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Farmers, policy makers, researchers, and extension educa-
tors have long noted the growing concentration of agri-
cultural land ownership among older landowners. Increas-
ingly, those landowners may not live on the farm, or even 
in the same community or state, as the farm. At the same 
time, the barriers faced by beginning farmers continue to 
draw attention. Taken together, these issues raise a number 
of concerns as rising demand for agricultural commodities 
indicates our industry needs “all hands on deck.”

Our agricultural institutions have grappled with the 
issues of farm succession and beginning farmer barriers 
for some time, generating a number of legislative and pro-
gramming responses. Many of these responses treated the 
issues as completely separate. Some programs sought to 
integrate approaches by trying to match exiting and be-
ginning operators or by providing incentives for exiting 
producers to lease land to beginners. Lessons learned from 
both integrated and non-integrated approaches illuminat-
ed the need to address these farm life-cycle issues from a 
holistic view. 

With this perspective in mind, the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture Economic Research Service and Oklahoma 
State University collaborated to organize a meeting of 
agricultural professionals from a broad range of institu-
tions to examine the transitions issue from a number of 
angles and to identify priorities for research and data col-
lection to best inform the future decisions of agricultural 
decision-makers. Held in Washington, D.C., on March 20 
and 21, 2013, the “Transitions in Agriculture” conference 
brought together over 50 professionals from government, 
universities, public and private sector lenders, and farm 
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organizations. A number of these delegates presented in-
formation about some of the unique challenges of agricul-
tural transition from their own personal and professional 
experiences, followed by roundtable discussions of how to 
draw on these experiences. As a result, a broad array of new 
research questions emerged and ideas for new policies and 
programs sprang forth.

The conference organizers wanted to sustain and broad-
en the transitions conversation. Thus, we hope this theme 
issue of Choices will draw the reader into that very conver-
sation. A number of presenters at the conference have been 
invited to share their insights with you in this issue. 

Our issue begins with Derrell Peel, Damona Doye, 
and Mary Ahearn examining the drivers of agricultural 
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transition. The future structure of 
America’s agriculture industry will 
be shaped not only by demographic 
trends, but by a changing global mar-
ketplace. The authors examine how 
these forces are creating an environ-
ment where creative and holistic ap-
proaches to farm transitions will be 
critical.

“Transitions in Agriculture“ im-
plies that as one generation exits the 
farm operation, another will come to 
take its place. In our second article, 
Joy Kirkpatrick explores that implica-
tion. Are our farm operators willing, 
or indeed able, to leave the operation 
while they are alive, or are farm tran-
sitions events that can only take place 
after the founding generation has 
passed away?

Assuming a founding generation 
wants to gradually shift operation of 
the farm to the next generation before 
that passage, does our current policy 
and legal environment provide them 
the means to do so? Shannon Ferrell, 
Rodney Jones, and Michael Boehlje 
examine the tools currently available 

for transitioning the farm to the next 
generation in our third article.

An important part of the found-
ing, growth, maintenance, and tran-
sition of any business is its tax envi-
ronment. In our fourth article, James 
Williamson looks at the tax code and 
the implications some current reform 
proposals could have on the farm tax 
burden, and, indeed, on the farm 
life-cycle.

Having covered several issues rel-
evant to those exiting agriculture, we 
turn our attention to the barriers con-
fronting those looking to enter it. Na-
than Kauffman reviews the impacts 
of the “Great Recession” on credit 
markets, the challenges of beginning 
farmers in securing credit, and the 
possible effects these credit condi-
tions may have on the “buy or lease” 
decision faced by beginning farmers.

Finally, any discussion of transi-
tion issues would be incomplete with-
out examining the social and cultural 
forces that shape our farms and the 
rural communities they form. In our 

last article, Shoshanah Inwood ex-
plains the importance of farmers’ de-
mographic and cultural backgrounds 
in how they view transition decisions. 
She also reviews how personal life-cy-
cle issues such as access to child care 
and healthcare drive these business 
life-cycle decisions.

Our hope is that you will exam-
ine these authors’ work and join us in 
our discussion on how we can create 
policies and programs that can facili-
tate the transition of our farms to the 
next generation while supporting the 
development of our rural communi-
ties and keeping our industry at peak 
efficiency as we strive to meet the 
food, fiber, and fuel needs of a 
growing  world.
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