ years 2+ years 1 +years 1 +years - 1 +years
duration
Allows agreements Yes Yes Indirect family allowed, direct Yes No Yes
between relatives family allowed for land sales only
Credit to asset owner ~ Share rent=15% Share rent=15% Share rent=15% Cash Sale=5% Rental or
Cashrent=10%  Cash rent=5% Cash rent=10% rent=10% sale=3.99%
Flex rent=15%  Sale=8% for BFRs, 12% to Sale=5%
emerging farmers
Individual credit cap  None (average Up to $50,000 per $7,000-50,000 based on agree- $7,000-32,000 $25k/year, $7,000—
credit = $5,000)  application ment type based on agree- $100k 32,000 based
ment type lifetime on agree-
ment type
Annual credits $1.3 M (2008-23) $5.5 M (2008-23) $3.8M $250,000 $84,000  $54,000 in
awarded (average) (2018-23) (2020-23) (2020-22) 2023
Number of owner 52/year (2008-23  1,080/year (2008- 620/year 54 since 2020 13 since 3 since 2023
participants average) 23 average) (2018-23 average) 2020

Fig. 2 Stakeholders and processes
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farmland from development, those who ran the APP noted
the barriers to entry, and particularly ownership, for YBFRs,
which led them to create the YFP. One author of the policy
recalled,

“Young Farmers’ was something a lot of people thought
needed to happen because young people aren’t getting
to farm. It’s too damn hard.

Delaware Secretary of Agriculture, Ed Kee, was central to
the process. He was motivated by personal experience as
a landless first-generation farmer, and later by service to
others through a career in Extension: “When I became Sec-
retary of Agriculture, I had this idea of finding a way to

help young farmers get started.” He and other APP leaders,
agricultural finance advisors, and a law firm specializing in
land use wrote the YFP. The Governor signed the YFP into
law only one month after it was proposed. “The Legislature
loved it,” due to the success of the APP, and that the YFP
addressed dual goals of keeping future generations of farm-
ers on the land while withstanding development pressure:

We can preserve all the farmland we want, but if we
don’t have anyone to till it, it’s going to sit there and

be dead weight.

The second FPPI, Maryland’s NextGen, passed the Gen-
eral Assembly in 2006 but waited until 2017 to be funded.
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Leading the creation of the Next Generation Farmland
Acquisition Program (NextGen) was the Maryland Agri-
cultural and Resource-Based Industry Development Cor-
poration (MARBIDCO), which administers agricultural
loans and bonds. MARBIDCO and 24-year State Senator
Mac Middleton (D), then the only full-time farmer in the
General Assembly, crafted NextGen. Their aims were to
prevent former tobacco farms from converting out of agri-
culture and respond to a study by the Maryland Department
of Agriculture Young Farmers Advisory Committee, which
named access to capital for land and equipment as the num-
ber one need of Maryland’s young farmers. A 2006 state-
wide agricultural plan named NextGen as a policy priority
(Maryland Agricultural Commission). Maryland’s existing
Critical Farms Program provided the model for NextGen
and the Maryland Agricultural Land Preservation Founda-
tion helped to create the rules.

NextGen’s expected initial funding from the Agricultural
Land Transfer Tax was delayed because of the Great Reces-
sion. “The program was there but sat dormant.” NextGen
was ultimately allocated general appropriations funds in
2017. NextGen’s creators recall discerning that although
some Republican members voted against the funding, none
took any action to “kill” a bill that would ultimately benefit
their rural constituents: “Everybody loves farming.”

Washington'’s novel LAPI serving all historically
underserved farmers and ranchers

Like Delaware, Washington’s farmland preservation leaders
created the FPPI, building from the state’s PACE program
since 2007, the Office of Farmland Preservation. The play-
ers were the Washington State Conservation Commission
(WSCC), Washington State Housing Finance Commission
(WSHFC), Washington Association of Land Trusts, and

Fig. 3 Stakeholders and processes

Washington Farmland Trust. This coalition crafted a mecha-
nism to move quickly enough to purchase farms on the open
market, protect that land for agriculture, and ultimately sell
the protected farms to HUFRs. Washington’s LAPI shortens
the timeline that’s typical across PACE programs (including
Delaware and Maryland’s FPPIs), one that is too lengthy
to compete on the open market. Washington’s FPPI instead
has a “quick-release” design using a Buy-Protect-Sell pro-
cess that positions land trusts as an intermediate land buyer.
Washington’s LAPI couples two programs, Farm Protec-
tion and Affordability Investment (FarmPAI) and Farmland
Protection and Land Access (FPLA). FarmPAI, funded by
WSHFC, loans money to land trusts to purchase farms that
are high priority for protection. With this loan at the ready,
the land trust can respond to the open market. Once the land
trust owns a farm, they enroll it in PACE. FPLA funds the
land trust to hold the easement in perpetuity. Typically, the
protected farmland costs less than unprotected farmland
would, becoming more affordable for an HUFR. The proce-
dure is presented in Fig. 3.

Like Kentucky, Washington made use of an existing but
unused governmental structure - an unfunded account - to
simplify the creation of a LAPI. This meant that there was
no new initiative to establish - “We didn t need to talk with
legislators about why a new program was needed’ - and
the coalition’s funding request for FPLA was approved and
granted in 2022 (Washington State 2022 Supplemental Cap-
ital Budget, SSB5651, 2023).

LAPIs for all BIPOC farmers: states’ attempts

Three states have tried to tailor their LAPIs to serve BIPOC
farmer/ranchers as well as YBFRs. Washington was the first
state to prioritize all HUFRs upon creating their LAPI. Min-
nesota incorporated equity provisions into their 2023 BFTC
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revision, but a subsequent 2024 revision re-defined qualify-
ing farmers without specifying BIPOC farmers. The Ohio
BFTC made an attempt that has not passed. Other states
have proposed, but not passed, LAPIs to serve BIPOC farm-
ers. These include California, Illinois, and Vermont.

Washington stakeholders recall that legislators were
happy to see language including all BIPOC farmers in the
proposed LAPI in 2022 because the legislature was placing
a focus on equity that year

Minnesota advocates had attempted to specify BIPOC
farmers among those served by the BFTC in 2017 and
2021. In 2023, Minnesota did amend the BFTC to award
the highest incentive to owners who sold to BFRs who were
also BIPOC producers. Minnesota did not change the terms
around rental agreements but raised the tax credit from 5 to
8% on sales of farmland to a BFR and higher, 12%, on a sale
to a BFR who was also an “emerging” farmer. “Emerging”
is a state-level definition that includes BIPOC and other
subgroups of farmers (Minnesota Department of Agricul-
ture 2023). In 2024, a lawsuit filed against the state alleged
discrimination. Minnesota then removed the language about
emerging farmers, redefined its priority farmers to no lon-
ger specify race within this related program, and the suit
was dropped (Vang 2024). However, in 2025, the BFTC
will continue to prioritize emerging farmers according to
the terms laid out in Table 2.

Patterns consistent across LAPIs
Small investments

Across states and types of programs, the small investment
in LAPIs helped their political feasibility. While it’s true
that LAPIs promoted values that resonated on both sides
of the legislative aisle - values of helping beginning farm-
ers, family farms, rural community prosperity, and some-
times farmland preservation - LAPIs were also expedient
because they weren’t asking for much. LAPI expenditures
have ranged from only $1 M to $12 M per state per year,
and less than $100,000 per year generally goes to administer
the program. In most cases, LAPIs flew under the radar at
passage because they were small. Nebraska’s original pro-
gram in 1999, which has never cost over $1.8 M per year,
was passed while legislators were otherwise hashing out a
$200 M measure. More recently in 2019, key to the passage
of Kentucky’s TC was that it would not affect the budget,
drawing from an existing, underutilized tax credit. Around
the same time, even the $10 M requested for Ohio’s BFTC
was “a small ask,” and was trimmed to half this amount.

Enrollments peak and plateau: under-spending

Most LAPIs have seen high initial enrollment, sometimes
followed by a leveling off. These patterns are depicted in
Fig. 4. When creators of lowa’s BFTC were expecting fewer
than 100 participants in the first year, 302 signed up. Minne-
sota’s BFTC saw similarly high participation in its first year:
300 complete applications after only eight months (Val-
liant and Freedgood 2020). Even in Delaware, Maryland,
and Washington, where the FPPI processes are time-con-
suming because they place a conservation easement upon a
farm, several transactions were completed in the first year,
expending all funds. The states whose slow starts differed
from this pattern were those whose LAPIs launched during
the COVID-19 pandemic (Kentucky and Pennsylvania) and
are managed by a non-agricultural service provider (Eco-
nomic Development agencies in both cases), which compli-
cates marketing.

However, after starting strong, many LAPIs’ enroll-
ments have plateaued or fallen, and money goes unspent.
Examples come from Iowa and, prior to 2023, Minnesota,
where enrollments have often been smaller than those
needed to expend the full allocation. Plateauing numbers
have to do with limited administrative allocations, which
hamstring management and publicity, a common problem
across LAPIs. Another contributor to this plateau is a lack
of adequate technical assistance to help participants learn
about and utilize LAPIs.

Who gets to be a beginning farmer? LAPIs’ eligibility criteria

States differ in their definitions of the farmers and farms
that qualify for their LAPIs. Their criteria are displayed
in Table 3. Only one state, Delaware, defines qualifying
farmers according to age, 18 to 40, using the criterion of
the Farmers Home Administration’s Young Farmer Loan
(predecessor to USDA Rural Development). In contrast,
Iowa rejects notions of temporal progression in farming,
and instead defines BFRs according to only one factor: a
maximum permitted net worth. lowa reasons that farmers
deserve the policy support until their net worth reaches a
certain point: “You could farm for ten years and still not
have a high enough net worth.” A second criterion is stan-
dard across LAPIs (except in Iowa): maximum number of
years’ experience in agriculture, typically following the fed-
eral definition (USDA-NRCS 2023).

The FPPI LAPIs of the coastal states also have minimum
farm sizes, since farmland preservation aims to protect
substantial and ideally contiguous acreages. For example,
in Maryland, only farms 50 acres and larger qualified for
the LAPI, until a sub-program added in 2021 encompassed
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lowa BFTC: Program Spending vs. Allocation
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Table 3 States’ eligibility requirements for young and “beginning” farmer/rancher LAPIs
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State Age Cap: Net worth ~ Years experience in agriculture Cap: Landholdings

Delaware 1840 $300,000 3 year minimum < 2x the tillable acres they are purchasing
Maryland - - < 10 years’ experience prioritized 20 acres

Washington*  Young farmers prioritized - < 10 years’ experience prioritized -

Nebraska - $750,000 <10 years -

Iowa - $833,000 - -

Minnesota - $1,013,000 <10 years -

Pennsylvania - - <10 years -

Kentucky - - - Cannot have owned land for > 10 years
Ohio - $800,000 <10 years -

*Washington’s criteria for BFRs only, not their other priority HUFR participants
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farms down to ten acres, which is in line with the definition
of a farm in many of the LAPI states.

Discussion: achievements of state LAPI
creation, and needed improvements

We have chronicled the design and passage of LAPIs since
1999 in the nine states where they now operate. Their advo-
cacy coalitions and sponsoring legislators transformed
bipartisan concerns into novel policy tools that passed by
wide margins. Advocates emphasized a syndrome of con-
cerns that combined new farmer/ranchers’ exclusion from
land, farm expansion and consolidation, and land conver-
sion out of agriculture. In crafting policies to resist these
trends, the LAPIs’ champions leaned on messages of
urgency and scarcity. And while the states were all respond-
ing to the problem of land access, the programs they created
responded to specific state conditions, politics and needs.
The relatively small investments in LAPIs were expedient,
and their high initial enrollments indicated an appetite for
LAPIs among YBFRs and the landowners who rent or sell
to them.

We now look across the states to underscore patterns in
their mobilization of sentiments into policy. Then we look
at who the LAPIs are serving. Even though there is diversity
among the states’ approaches, their definitions converge on
the types of farmers and farms deemed worthy of state sup-
port. Since the farms that benefit are broadacre farms, we
touch on the opportunity for future LAPIs to support the
smaller-scale food farms that are a common route of entry
for YBFRs, which have land access barriers all their own.
We end by reflecting on the tradeoffs LAPIs present as an
expedient political concession - a foot in the door - for state
policies to invest in land access, and the need for change-
makers to continue to pursue policy responses to widening
gaps in access.

Motivations for LAPIs and their resounding
bipartisan passage: translation of values into policy

Chronicling the states’ LAPI creation processes reveals three
pathways that have carried LAPIs into law. One pattern is
true for the FPPIs. In these high-population coastal states,
leaders in farmland preservation have largely designed and
called for the FPPIs. Thus, the FPPIs’ champions have had
little need to build broad-based coalitions for their LAPIs
to be passed and funded. Majority Democratic legislatures
have passed the FPPIs through streamlined procedures
spearheaded by government insiders (see Table 1). A second
pattern in LAPI passage stands in contrast. This approach
required the collective action of coalitions to persuade

legislators to pioneer two of the Tax Credits, in Nebraska
and Minnesota. Unlike the farmland protection LAPIs,
these Tax Credits needed to be constructed from the ground
up through the work of politically diverse advocacy teams.
The third pattern reflects states that were able to import
other states’ statutory templates and pass them swiftly, with
less need to garner coalition support. This type of TC pro-
cess took place in Iowa, Kentucky, Pennsylvania, and Ohio.
Major agricultural institutions championed these later TCs,
including departments of agriculture, finance authorities,
and Farm Bureau, partnering to some extent with progres-
sive agricultural institutions, such as Young Farmers Coali-
tions. Nearly all TCs were passed by majority Republican
legislatures. But every LAPI we’ve covered was approved
by wide margins.

Another theme in the LAPIs’ political appeal is that their
coalitions and legislators were motivated by a sense of scar-
city and urgency surrounding farmland prices, which have
risen by 33% in the US from 2020 to 2023 alone (USDA-
NASS 2023). Farmland rental or purchase was moving
further out of reach for YBFRs. Interviewees mentioned
agricultural land going for as high as $30,000 per acre as
farmland, and higher, $60,000 to $100,000, to develop the
land. Advocates pointed out policy and market processes
that drove the rising prices, and the major investment some
of these driving factors received from the federal govern-
ment, such as subsidies, rules around corporations, and
capital gains tax policy (Ashwood 2018; MacDonald et al.
2018). (It bears noting that the federal government is also
investing, or attempting to invest, in various mechanisms to
facilitate HUFR land access (Horst et al. 2024; USDA-FSA
2023; Williamson and Katchova 2013). Federal LAPIs are
emerging to overarch states’ innovations). A related com-
mon denominator that all LAPIs sought to address was the
increasing competition over farmland from non-operator
bidders and buyers (Burns 2018, Zagata and Sutherland
2015).

LAPI leaders in the FPPI states especially observed ris-
ing land competition from developers. A further scarcity that
galvanized all FPPI actors centered around farm /and, and
specifically YBFRs’ expensive access to a dwindling stock
of farms. FPPI coalitions wanted to prevent farmland from
going away. Farmland conversion rates in Delaware and
Maryland ranked nationally in the top ten (Freedgood et al.
2020). Their LAPIs emerged as mechanisms to help YBFRs
to preserve farmland and become farm owners simultane-
ously. As a result of these LAPIs combined with broader
farm preservation strategies, FPPI states have indeed man-
aged to protect 25% of Delaware’s farmland and 17% of
Maryland’s while turning 76 YBFRs into landowners (DDA
2021; MALPF 2022).
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In Tax Credit states, nothing was in place to incentivize
landowners to lease or sell their land to BFRs over estab-
lished farmers or other bidders with deep pockets. Advo-
cates observed owners consistently going against their
values by not renting to BFRs. Although owners felt an
affinity for YBFRs, as research has described (Calo 2020),
and might prefer to rent or sell to them (Valliant et al. 2021),
the same disincentives that were driving the consolidation
and conversion that the advocates called out drew owners
away from transferring to the next generation. LAPI advo-
cates wanted to entice owners as the gatekeepers of access
to instead choose a BFR as their tenant or buyer. The Tax
Credits’ creators hoped their policy innovations would fill
a gap, and they’ve demonstrated a demand for the alterna-
tive processes they reward. A few thousand landowners now
enroll in BFTCs every year. These landowner numbers are
much higher than those achieved by other land access pro-
grammatic strategies (Valliant et al. 2019) and underscore a
widespread affinity for young and beginning farmers.

In crafting and passing the LAPIs, bipartisan lawmakers
and advocates acted on the desire to safeguard BFR entry,
and trusted their constituents would approve. They wanted
to lift barriers, to usher in the positive economic effects that
arise from younger’ farmers participation in agriculture
(Hartarska et al. 2022; Tauer 2019; Zagata and Sutherland
2015). They imagined positive social effects, as well. There
seemed to be no drawbacks to a policy incentive to support
farmer entry. However, as we explore below, research points
out tradeoffs when farmer entry stands in for the needed pol-
icy changes to address farm survival.

LAPIs: successfully serving broadacre commodity
farms

From their inception, most LAPIs have seen high enroll-
ments from the moment they launch, such that participation
numbers outstrip expectations, or year one funds are quickly
spent. Examples of this immediate success come from six of
the nine states. Higher than anticipated initial demand sug-
gests a pent-up need for policy incentives to assist young
farmers in accessing land, and perhaps a latent interest in
YBFR entry among landowners. In seeing the high enroll-
ments, we seek to understand who the public investments
are serving, and who else might deserve their support just
as much.

Looking at the nine states’ YBFR criteria together shows
how they converge to serve a similar range of farmer and
farm types (see Table 3). Nearly every LAPI’s design
renders it a good tool for a larger, broadacre parcel, and
a less relevant tool for a smaller farm. Even though most
of the Tax Credit LAPIs have no minimum farm size, the
mechanism becomes relevant with larger farm sizes. More
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acreage leads to more income and more of a tax liability. To
illustrate, an owner earning $200 per acre in annual rental
income on 10 acres would qualify for a tax credit of $200 at
10% (USDA-NASS 2023). At those same rates, an owner of
300 acres would qualify for a $6,000 tax credit: TCs become
attractive with higher rental or sale incomes. It’s also worth
noting that the lion’s share of states’ investments in LAPIs
has gone to reward landowners with tax credits —82% of
the approximately $144 M states spent from 2012 to 2023.
So far, US LAPIs mainly pay landowners as gatekeepers
of land access. The incentive is indirect to the YBFR. For
their part, the FPPIs also serve larger farms through mini-
mum required acreages. Smaller parcels are excluded, with
Maryland’s recent Small Acreage Next Generation Farm-
land Acquisition LAPI an exception. As a result, LAPIs are
supporting broadacre operations (Montgomery 2020; Beck,
Carter and Circo 2018).

Thus, the LAPIs are serving broadacre farms, and yet
it is smaller, diversified farms that offer YBFRs the lowest
threshold to entry (Low et al. 2015). It’s more affordable
to farm vegetables, fruit, and/or poultry or small livestock,
compared to broadacre grains or indoor poultry or hogs.
The land base is smaller, the equipment costs less, and sell-
ing into direct and/or intermediated markets buffers farms
from commodity price fluctuations, stabilizing income (Key
2016; Jablonski et al. 2022). But even though a smaller farm
is more affordable to run, and perhaps lower risk, smaller-
scale farmers still name land access as their number one
barrier (Ackoff et al. 2022; Freedgood and Dempsey 2014;
Rosenberg and Stucki 2018). Access barriers can prevent
aspiring farmers from ever entering or foretell the exit of
the one-third of beginning farms that close their doors every
year (Katchova and Ahearn 2016). Thus, small farms also
need LAPIs, but are unserved by current LAPIs. This gap in
service suggests that the next LAPI iterations should evolve
to encompass smaller-scale farms. Mechanisms that are
already present in LAPIs and could help to pursue this goal
are to: (1) incentivize leases or sales to specialty crop farms
at a higher rate, (2) lengthen the required lease duration to
ensure longer tenure, (3) increase support for land purchases,
and (4) qualify smaller parcels for farm preservation.

Small pieces of a large puzzle

The country’s first state LAPI originators, in Nebraska
a quarter century ago, crafted a LAPI after trying to dis-
mantle structural obstacles to YBFR entry and success -
subsidies and corporate farm ownership. Nebraska’s Tax
Credit emerged from that broader effort to fashion a bet-
ter top-down, structural safety net for young and beginning
farms and ranches. Advocates hoped that Nebraska’s result-
ing BFTC would lower the barriers, even as it left structural
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factors unaltered. In the time since, eight more states have
proceeded to pass policy innovations that are pioneering at
the same time as they are minor and low budget. Many bar-
riers to succeeding in agriculture remain in place, but the
LAPIs make some progress, serving broadacre farms in the
process.

Research observes drawbacks to movements such as
LAPIs, which focus on the promise of the young farmer,
and frame access as the ticket to success. One drawback
is that a tendency to glorify the YBFR and their entry can
divert attention from the true prospects for success and fail-
ure in agriculture, for all farms (Arguelles 2020; Calo 2020;
Minkoff-Zern 2019). The young or beginning farmer can
provide a distraction from the obstacles to persisting and
thriving in a farming profession (Becot and Inwood 2020;
Bruce 2019; Calo 2018; Calo and Corbett 2024; Rissing
2019; Suryanata et al. 2021). It may be that having a LAPI
placates a state’s broader analysis of the types of policies
that are needed to promote the success of young (and all)
farmers and quiets the state’s demand for more supportive
federal policies, including property regime changes (Shoe-
maker 2020, Calo et al. 2021; Roman-Alcala 2024). At the
same time, it could be that having a LAPI provides a state
with a platform to argue for the support that YBFRs need
to address the barriers. We see, for example, in Washing-
ton and Minnesota’s evolving definitions of priority farm-
ers, efforts to serve a greater diversity of farmers who face
steep land access barriers, and with greater precision. With
every iteration, the states provide an official endorsement of
who should get to farm (Graddy-Lovelace 2021; Leslie et
al. 2019; Rosenberg 2016) and whose land access matters
the most (Valliant et al. 2019; Opheim 2016). And they do it
with the LAPI as the vehicle.

Conclusion

We draw lessons from the country’s first state LAPIs for
efforts to enlist policy in facilitating entry into agriculture.
Reflecting on common threads across nine states identifies
gaps and opportunities for the next iterations of LAPIs to
reach a greater diversity of farmers and smaller farm scales.

States’ coalitions are endeavoring to deliver opportu-
nities to young and beginning farmers to rent and/or own
farmland. The LAPIs of the FPPI states also resist develop-
ment pressure by protecting farmland from conversion out
of agriculture. The LAPIs are a rare bright spot in the politi-
cal landscape in that they inspire bipartisan collaboration
and agreement. Otherwise disparate coalitions and legisla-
tures are galvanized by shared values of facilitating farmer
entry and a desire to resist in some small measure the trends

of consolidation and conversion, which remove entry-level
opportunities to farm.

The LAPIs have been designed to place farmers on farms
by serving YBFRs who are in a range of economic posi-
tions. Their net worth tops out at over $1 M, an amount
that reflects the levels of investment necessary to partici-
pate in commodity agriculture. They are as young as 18
years old, with no upper age limit. On their face, the reach
of the LAPIs is broad. Yet comparing states” LAPI reveals
their biases and assumptions as a set of policies. As they are
designed, LAPIs serve thousands of broadacre farm opera-
tions per year but neglect the smaller-scale farms that are a
common route of young farmer entry, but which also pres-
ent barriers to access and tenure and deserve policy support.
This gap reveals an opportunity for future policy iterations
to serve YBFRs more fully.

These novel mechanisms have attracted the participation
of thousands of landowners over the first quarter of the 21st
century, who are now selling or renting their farms to young
and beginning farmers. But at the same time, the barriers
facing young and beginning farmers are growing steeper
and deserve increased systemic investment and policy sup-
port from all corners of society.
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