It matters who owns the land. The future of our soil, of our food, and of our rural

economies depends on the next generation of farmers and ranchers. These producers,
innovators, businesspeople, and environmental stewards link us all to the land in a fundamental
relationship between humanity and ecology. If we are committed to the health of our people,
our landscapes, and our democracy, we must strive to give farmers and ranchers a greater
stake in the land.
The Benevolent Investor’s Guide (BIG) is intended for private investors - high net worth
individuals, family foundations, and others - who are interested in building community wealth,
sustainable agriculture and resilient landscapes. It advocates a principled approach to investing
across a spectrum of expectations for social and financial returns, with the goal of helping more
farmers own their land.
The BIG offers a set of principles as a jumping off point, documents ‘real world’ case studies to
learn from, and hopes to inspire investors to let generosity flow into our small-scale agrarian
economies. Specifically, it:
● Describes approaches to investing in farmer ownership of land, where investors are
connected directly with farmers.
● Illustrates these approaches with case studies of farmers and investors around the
country.
● Explores common themes; identifying opportunities and risks when investing in
farmer-owned land.
● Helps investors evaluate potential opportunities for investing in the future of
family-owned farms.
Why is the BIG needed now? We are entering an unprecedented farm succession crisis.
Seventy percent of the nation’s agricultural land is expected to change hands in the next two
decades, yet the incoming generation of family farmers can’t seem to get a foothold. In fact,

obstacles to starting a successful farm have never been greater. Agriculture is being
consolidated, and ownership of the means of production is becoming less equitable. Farmland
has become unaffordable to most farmers.
Succession crisis
● American farmers and ranchers are older as a group than they’ve ever been-- a full third
of them are now over 65.
● The number of beginning farmers declined by 20% in just 5 years.
● 70% of the nation’s agricultural land is expected to change hands in the next 20 years.
(University of Vermont, Farm LASTS Report).
Consolidation
● The total number of US farms is going down, but average farm size is going up. US farms
that occupy 2,000 acres or more represent only 4% of total farms, but 55% of all US
farmland.
● The quickest-growing farming sectors are not producing food for human consumption:
Corn and soybeans now account for more than half of all US cropland harvested.
Unaffordable land
● Land values are bid up by the rural-residential real estate market, outside investors, and
agricultural “bubble” commodities like ethanol crops, tree nuts, & wine grapes.
● The cost of the average acre of farmland increased 36% between 2007 - 2012.
● Revenues from diversified family farms are rarely sufficient for a farmer to qualify for
conventional mortgage financing.
(Data from The USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service unless otherwise noted)

When family farms fall off the map, it’s hard to get them back. Without younger farmers
occupying our productive lands, we stand to lose social, economic and ecological resilience:
Rural communities are vacated, rural businesses become untenable, rural lands are either
consolidated or taken out of production, and we lose our human stewardship connection to the
land.
How can we help? In a 2011 national survey by the National Young Farmers Coalition, beginning
farmers themselves said what they need most is better access to land and credit. This
guidebook is a response to both.
The challenges are immense for our next generation of farmers; but so is the opportunity for
change. A social movement around food and agriculture is underway, and city-dwellers are
hungry for more connection to place. Private investors with patient, flexible capital can play a
vital role in the preservation of agricultural land and the ability of the next generation of
farmers to sustain the land, their families and their communities.
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Timeline:
● May 31 - Interviews, contributions sought and collected
● June 13 - “Preview” of findings for presentation at “Changing Hands, Changing Lands”
conference, CO
● August 11 - Final draft ready for review by advisory team
● September 15 - Publication
Note: A great deal of the groundwork for the guidebook has already been completed. An
excellent team of advisors has offered input, several case studies are underway, and some of
the chapter text has been written.

Budget:
Research, writing & editing

$14,880

Graphic design & layout

$2,440

Printing production and distribution

$3,000

Travel/conferences

$1,500

Overhead and project management (15%)

$3,273

TOTAL BUDGET

$25,093
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Institution (CDFI).
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