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Agenda

Quick stats on rented lands

Overview: Landowners & Farmers partnering for clean water in 
the great lakes

Incentives offered to Landowner/Tenant Pairs for Conservation 
Implementation

Lessons learned from the Genesee Watershed, so far…



Percent of Land in Farms Rented or Leased, 2012

38% of U.S. farmland is leased

Land in farms (ac) Rented (ac) % rented
New York: 7,183,576 1,957,275 27%

Allegany 150,383 34,566 23%
Genesee 187,317 66,323 35%
Livingston 194,945 63,887 33%
Monroe 133,041 37,121 28%
Orleans 135,090 43,056 32%
Wyoming 225,864 73,692 33%



Rented Farmland
in the Genesee Watershed
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30%
rented



Who owns the rented lands?
31% are owned by non-operating landowners: those who own 
agricultural land but do not operate it themselves

• Resident or Absentee
• Motivations for Owning Vary-

-Investors, Recreational 
Interests, Family Interests, 
Former farmers

• Non-operator landlords—
those who own ag land and
rent it to a farm operator



More women!

In the next 20 years, 70% of private farmland will 
change hands with the percentage owned by women 
going up

One projection: estimates 
women aged 60 to 80 
owning as much as 75% of 
the farmland that changes 
hands in the next 20 years



What we know about non-operating 
landowners
Tenure, Ownership, & Transition of Agricultural Land Survey, 2014
◦ 39% of 911 million acres (368,668,620 hectares) of farmland in the US is 

rented.
◦ Women make up 37% of agricultural landlords.
◦ For those farmers who rent land, most rent from multiple landlords.
• 57% of rented acres are renewed annually.

New York Rented Lands
• Most rental agreements are for a 5-year term; allows landowner to participate 

in agricultural assessment and reduce tax burden on land that is farmed.
• NY dairies typically rent 30 to 50 % of crop acres



What is Great Lakes Conservation 
Connect?

A collaborative partnership of conservation agencies 
focused on engaging both women non-operator 
landowners and farmer tenants to work together to 
increase conservation practices on their land. 

We know that…
◦ Need more than a year for many conservation practices
◦ Lots of land is rented, and majority in annual leases
◦ NOLs relationship to ag varies greatly – from former farmer 

to 2 generations removed

We think that…
◦ Farmers who want to implement conservation practices on 

their rented ground benefit from landowners who 
understand and appreciate the additional management



Our Goal – more conservation on rented farmland

Developing & piloting a set of tools, including: 
◦ Innovative communication & education 

strategies
◦ Women landowner conservation learning 

circles
◦ Farmer workshops 
◦ Retailer interviews and engagement
◦ Unique farmer/landowner incentives package



Farmer outreach
Standalone workshops on:
◦ Leasing
◦ “Retain your rented land”
◦ Building good relationships

Adding on to existing outreach:
◦ Soil health annual meetings
◦ Field days
◦ Local conference agendas



Retailer outreach PARM, a project of the IPM institute, is leading 
ag retailer outreach for the GLCC project. 

What is the benefit to ag retailers?

• Additional serviced acres that are using cover crops, variable rate technology, strip-till, 
subsurface fertilizer application and more. 

• Extended leases means securing your clientele. 
• Request several of our brochures as handouts to your clients! Pass these out at your 

next grower meeting! Contact Julia@partnershipfarm.org. 

Landowners, growers and retailers can access 
additional resources at the Farmland Information 
Center:
https://www.farmlandinfo.org/landowner-
options/lease-your-land



Conservation learning circles for women 
landowners

Peer-to-peer learning, acknowledges 
women as the experts & decision makers 
on their own land.

Conservation staff (Women) participate in 
discussion – no hierarchy, no lectures

Meetings without men for the first part of 
the day

9 am – 3 pm: morning discussion + farm 
visits to see practices on the ground and 
discuss with farmer and staff



Common topics…
Soil Health

Water Quality

Pollinators/habitat

Leaving your legacy… with conservation in mind

Talking with your farmer/conservation and leasing

Holistic farm management 

Forest management



Why women?

There are a lot of them and they are interested! (From Carolyn 2005, Eells et 
al 2008, Breghendal & Hoffman 2011, Secchi et al. 2014):

Particularly interested in conservation

Deeply committed to healthy farmland, farm families and farm communities

Under represented in farmland conservation programs

We are not currently reaching them

Our audience is changing and we need to change too!



Creating a space FOR WOMEN…

How do I tell my farmer that I’m 
concerned that my soil isn’t 

alive anymore?

I feel like there is some kind of secret 
society I don’t belong to with an alphabet 

soup of acronyms

My dad taught me 
that if you take care 

of the land it will 
take care of you

I have to remind my advisors that I 
am the landowner, not my husband

I realized today 
that I am not 

alone.

My husband died last month and 
I don’t know where to start…

I had to become the bitch of the 
neighborhood for a while to get my 
tenant to fix some problems I saw 

in the fields

©L Balek, McHenry County Land Conservancy



My impressions…
Hungry for knowledge, not sure how to get it. 

Interested in detail/technical

Farmer is the expert – family, community 
harmony is important

Want to talk with farmer more, but don’t want 
to burden

“All the chemicals…”

Leasing – you can change it!

Succession planning, love the land



Learning circles work
WFAN surveys – 50-70% take a conservation 
action

AFT research – 72% took a conservation action

Nearly half talked to a family member about 
conservation

32% implemented practices

Nearly a quarter spoke with their renter about 
conservation

20% reached out to resource professionals

13% spoke with their renter about the meeting



Learning circles in New York
Cornell Cooperative Extension’s Role
Launch a communications campaign 

Create a toolkit of informational materials

Empower women landowners and farmers to develop stronger relationships

Involve the agricultural retailer community in providing support and encouragement

Engage and train state and local agency and non-government organization staff to expand 
outreach and education



Learning circles in New York
Learning Circle Environment

Conversational
Peer to Peer Learning
Facilitated Discussion
Demonstrations
Tours
Strictly Women 

At least in the beginning



Learning circles in New York

• Soil Health and Your Land (3)
• Conservation Values – Your Land is Your 

Legacy (3)
• Conservation and Farmland Leasing –

Talking with Your Farmer (1)
• Holistic Management (1)
• Forest Management (1)

Topics



Learning circles in New York (n=8)
Soil Health Related Topics:  Please indicate your confidence in the various topics below and after 
today’s meeting, on a scale where 1=No Confidence, 2=Somewhat Confident, 3= Confident, 4=Very 
Confident

Before Meeting After 
Meeting

Knowing Conservation Practices available for my farmland. 1.63 3.00

Describing conservation objectives on my land. 2.13 3.06

Making decisions that improve the sustainability of my land by developing a conservation plan. 2.00 3.00

Seeking assistance from a natural resource professional to put new conservation practices on my land 1.88 3.50

Discussing the use of conservation practices on my land with my renter. 1.28 2.56

Discussing the use of conservation practices on my land with my family. 1.31 3.13

Discussing the use of conservation practices on my land with my co-owners. 2.00 2.80

Asking my renter to use certain conservation practices on my land. 1.56 2.62

Knowing technical and financial assistance available to me to implement conservation practices. 1.50 2.37



Learning circles in New York (n=11)
Sustainable Ag Lease :  Please indicate your confidence in the various topics below and after today’s meeting, on a scale where 
1=No Confidence, 2=Somewhat Confident, 3= Confident, 4=Very Confident

Before After

Knowing the different types of leases that can be developed for farmland rental. 1.90 2.73

Discussing the leasing terms with my renter that could make the adoption of conservation 
practices on my land less risky for him/her, such as a multi-year lease.

2.00 3.09

Discussing the incorporation of conservation practices in leasing arrangements with my family 
or co-owners.

1.90 3.00

Developing a written lease that is satisfactory to me. 2.10 3.18

Knowing where to seek technical assistance on developing farmland lease arrangements. 1.56 3.36



Learning circles in New York
As a result of this meeting, 
how likely are you to discuss your leasing arrangement with your 
renter?

WNOLs in New York (n=11)
◦64% indicated very likely!!
◦Average Age – 67.5
◦Average Acres Owned – 147.4



Learning circles in New York (n=16)
Your Land as Your Legacy :  Confidence in: Before 

Meeting 
After 

Meeting

Knowing what matters most to me for the future of my farmland. 2.50 3.44

Knowing who to contact to assist me in achieving my goals for the 
future of my farmland.

1.94 3.38

Understanding the vocabulary regarding succession/estate planning. 1.88 3.25

Understanding the vocabulary regarding land transfer. 1.76 3.00

Knowing who to call for help on land transfer decisions. 2.09 3.38

Knowing who to call for help on achieving the succession goals I have 
for my land.

2.00 3.38

Understanding how ownership affects succession options. 1.94 3.44

Understanding the difference between fair and equal in my situation. 2.31 3.44

Understanding how conservation easements work. 1.82 3.44

Understanding how conservation easements can affect farm 
succession and farmland transfer.

1.69 3.36



Learning circles in New York
Lessons Learned
Identifying and recruiting WNOLs to participate in Learning Circles requires 
◦ Innovative Marketing
◦ Targeted Invitations
◦ A Local Connection
◦ Offering an Opportunity for them to “find out what they are getting into”



Incentives for Conservation 
Implementation on Rented Land
•Free Consultation with Conservation Professional
•Free Soil Health Test
•80% Cost sharing up to $1,500 for:
• Seed for Cover Crop Implementation on Rented Land
• Legal Fees to Develop a Flexible Lease to Allow the Farmer to Implement 

Conservation Practices
• Implementation of Variable Rate Fertilizer Application Technology on Rented 

Land



Questions?
Joan Sinclair Petzen

Farm Business Management Specialist

nwnyteam.cce.cornell.edu

36 Center Street, Suite B, Warsaw, NY 14569 | JSP10@Cornell.edu

Office 585.786.2251, Ext. 122 | Mobile: 716.378.5267


