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by ANDREW FRENCH

There are many ways to go about purchasing farmland, 
such as obtaining a conventional mortgage with income 
from off-farm jobs, financial assistance from family or 
friends, an opportunity to secure a land contract or a long-
term lease with an option to purchase, or securing capital 
from regenerative farming investors. Any one of these op-
tions can help you own land before you have a history of 
farming. 

A conventional loan requires essentially two main 
criteria: a steady paycheck and good credit history. As 
beginning farmers, we don’t necessarily have those things. 
Renting, leasing and interning on other farms are viable op-
tions to pursue in order to build up your income potential, 
credit history and farming experience. After you have been 
farming for three years or more you can apply for an FSA 
Direct Farm Ownership Loan. The main objective for an 
FSA loan is to help finance dedicated farmers who, while 
having a good business plan and positive financial projec-
tions, cannot secure a conventional loan.

When I began farming it was difficult for me to under-
stand how I was going to finance purchasing my first prop-
erty. A conventional mortgage seemed out of the question 
as I was self-employed and creditors don’t seem to consider 
self-employment as actual income. I was fortunate enough 
to find an open-minded couple willing to sell their property 
to me and my then-girlfriend under a land contract. Hiring 
a lawyer helped us cross all our t’s and dot our i’s. We paid 
the owners our earnest money; they cleaned up the prop-
erty, and finally we paid them a 10 percent down payment 
on the purchase price of the land and signed the contract. 
Since the property had no outbuildings and a house that 
was in dire need of repair, we bought it for a low price and 
intended to pay off the contract in less than a dozen years. 

Our basic plan was to build our farm business up to a 
certain level of income and then fund our own efforts to 
build a home and outbuildings out of our own pockets. 
After five pretty stressful years my partner and I ended up 
parting ways. She kept that farm and I went on to look for 
a new property where I could build my farm dreams.

Financing  
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Finding Land, 
Securing Capital
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Unlike a conventional homebuyer, 
our property will be our home and our 
business. I recommend utilizing the 
Regrarians Platform (based on Yeo-
man’s Keyline Scale of Permanence) 
as a tool that can help you view all the 
elements of any potential property. 
With a structure like the Regrarians 
Platform to follow, you can map out 
the essential attributes of each prop-
erty and make your decision based on 
facts, instead of hunches or feelings.

REGRARIANS PLATFORM
1. Climate
2. Geography
3. Water
4. Access
5. Forestry
6. Buildings
7. Fences
8. Soils
9. Economy
10. Energy

The Platform is a series of head-
lines scaled from 1 to 10 — Climate as 
the least changeable aspect of a prop-
erty to Energy as the most change-
able. For instance, when we look at 
a property we can safely assume that 
the climate and geography are going 
to stay relatively constant, whereas 
we can alter access paths, roads and 
water collection with the investment 
of a significant amount of energy and 
capital. Moving along the continuum 
of permanence, we can plant trees, 
build fences and structures, and in-
crease soil fertility with lower energy 
and capital inputs. 

Our Economic and Energy needs 
are the most changeable and dynamic 
aspects of our property and home. 
Having narrowed down my preferred 
neighborhood and community, I was 
focused on the landscape of the area 
and the topography of each property 
I visited, as well as the location of 
the property in relationship to my 
community, resources and access to 
markets. 

HOME SWEET HOME
On any given piece of land, the 

big ticket item will most likely be the 
home in regards to the value of the 
property and taxes. In my 20s I used 
to think that this was crazy as I valued 

land far more than my personal com-
fort. But I can tell you, as someone 
who has built pole sheds, hoop houses 
and a cabin, the costs of building in 
any conventional sense easily adds 
up to thousands of dollars if you end 
up doing it yourself, and tens of thou-
sands of dollars if you end up hiring 
out the labor. Look at it this way — in-
stalling a septic system can run about 
$15,000 on the cheaper side. Drilling 
a well could cost about $10,000. A 
small insulated concrete pad for a 20-
by-30 house may run around $15,000. 
If you built a simple garage-style 2 x 
6 stud wall structure on that for about 
$15,000, installed electric and plumb-
ing for around $4,000 and insula-
tion and drywall for another $3,000, 
you’re looking at a cozy one-room 
cabin for about $62,000 if you are do-
ing most of  the labor yourself. It gets 
even more expensive as you add on 
the permits and fees, and legally you 
may need to pay professionals to do a 
lot of the work. 

As farmers, cash flow is king. We 
need to be able to pay our bills and 
keep the farm rolling along in the bust 
times as well as the boom times. Ex-
penditures on building projects can be 
a significant drain on cash flow. After 
all is said and done, I believe a solid 
house, a good work shed and storage 
space are important investments for 
the peace of mind they provide. Oth-
er structures can be built as needed. 

I’ve had friends buy a beautiful 
property and fully renovate a run-
down farmhouse before they even 
moved onto the land and began farm-
ing. Folks not interested in DIY build-
ing could plop down a trailer and be 
happy, and builder types can build 
cheaper rustic structures like a yurt 
or pole building and enjoy living in 
them for years. The important thing 
for you to note is where your comfort 
level lies. 

When I moved from my old farm, 
I leased a 40-acre farm to provide 
a temporary home for me and my 
animals. When negotiating leases that 
involve farming, make sure that all 
the parameters of your operation are 
clearly laid out in writing for you and 
your landlord. In your lease note ex-
actly what land and which buildings 
you will be using and for what purpos-
es. Make sure that your lease notes the 

responsibilities for both you and your 
landlord. You don’t want anything to 
be unclear, because it’s better for you 
as a farmer to focus on farming rather 
than conflict resolution.

My lease was ending at the end of 
November 2016 so I needed to find a 
new place to live and farm in only a 
few short months. I began my search 
by contacting a realtor who knew the 
area where I wanted to live. I was 
lucky enough to find a great guy, Lee, 
who had lived in the area for 40 years 
with his wife, Cindy, and knew it very 
well. He had been a dairy farmer for 
a number of years and operates a con-
struction and remodeling business in 
the community. He and his wife were 
an integral part of the back-to-the-
land movement and helped organize 
a number of organizations such as a 
farmers’ co-op and the local newspa-
per. 

Lee and I worked together for a 
few weeks looking at a number of 
properties for sale in the area. He 
began to have a better understand-
ing of what I was looking for and I 
began to have a better grasp of what 
kind of properties were available and 
what the price range was for land in 
the area. 

One property we looked at had a 
lot of useful outbuildings and a big 
barn, but I really didn’t like the cin-
derblock house. The land was work-
able, and it was close to a couple 
of my friends, but after running the 
property through the Regrarians Plat-
form, on a scale of 1 to 10 it was a 6. 
Another spread had a lot of land, but 
more than half of it was wooded; it 
was expensive and had higher taxes. 
That property had a wonderful hand-
built home but just one pole shed, and 
the home was set back farther into the 
property with a long driveway, which 
sounds great but roads need a lot of 
upkeep. It scored a 7. 

Another property was priced rea-
sonably, had flat tillable land and 
many big outbuildings and infrastruc-
ture. The home was an old creaky 
farmhouse. I did not like the topog-
raphy or the placement of any of the 
elements on the landscape, so it was 
an uninspiring 4. While talking with 
a friend about these properties, he 
commented, “You can always build a 



Reprinted from                                                      February 2017  • Vol. 47, No. 2

structure, but you’re going to be living 
on the land, and you have to love it.” 

After checking out a number of 
properties I was getting ready to make 
an offer to purchase on the highest-
ranking one. As we were leaving one 
last property, Lee turned to me and 
said, “Well, I may have a place that 
you might be interested in, but it is 
not on the market yet.” I asked him 
where it was and what it was like, and 
he said, “Well, it is my place. My wife 
and I just bought a house in Menomi-
nee, so I am looking to sell.” 

A few days later I met Lee on his 
land to take a tour. As we walked the 
property and looked through their 
home, I began to have a great feeling 
about it. Wherever I looked I could 
see potential. The house was solid and 
cozy, with plenty of space for me and 
a roommate or two if need be. The to-
pography inspired me, and there was 
plenty of tillable land for my needs. 
There were not a lot of outbuildings, 
but again it is much easier to build a 
pole shed than it is to alter the land-
scape. There are many properties out 
there and you will never find the per-
fect one, but you will find the one that 
can fulfill most of your needs. Keep 
an open mind as you tour each prop-
erty. I went back a number of times to 
tour Lee and Cindy’s land with two 
of my good friends as well as my dad 
in order to get their feedback on the 
property. In the end, it is up to you to 
make that offer.

FSA LOANS
While I was touring properties with 

Lee, I was also submitting paperwork 
to the FSA. The FSA requires new ap-
plicants to their loan programs to fill 
out a lot of paperwork to get the pro-
cess started, and it can take 60 days to 
three months to finish. Luckily I had 
been working with Linda, my FSA 
loan officer, since the spring, so we 
were a little ahead of the game. Linda 
was a great help, patiently guiding 
me through the process via meetings, 
emails and phone calls. 

FSA Farm Loans were created as 
a financial bridge for farmers with 
little access to commercial credit. The 
FSA has a number of loans available 
to farmers for land ownership and 
operating expenses as well as emer-

gency funds for disaster relief and 
microloans for small equipment and 
livestock purchases. It’s easy to get 
excited about all the possibilities that 
an FSA loan can provide, but it is im-
portant to remember that a loan has 
to be repaid eventually, and without 
a viable business plan a loan may not 
be the wisest financing choice. There 
are two major phases that you must 
work through in order to secure an 
FSA loan — one is to meet the eligibil-
ity requirements and the other is to 
show the feasibility of your business 
plan and ultimately your ability to 
repay the loan.

There are several factors that will 
determine your eligibility, such as: 
Have you been farming for the last 
three years? Do you have good cred-
it? Are you a U.S. citizen? If you meet 
the criteria, the FSA starts to look 
at the feasibility of your farm opera-
tion. They examine your experience 
and work history, your farming goals 
and the likelihood that you can reach 
them, your production costs and fu-
ture sales figures — pretty much your 
entire operation.

I found that this was a great time to 
go over every last detail of my farm-
ing operation. Examining everything 
up close and personal and filling out 
numerous forms not only helped clar-
ify my entire operation for the FSA 
loan officer, it also helped me under-
stand what I had accomplished thus 
far and to plan for the years ahead. 
Essentially the process is like an audit 
of your farm dream.

It’s best to be extremely honest 
with yourself when you are making 
projections for your future sales and 
expenses. Planning for around 15-20 
percent less sales and 15-20 percent 
more costs is a good way to stay realis-
tic. In a worst-case financial scenario, 
you may be working off the farm to 
make ends meet. That is an extremely 
common situation, and only a small 
percentage of farmers do not have 
some sort of off-farm income. 

In the end it is a numbers game. 
Can you break even after all your 
income and expenses are accounted 
for? Have you accounted for every-
thing from property taxes to vet bills? 
It’s a lot of work getting an accurate 

picture of your financial situation, but 
once it is done, it is done. 

After I passed the eligibility part of 
the process, Linda began to assess the 
feasibility portion of my application. 
She gathered all the information from 
my worksheets and created a financial 
picture of me, my farm and my fu-
ture, making a decision supported by 
analysis of all my data. She needed to 
know if I could succeed according to 
what she could understand and fore-
cast about my future. If my numbers 
added up and supported my business 
plan, then she would recommend that 
my loan be approved by the approval 
officer. If not, my loan application 
would be denied. After working with 
Linda for a month or so I submitted 
my last required form, an accepted 
Offer to Purchase, and she began to 
process the rest of my application and 
come to a decision, which took about 
three weeks.

I passed my feasibility analysis 
and my Direct Farm Ownership loan 
was finally approved. Now we have 
come to the present. The property has 
been appraised and FSA has found it 
acceptable. An acceptable appraisal 
basically means that it doesn’t have 
any drastic soil contamination, it fits 
with the intended use of the farm and 
that it has an operational well and 
septic system. The FSA cannot fi-
nance a loan if your offer to purchase 
is higher than the appraised value of 
the property, as the loan needs to be 
fully secured. At this point, FSA has 
to receive authorization to fund my 
loan, title insurance must be com-
pleted, and I will need to insure the 
property before closing, a date which 
also needs to be set. 

If all goes well, I estimate that clos-
ing will take place about the same 
time as my current lease is over. Lee 
and Cindy have agreed to let me 
move my animals over to the prop-
erty about a month before the closing 
date, which was a generous offer that 
I gladly accepted. They wondered if 
they could keep some of their things 
on the property after closing for a few 
months, and I didn’t see any prob-
lems with that arrangement. It usually 
doesn’t hurt to talk frankly about your 
needs in a negotiation-type situation.
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This whole process takes about 
three months or so, depending on 
when you find a suitable property and 
how long it takes for you to obtain an 
accepted offer to purchase. After the 
initial three months you may have 
to resubmit your application because 
they will need an update on all your 
numbers. My timing wasn’t the best, 
and now I am looking at moving my 
farm for the second time in a year, just 
when the snow may start to fly. Re-
gardless of the perceived difficulties 
ahead of me, life put me in particular 
place at a particular moment, and I 
was able to negotiate the purchase 
of Lee and Cindy’s property directly 
with them before they put their home 
on the market, as I had done with 
the owners of my previous property. 
When you are working directly with 
the seller of a property, don’t hesitate 
to talk about your dreams. As regen-
erative farmers, we are on the cutting 
edge of what it means to be a farmer. 
We are regenerating not only our soils 
and waters, but also our local com-
munities and economies. All of this 
comes down to our daily interactions, 
and if we can find the place where 
dreams and reality collide, we have 
found our home.

Andrew French is a livestock farmer and permac-
ulture designer based in western Wisconsin work-
ing on developing a viable model of regenerative 
pig farming from farrow to finish using a whole 
systems design approach. He can be reached at 
fullboarfarm@gmail.com. Visit fullboarfarm.com 
for more information. 

Acres U.S.A. is the national journal of  
sustainable agriculture, standing virtually 
alone with a real track record — over 35 
years of continuous publication. Each 

issue is packed full of information eco-
consultants regularly charge top dollar 

for. You’ll be kept up-to-date on all of the 
news that affects agriculture — regulations, 

discoveries, research updates, organic 
certification issues, and more.

To subscribe, call

1-800-355-5313
(toll-free in the U.S. & Canada)
512-892-4400 / fax 512-892-4448
P.O. Box 301209 / Austin, TX 78703

info@acresusa.com

Or subscribe online at: 
www.acresusa.com

Regrarians: regrarians.org/about/
the-regrarian-platform
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