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Vermont is focing an increasing loss of ogricu|’ruro| land to o|eve|opmen’r and an aging farm
community with few identified successors. At the same time, new and beginning farmers are
encountering rising land costs, nigner copi’ro| access costs, and farms with land and infrastructure
that don't meet their needs. These cno”enges are forcing the next generation of farmers to
consider new models for accessing and owning land. This project examined three of those models
to determine their histories, structures, and current states. The goo|s of the project were to share
the po’ren’rio| benefits and cno”enges of each model with farmers exp|oring different models of
land access and to inform advocates and po|icymokers about the need for new opproocnes to
farmland access.



Collaborative or co-ownership of land by multiple farmers and/or farm
businesses:

In 2021, a group of four farmers established The Farm Upstream (TFU) to grow a few wholesale crops

on leased land in central Vermont. They wanted to fry fqrming ’rogefher before Fu”y committing to the
possibi|i’ry of co-owning land and fransitioning away from their full-time jobs. In their second year, ‘rhey
expanded, securing two additional leases and doubling farm revenue. By the end of the 2022 season, they
were confident enough in their model to begin seeking land to purchose.

They identified a property in Jericho, the Lee River Farm, that met their criteria and was potentially for
sale. The 50+ acre farm property has roughly 20 acres of prime tillable soils, a consistent water source,
direct market access to neorby town centers, and on-site retail opportunities. In addition to the tillable
acreage, the property has an older farmhouse, |orge barn, mu|+ip|e ouTbui|o|ings, and an additional

5+ open acres suitable for perennio|s and livestock o|ong the river. It has the po’renﬂo| to support the
expansion of these farm businesses and to become a permanent hub for growing food and building
community.

Another farmer, the owner of Bone Mountain Farm, was also interested in Lee River Farm. He had similar
goo|s fo expond and relocate his vegefob|e farm business away from his current Hood—prone location.
After hearing of each other’s shared interest in purchasing the property, the farmers of TFU and Bone
Mountain Farm begon exp|oring the idea of co||oboro+ive|y purchosing the land and |eosing it to their
individual farm businesses.

The Vermont Land Trust and the Jericho Underhill Land Trust worked with the landowners to permanently
protect Lee River Farm with an agricultural conservation easement. Once the easement was in place, the
five farmers formed Lee River, LLC, the landholding entity with five members, and purchased the farm
property in 2023.

Community land trust-owned land with a long-term farmer lease:

Milkweed Farm begon as a smo||, diversified vege+0b|e farm on one acre of leased land in Bro’rﬂeboro,
Vermont, in 2017. For the first two seasons, the owner worked part-time se||ing at farmers’ markets and to
local restaurants. After two seasons, the farmer relocated operations to another property, Jroking a short-
term lease on two acres in Guilford and receiving additional part-time help from their partner. In 2020,
they began selling vegetables through a small CSA and through wholesale to local food hubs and food
CO-0ps. With the grow’rh of the business, the owner was able to shift to working full-time on the farm. In
2021, despite sales growth, the farm’s land tenure instability made future planning impossible.

The farmers began exploring a land opportunity at Earth Bridge Community Land Trust (EBCLT) in
Westminster West. EBCLT is a small, member-run non-profit organization that owns and stewards about
400 acres of rural land in Vermont and New Hampshire. About 50 members have long-term leases on
the land while owning their homes and other improvements. When Milkweed Farm approached EBCLT,
they learned that an EBCLT member was planning to sell their farmhouse and all farm infrastructure
(inc|uding several greenhouses and high tunnels, a well and irrigation system, half-acre orchard, and a few
smaller oqubui|o|ings) and transfer their 89-year ground lease to someone else who would farm the land.

In 2022, Milkweed Farm purchased the improvements, and the 10-acre leasehold was transferred without
a habitable house. In 2022, Milkweed Farm assumed the long-term lease and purchased the existing
infrastructure with the intention of rep|ocing the existing home.



Nonprofit ownership of land with a long-term farmer lease:

In 2020, a historic, 200-acre Vermont organic dairy farm came up for sale in Tunbridge. The property had
140 forested acres and 60 acres of open posiure|ond conserved ihrougn an ogricu|’ruro| easement with the
Vermont Land Trust. The property also had a ’rurn—of—’rne—cen’rury farmhouse, an enormous old stock barn,
stables, silos, and many other barns and ou’rbui|dings, F|ying Dog Farm, a local gross—bosed livestock farm,
had been seorcning for more pasture to graze its beef cattle, pigs, and sneep, but the purcnose price of
the historic farm was beyond their reach.

Through a series of conversations, Flying Dog Farm, members of the 4-Town Coalition (a grassroots-based
effort for local nousing and conservation p|onning), and an atforney from the Center for AgricuHure

and Food Systems at the Vermont Law School became the founding members of The White River Land
Collaborative. The WRLC was based around a vision to transform the former dairy farm into a hub that
would support sustainable ogricu|’ruro| enterprises, forest s’rewordsnip, and community activities. Needing
more time to structure the non—proﬁi entity, p|on for its future land strategies, and raise copiio| for the
future land purchase, the WRLC proposed that the VLT buy the farm and lease it back to WRLC. The
p|on was for F|ying Dog Farm and possib|y other farm enterprises to sublease the pastures and farmhouse
from the WRLC. VLT had used a similar buy-hold-sell model on other properties, allowing individual
farmers to lease from them, build their businesses, and even’ruo||y purcnose the farm. The Vermont Land
Trust agreed to the plan, bought the farm in 2021, and gave WRLC five years to raise the capital they
needed to purcnose the property.

Affordability vs. Equity
. Aicicordobih’ry ’roo|s, such as conservation easements, can reduce the cost of land but can also limit
the farmer’s capacity fo build equity in the land asset.
«  Shared ownership in the land can reduce purchose cost, but can also reduce the capacity fo build
equity.
+ Those engaging in collaborative land access models should focus on income from operations and
on diversified ways fo build equity (retirement savings, purchose of other |ond/|'iousing).

Secure land tenure
+ Long-term, |ego||y enforceable tenure agreements are critical for farmers to invest in and grow
their businesses.
+ Long-term leases can provide some security but have greater risks than ownersnip. Even well-
’rnougn’r—ou’r lease agreements can include |onguoge that conflicts with farm activities or creates a
power imbalance between lessee and lessor.

Values and Land Ideology
«  Farmers’ values are often an important part of the decision to e><p|ore alternative land access
models.
+  Values can impact decisions around ownersnip, governance, and s’rewordsnip. T|’iey may not o|ign
with norms for |ego| structure or access to copi’ro|.
+ Integrating community goo|s or indigenous perspectives into models can increase comp|e><iiy, which
may not o|ign with existing social, financial, and |ego| frameworks.



Scale and farm type

Land and infrastructure often do not o|ign with the new farmers’ needs or goo|s. A comprehensive
assessment of the land and infrastructure is essential to undersionding the property's costs and
limitations.

P|onning for collaborative usage and po‘ren‘rio| future growih should be done as eor|y as possib|e to
avoid conflicts or limitations to business viobi|iiy.

Financial Feasibility

New models can be challenging for lenders to assess and support. Local lenders have been more
open fo considering collaborative projects, as ihey may have greater f|e><ibi|iiy in underwri’ring and
loan approval processes.

Some |ending programs have structural barriers that go beyond Finoncing requirements and are
tailored toward traditional fomi|y structures and forming models.

Financial p|onning for both farm enterprises and the land ho|ding enftity is essential to ensure |ong-
ferm viobi|i’ry. Even if profiiobihiy is not the goo|, there needs to be a p|on in p|oce to cover the
costs of ownership and upkeep.

Financial ob|igo‘rions, inc|uding lease and membership payments, should be fransparent and

detailed.

Legal and Tax Considerations

Lego| and financial structures should be determined as eor|y in the process as possib|e to avoid
cos’r|y mistakes.

Finding |ego| and tax professiono|s with farm experience and who are open to e><p|oring novel
approaches can be challenging.

Using separate |ond-ho|ding and operating entities can create opportunities for f|e><ibi|iiy in
ownership and poien‘rio”y reduce risk to farm operations if a member wishes to leave.

Housing and Infrastructure

Farm housing is a common cho||enge, with many farms hoving sub-standard structures or housing
that doesn’t meet the needs of the new farmers.

Regu|oiions or easements can limit opftions for exponded housing opftions, inc|uding rnu|iifomi|y
units.

Easements have a proFound impact on the obi|iiy fo access finoncing for housing improvements,
moking it very difficult for farmers to access enough copiio| to renovate or build. Even if farmers
are able to access the copi‘ro| to build or renovate, the impact of the easement on the value of the
improvement will mean that the farmer is |osing a significon‘r amount of equity.

Governance and Conflict Resolution

Clear governance structures are essential and are easier to deve|op when farmers are in the
positive stages of project deve|opmeni. They can provide structures for resolution when/if conflict
arises later.

Non-profii ownership structures have more comp|e>< governance and reporting requirements that
require specio|ized expertise fo deve|op and maintain.

Values can be in’regroied into |ego| structures. Cooperative princip|es can be opp|ied to a Limited
Liobi|iiy structure, o||owing for the benefits of cooperation with the comp|e><iiies of the Cooperative
|ego| structure.

Succession p|onning should be in‘regroied info any |ego| structure and p|onning process.
Multi-member entities may include non-Forrning members who can bring different priorities and
values to the process.



Project development recommendations:

. Deve|op project structure as eor|y in the process as possib|e with attention to governance, conflict
resolution, and exit. |o|eo||y, |ego| structure and governance frameworks are defined before the
land purchase.

+  Create project financials that can demonstrate the capital investment needs and the ongoing costs
of the land holding entity to ensure long-term viability. Profitability does not necessarily need to be
a goo|, but there needs to be a p|cm to cover costs. Be conservative in financial projections and, if
possib|e, deve|op a copi’ro| reserve.

. |o|en’rify goo|s and values of all involved parties eor|y in project deve|opmen+. Work to o|eve|op
mechanisms for b0|oncing diﬁ(ering views and ensuring ’rhey will not impact |ong—’rerm viobi|i’ry.

Policy recommendations:
+  Continue deve|oping conservation programs that offer greater f|exibi|i’ry in ownership and housing
models. This could include shared equity ownership models and multifamily dwellings.

+  Increase unders’ronding among copifo| providers of collaborative land access models. Reform
|eno|ing guidehnes for more f|exibi|i’ry re|c1’ring fo mu|+ip0r’ry purchose and operating loans.




