
Loan Forgiveness
Breaking Down Barriers for Beginning Farmers

Wisconsin’s farms and agricultural businesses 
generate more than $88.3 billion in economic 
activity and 413,500 jobs.  Although agriculture is 
a critical component of Wisconsin’s economy, the 
state’s farmer population is aging.  In Wisconsin, 
the average age of farmers is 56.5.  Ninety-one 
percent of the farmer population in Wisconsin 
is over age 35,  compared to 64% in the state’s 
workforce overall. 

There are many young people interested in farming, 
but the high cost of farmland and the burden of 
student loans prevent them from getting started.  

Student Debt a Major Hurdle for 
Aspiring Farmer Entrepreneurs
According to a survey of over 700 individuals 
conducted by the National Young Farmer Coalition, 
29% of respondents said that they didn’t pursue 
farming, or were waiting to pursue farming, because 
their student loan debt was more than a farming 
salary would support.  Between 2007 and 2012, the 
number of beginning farmers actually fell by 20%.  

In a recent article titled, “How Student Loans are 
Crushing Millennial Entrepreneurialism,” entre-
preneur Micha Kaufman notes that “Would-be 
entrepreneurs hamstrung by student debt are more 
likely to keep their current jobs and less likely to 
launch new businesses that could create new jobs. 
The fears we have individually of being swallowed 
by mounting student loan payments are swallowing 
the more prosperous future economy we could be 
building.” 
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Data Source: USDA Agriculture Resource Management Survey

IMPACT OF STUDENT LOANS ON FARM PLANS
National Young Farmer Coalition Survey - 2015

I’m currently farming but have to rely on another 
income (mine or a partner’s) to help pay my 
student loans.

42.11%

I’m currently farming but haven’t been able 
to grow my business because of student loan 
pressure.

28.08%

I had to quit because my student loan debt 
was too burdensome.

5.68%

I can’t get other credit because of my student 
loan balance.

19.56%

I didn’t pursue farming, or am waiting to start 
farming, because my student loan debt is 
more than a farming salary would support.

29.65%

Other 18.93%

Most U.S. farmers are 55 or older.

4.4% 
29.9%
34.9%
30.8%

Less than 35 years old 

35-54 years old

55-64 years old

65 and older 

Rising Farmland Costs are a Barrier to Beginning Farmers 
The high cost of farmland also deters would-be farmers from getting started.  Over the past several decades, 
farmland costs have risen steadily.  Land constitutes one of the single largest expenses in beginning a new farming 
operation.  In recent years, large investment funds have been purchasing large tracts of farmland, such as the 2012 
purchase of 9,800 acres in Grant County by UBS AgriVest, a unit of Swiss banking firm UBS.  The company paid 
$67.5 million (nearly $7,000 per acre) for the land.  A beginning farmer is hard-pressed to compete against a 
multinational corporation when bidding for farmland.



Student Loan Forgiveness 
for Beginning Farmers
The state of New York has a program 
to offset student loan debt for beginning 
farmers, allowing them to invest more 
heavily in their farming operations. 

Wisconsin Rep. Mark Spreitzer has 
developed similar legislation for 
Wisconsin farmers. Under the proposal,
individuals who are residents of 
Wisconsin and whose primary occu-
pation is to operate a small farm are 
eligible for the program, if they begin 
farming no later than five years after 
obtaining an associate or baccalaureate 
degree, completing a farm and industry 
short course, or obtaining the technical 
college diploma or certificate.  Farmers 
must continue farming for 5 years after 
receiving state support or face a penalty. 

Wisconsin Farmers Union supports such a program to provide debt relief for beginning farmers.

Strengthen Wisconsin’s Anti-Corporate Farming Law
Many Midwestern states including South Dakota, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Iowa, Minnesota, Nebraska, 
Missouri, and Kansas have prohibitions on corporate ownership of farms or farmland.  Wisconsin does too, via 
state statute 182.  However, the law has several significant loopholes, and it only applies to corporations with 15 
or more shareholders, not closely-held corporations, no matter how large.  A beginning farmer competing for 
land with a multi-million dollar corporation doesn’t stand a chance.  The Wisconsin legislature could strengthen 
Wisconsin’s anti-corporate farming law to level the playing field for beginning farmers.

Supporting Beginning Farmers: What can the state do?
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Above: Student debt is one of many challenges that may be faced by 
beginning farmers, like these 2016-2017 participants in the 
National Farmers Union’s Beginning Farmers Institute. The 
national program recognizes the barriers challenging new and 
young farmers.

Wisconsin Farmers Union is a member-driven farm 
organization committed to enhancing the quality 

of life for family farmers, rural communities and all 
people through educational opportunities, 

cooperative endeavors and civic engagement.  
Learn more at www.wisconsinfarmersunion.com.


