
A new generation sees superior management 
skills as key to successful business expansion

Young farmers are tackling 
new growth opportunities as a 
generation of farmers begin exiting 
the business. But this change hasn’t 
been easy by any stretch. Just ask 
the farmers who are going through 
it firsthand: folks like grant, Den-
nis, Duane and Blake noland of 
Blue mound, Ill.

In the past five years, the noland 
grain operation has more than 
doubled in size, to 5,500 acres — 
and there’s no letup in sight. 

“We’re going to see more growth 
in the next five years than we have 
in the past 10,” predicts 32-year-old 
grant, who manages the business 
with his uncle Dennis. 

The nolands are on the front 
lines of sweeping change in u.s. ag-
riculture. farm futures’ most recent 
surveys show 20% of farmers plan 
to leave the business in the next five 
years, and the main reason is not 
poor prices (see story on Page 32) 
but simply age — they’re ready to 
find a new role as the farm’s board 

chairman or senior partner, or sim-
ply take on new life challenges. 

The result is that growth oppor-
tunities are coming fast and furious 
for young farmers. But the avenues 
to grow that worked for Dad won’t 
work today. 

“We knew that to stay competi-
tive and have a good quality of life, 
we had to expand the farm, and 
couldn’t do it just by owning our 
own land or focusing on our own 
immediate area,” says Duane, 

grant’s father.
Instead, they’re ramping up 

management skills as the business 
expands. 

“We knew we could see some 
pretty drastic financial impacts if 
we made no effort to get better as 
we got bigger,” adds grant. “We saw 
that even when the farm went from 
2,500 to 4,000 acres. It stresses you 
in so many ways, from timeliness to 
finding competent help.”

Duane, 60, farmed with his father 
in the 1980s and ’90s after a brief 

career in banking. He served as a 
state senator and now is Ceo at 
the state’s rural electric cooperative 
association, but still comes home 
to help at planting and harvest. 
Dennis, 55, manages most of the 
agronomy and equipment, while 
grant, who worked at aDm after 
college, looks after the books and 
marketing. Blake, 30, helps with 
farm work but also has a full-time 
job in the seed industry. 

Growth plan
grant returned to the farm in 2009 
as grain prices began to boom. “The 
farm was in good shape finan-
cially, but we needed to decide if 
we wanted to grow to compete and 
afford new technology. and, if so, 
how?” he says. 

The nolands drew up three- and 
five-year growth plans that focused 
not just on expansion, but also bet-
ter management and lower produc-
tion costs. They spent three years 
developing and growing their brand 
and putting a marketing plan to-
gether to let people know they were 
looking to grow. They talked to 
current landlords while developing 
a prospect list for new landowners. 

“We went from a business that 
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have accepted more of the work 
load, and we feel the price point 
should reflect that,” he adds. “obvi-
ously, our suppliers should make 
money, too, but ultimately they’re 
never touching the product if we’re 
picking up, storing and applying 
the product, so they have less or no 
cost involved. We want our price to 
reflect that.”

interDepenDenCe
another sea change in today’s 
young manager mentality is a focus 
on interdependence, not indepen-
dence. grant helped organize an in-
formal peer group of young farmers 
who also work in multi-generation 
farms — many who share similar 
management challenges. They not 
only collaborate on volume dis-
count input buying, but also offer 
advice and share information, like 
current market rates for labor.

“I strongly believe interdepen-

for 28%, 32% and liquid starter 
fertilizer.  

“We’ve been a lot more conscious 
about costs,” says Duane. “We made 
those changes so we can take deliv-
ery and buy when prices are best.”

The farm has become much 
more conscious of the vendors they 
work with, too. Buying decisions 
aren’t just based on relationships or 
loyalty. 

“It’s created more management 
work than in the past when you 
provided someone a list of every 
product you needed for the year,” 
admits grant. “now we identify 
each input separately and identify 
each company we need to work 
with. We informally have them 
compete through a bid sheet, but 
long term we want to have sustain-
able relationships with the suppliers 
we work with. 

“By having our own storage and 
doing our own applications, we 

wasn’t viewed as interested in 
growth to actively portraying our-
selves as interested in growth,” says 
grant.

for a few years nothing hap-
pened — until 2011 when new cash 
rent opportunities trickled in. They 
soon began to get calls from owners 
looking for a new tenant and refer-
rals from friends — mostly word of 
mouth. The farm began to grow at a 
5% to 10% annual clip. 

new ChallenGeS
With that growth came a whole 
host of management and financial 
challenges. Their first goal was to 
lower costs and raise revenue by 
taking more control of input and 
sales decisions and applications. 
The nolands added on-farm storage 
to help identify the most advan-
tageous end users. The farmers 
converted an old machinery shed to 
store dry fertilizer and added tanks 
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Three generations of Noland farmers: Dennis (left), Duane, Hudson, Blake and Grant.
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prefers business and management 
chores. They defer to each other’s 
expertise to create more overall 
efficiency.

“Two years ago we decided it was 
more important in my role for me 
to work on the business and less in 
the business — to focus on looking 
at everything within our opera-
tion, line item by line item, from a 
cost and revenue component,” says 
grant. 

adds Duane: “We needed some-
one who was focusing on manage-
ment and planning year around — 
not just doing books in the winter. 

sure quality does not slip during 
a growth spurt. They also want to 
keep learning from the mountains 
of data that are being collected in 
their operation. on the manage-
ment side, the nolands use granu-
lar, a cloud-based program that 
helps track logistics and other key 
benchmarks (see Page 44 for more). 

another challenge is to make 
sure the right people are focusing 
on the right tasks. expansion has 
allowed each person to develop 
their own special strengths.  In the 
nolands’ case, Dennis prefers crops 
and equipment work, while grant 

big farmland shifT coming
it’s no secret that the farm population is getting long in the tooth. a 2014  
usda survey showed that about a third of principal farm operators were at 
least age 65, compared with 12% of self-employed workers in nonagricultural 
businesses. 

according to the survey, farmland owners planned to transfer 93 million 
acres from 2015 to 2019 — or 10% of all land in farms. They’ll do it through a 
variety of means, according to the survey. landowners anticipated selling 3.8%  
of all farmland, with just 2.3% to be sold to non-relatives. a larger share of 
land (6.5%) is expected to be transferred through trusts, gifts and wills. 

The share of farmland available for purchase by non-relatives in 2015-19 will 
likely rise above 2.3%, as some individuals (or entities) that inherit land may 
choose to sell it. and those who inherit land but don’t sell it may decide  
to rent it out to farm operators. 

in 2014, 39% of all farmland was rented and 61% was owned by farm  
operators.

dence is important and allowed us 
to have financial savings by working 
with others,” says grant. “It’s al-
lowed us to have access to addition-
al and better information.” adds 
Duane: “There’s value in having a 
sounding board. If there are oth-
ers in that situation, how did they 
handle it? There’s value in knowing 
people who understand what you 
are going through.”

That informal peer group helps 
the nolands work out deals that are 
mutually beneficial for suppliers 
and the farm. 

for example, they were able to 
identify an aerial applicator from 
outside their region who was keen 
to grow market share. He agreed 
to apply fungicide for the nolands, 
who saved costs by nursing the ap-
plicator with their own equipment 
and labor. They gained efficiencies 
by collaborating on product and 
rates with the other farmers in the 
group. 

“This allowed us to better control 
the timing of application, and better 
quality of product allowed us to get 
some cost savings,” says grant. 

 as the farm expands, the nolands 
are well aware that there is local 
competition for land. But they also 
know there are other ways they 
can collaborate with neighbors for 
mutual benefit.

“Whenever you have the ability 
to separate those things out and say, 
‘We can work together on certain 
things,’ that’s something that’s really 
powerful,” says grant. 

future ChallenGeS
so what keeps young farmers like 
grant noland up at night? How can 
you be ready when a growth oppor-
tunity presents itself?

“The hard part is not knowing 
what’s coming, and when it does 
come, being ready for it,” says grant. 
“When it comes, can you finance 
it? Is it a good fit with your current 
business? and can we do this with 
no surprises for the lenders?”

The nolands want to make 
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tant, especially in a family-owned 
business. 

“It’s difficult enough for families 
to get along, and then you throw 
in a business, there’s more areas 
for people to disagree, so we really 

work at communicating,” he con-
cludes. “We want to communicate 
better not only with each other, but 
with landowners, partners and sup-
pliers.” ff

We’ve been able to hire more people 
to work on equipment, which 
frees up Dennis to work more on 
agronomy, one of his specialties.” 

Lastly, communication has be-
come more important as the farm 
has added more full and part-time 
labor. That includes employee 
performance reviews, coaching and 
training. 

Dennis and grant meet multiple 
times throughout the week to give 
each other status updates on proj-
ects, and at the end of the month 
the farm has a team training session 
on technology. group texting is 
often used among team members.

“It’s communicating the busi-
ness side of the farm, as well as the 
operational side, and making sure 
everyone is on the same page,” says 
grant. “our staff includes people 
right out of high school to senior 
folks near retirement. That’s a 
harder part of the job today than it 
used to be.”

Being transparent is also impor-
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The phanTom farm busT
earlier this year the mainstream media warned of a coming farm bust, based on 
a supply glut and weak prices. some farmers do face severe financial pressure 
if grain prices don’t turn around. but based on our most recent survey, the farm-
ers leaving the business aren’t being forced out. They’re just ready to move on. 

according to our january survey of 1,100 farmers, some 20% of farmers 
are poised to exit the industry in the next five years. only 1% of the expected 
retirees are financially vulnerable (high debt, losing money) compared to almost 
4% nationwide. only 12% of the land may come on the market. 

earlier this year an illinois ag banker had this to say: “The farm economy is 
preparing to shed the next layer of farmers — those who are near retire-
ment age or at a point where their operations cannot sustain the current 
debt load and family living costs. This is about 20% of my portfolio in the 
next five years.”

33




