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Beginning Farmer Numbers Grow in Nebraska
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Figure 2 also demonstrates the long-term trend regard-
ing the growing number of principal farm operators
over the age of 65. The trend continues to indicate a
rising number of older operators. The effect of this is
a concentration of agricultural assets, such as land,
machinery and livestock, in older hands. Examining
2012 operators as a percentage of the 1982 operators
demonstrates that there has been a reduction in under
35 operators of nearly 65% while the over-65 operator
group has increased by 50%.

Figure 2
Age of Nebraska Farm Operators

Age 1982 2012 %
Under 35 13,436 4,747 35%
35-64 38,030 32,045 84%
Over 65 8,777 13,177 150%
Total 60,243 49,969 83%

Source: Census of Agriculture, NASS

Certainly farm profitability has significantly impacted
long-term trends regarding the age of operators. An-
other factor may be the rise in popularity of “Farmer’s
Markets” and the buy local phenomena. The increase

in the labor-intensive organic or direct marketing
type of farming is naturally suited for beginners.
This type of farming operation requires lower capi-
tal investment while demanding more physical la-
bor. That mix is well suited for beginners. One
can also argue that programs such as Nebraska’s
Beginning Farmer Tax Credit Program and
USDA'’s beginning farmer programs such as Tran-
sition Incentives Program (TIP) and FSA begin-
ning farmer loans have had a beneficial effect as
well.

Table 1 demonstrates the change in the number of
principal operators in the under 35 age group from
the 2007 Census of Agriculture to that of 2012.
Nebraska shows an increase of 1,394 compared
with South Dakota’s increase of 534. Illinois
shows an increase of 371 and Colorado shows an
increase of 103. Kansas gained 1 beginner while
both Iowa and Minnesota lost 36 and 213, respec-
tively.

Even though there is some “light at the end of the
tunnel” with the increase in younger operators in
Nebraska, much still needs to be done to encourage
older farm operators to mentor and coach a succes-
sor so their farming or ranching business has a
chance to continue after the retirement and/or death
of the older operator. The health of rural Ne-
braska’s communities depends on viable farming
businesses succeeding in the future

Table 1. State Comparison of Beginning Farmers Under Age 35

Number of Beginning

Farmers by Year

Change as
State 2007 2012 Change % of 2007
South Dakota 2,355 2,889 + 534 +22
Iowa 6,278 6,242 -36 -1
Kansas 4,326 4,327 +1 0
Colorado 1,806 1,909 +103 +6
Minnesota 5,117 4,904 -213 -4
Illinois 4,696 5,067 + 371 +8
Nebraska 3,353 4,747 + 1394 +4
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