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Guide to Farming in New York State

This guide is comprised of a series of individual fact sheets addressing topics relevant
to planning and operating a farm business in New York State specifically, though
many of the concepts apply to farmers in other states too. The fact sheets are meant
to be brief and to the point. Additional details can be found via the links provided or
by calling the offices listed.

The Guide is meant to be a resource for both beginning and established farmers. For
beginning farmers, there are certain topics that are not relevant. To help guide you to
those that are relevant to your stage of business, refer to the list below.

What'’s Important For New Agricultural Entrepreneurs to
Know?

Matching the farmland to the chosen enterprise: Be sure to research soil, climate,
forest and infrastructure resources. Buying or leasing the right land, at the appropriate
size and with the right soil, is critical to the success of your operation.

Legal forms of business: Don’t sweat this at the outset. A sole proprietorship is
usually a fine place to start and does not require a lawyer; however, it is a good idea
to register your business (DBA) at your County Clerk’s office. If there are unrelated
business partners, options are to develop a legal partnership or incorporate, but will
require legal assistance.

Where can | get money to start my farm? There are two basic options: use personal
resources or borrow money from a lender or investor. There are no grant funds
available to start a farm.

Am | a farmer yet? There is no single answer to this question. Some tests are: you
have purchased equipment and are involved in production; you are keeping records
on your farm purchases; you are filing the Federal Farm Tax return (Schedule F); you
are selling agricultural products.

What can | raise profitably? This is an important question that can be answered
through good research and business planning. Identify what you want to raise,
investigate the costs and potential returns, and then decide if it meets your goals on
paper, before you invest real money.



What are the tax benefits? Farmers are exempt from paying sales tax on purchases
of supplies used in farming. Some farm buildings are wholly or partially exempt
from property taxes and once a farm generates over $10,000 in sales, the land can
also receive a property tax exemption. Additional tax exemptions apply once farm
income becomes 2/3 of total income.

Where can | sell my products? This is the first question you should consider. What

is your product and who wants it, and where are those people located? Market
planning should not be overlooked. Most beginning farmers think about direct
marketing as the place to start but this takes time, so consider what amount of time
you have to invest in marketing and project potential returns by market channel.

What are sustainable farming practices? There are benefits to organic farming, but
conventional farmers who follow integrated pest management and recommended
agricultural environmental management practices can also farm sustainably. Become
knowledgeable about farming practices and decide which of them best meets your
goals.

Where can | get help? Start with your county Cornell Cooperative Extension office
and the county Soil and Water District office, and begin networking with other
farmers. Read up on farm topics of interest, but experience is the best teacher. Once
you do your homework, business planning is a critical step.

What's Helpful for the Established Farm Enterprise?

Do you have $10,000 in gross sales per year? If so, have you filed for agricultural
assessment of your property as a way to lower your property tax bill? If 2/3 of your
income is derived from farming, you also qualify for the Farmers’ School Tax Credit.
Lower overhead costs by claiming these benefits.

Are you ready to hire employees? If so, be aware of all of the paperwork
requirements. Plan ahead before hiring.

Are you making money? Recordkeeping is essential to see if you are making money.
Keep an eye on the business and adjust as necessary. If you have not developed a
business plan, it can be a tool for monitoring progress towards your goals.

Are you managing risk? An established business has invested over time and should
be adequately insured to protect that investment. Product liability is critical. For
farms that host visitors, make sure you have sufficient general liability coverage.
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For more in-depth
help than this fact
sheet can provide,
Land For Good
offers a very helpful
lease development
tool:
http://landforgood.
org/lease-tool-login/

Leasing Land and Buildings for Farming

Buying land and paying a mortgage adds to the cost of starting a farming operation.
Leasing may be an option for enterprises that require less infrastructure or where the
investment in infrastructure — such as irrigation pipes, a greenhouse, or fencing —
is portable. If infrastructure involves improvements that are not easily removed, like
digging a pond or constructing buildings, then it may not be wise to invest on land
you do not own, unless the owner pays for these improvements. If the property that
you want to lease has buildings suitable to your enterprise, then a rental agreement
might also include use of buildings.

Finding good farmland to lease may be as challenging as finding good farmland to
purchase. You may find that people will respond to ads placed in small community
papers, farm papers or in county Extension or Soil and Water Conservation District
(SWCD) newsletters. Contacting owners of a desirable property by personal letter
and/or phone call can be effective too. Also, check with area realtors and farmers.
Once you find some possible properties to lease, consider the soil type, drainage, if
there is a water supply, and what it will take to bring the land into production. It is
important to find a site that matches the production requirements of the enterprise
you want to develop.

Written Leases

A written lease or agreement is a good idea whether you are paying rent, working
on shares or permitted to use the land free of charge. A lease will specify the terms
under which the renter and the owner will operate. The main goal of a lease is to
develop a fair agreement understood by both parties. Landowner and tenant needs
and goals should be identified.

In general, a well-written lease should include:

1. Description of the land and buildings to be rented, and equipment if applicable.
An accurate assessment of the conditions at time of rental is a good idea,
including photos to document such.

2. Rights of each party: owner and tenant access and use. Spell out any
restrictions.

3. Improvements that will be made and who pays for these. If buildings are
involved, specify who pays for improvements like roofing, painting, etc. that are
normal infrastructure, versus improvements made that are specific to the farm
enterprise.

4. Agricultural practices to follow — outline organic or agronomically sound

purposes only (not for development).

7. Lease payment: leases can be paid in cash, in crop or livestock shares,
or in some cases, landowners are willing to forgo fees if the tenant makes
improvements.

8. Bringing land back into production — if land has not been actively farmed
in many years, the cost of bringing land back into farming is considerable.
Consideration needs to be given as to who should pay for these costs. The
owner benefits in the long run from improvements that are made.

9. Length of the agreement and terms of renewal. A one-year renewable lease
might be a good starting point for annual crops, or if planting perennial crops, a
3-5-year lease is preferable.

10. Early termination if initiated either by the owner or tenant and the
consequences.

11. Insurance paid by owner (for land, buildings, equipment) and paid by tenant (for
crops/livestock and production related improvements made by tenant).

12. Taxes are the responsibility of the owner.

13. Provisions for arbitration in the case of disagreements.

Determining Cash Rent

There are several approaches that can be taken when establishing a fair rental rate.
These include:

1. the demand for land and going rate in a particular area

2. the cost and return associated with a crop allowing for an acceptable profit and
rental payment

3. what the landowner needs to cover with regard to fixed costs or taxes.

Generally, a combination of these approaches may be needed to arrive at a fair rate.

Determining Share Rent

A shared rental agreement assumes that the landowner and tenant account for

what each contributes to the production of a crop or livestock including fixed

and variable costs; then calculate the percentage contributed by each party. This
percentage can be used in setting return (crop or harvest returns) received by owner
and tenant. Flexibility is needed in case of low harvest or prices. Owners may have
to relinquish some shares if the tenant is dependent on sales for their livelihood.

Renting Farm Buildings

A key factor influencing building rental is whether the owner needs to obtain a
minimum rent to cover fixed costs or not. Variable costs such as utilities can be
assigned proportionate to use by the tenant. A key consideration for tenants is
whether additional insurance is needed to cover losses of stored crops, livestock or

To get a sense of
cash rental rates for
farmland in your
area, check out

the result of the
biennial Cash Rent
Survey conducted
by USDA:

Biennial Cash
Rent Survey
Results:
https://www.nass.
usda.gov/Surveys/
Guide_to_NASS

Surveys/Cash
Rents_by_County/
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Materials adapted
from:

Pennsylvania Farm
Link worksheet (out
of print) and from
Richard Eschler,
former Cornell
Farm Business
Management
Educator.

Simple Farm
Lease:
http:/www.
uslegalforms.com/
us/US-801LT.htm
Note: You must pay
a fee to get a copy.

Short Term
Lease:
http://landforgood.
org/wp-content/
uploads/Sample-
Short-Term-Lease.

pdf

Multi Year Lease:
http://landforgood.

org/get-
resource/Afid=http://

landforgood.
org/wp-content/
uploads/Multi-year-
lease-template.doc
Note: Requires
email address.

equipment.

Sample Lease Agreement

A simple lease follows as a starting point. Consult an attorney if a more detailed
lease is desired.

This lease is entered in this between ,
landlord, and , tenant. The landlord
leases to the tenant to use for agricultural purposes acres of pasture
and acres of cropland, and the following building: (list or attach a
list) located in the Town of and County of at

(street address) and commonly known as Farm.

day of

The tenant will pay the landlord $ per year (or other specified time
period) with payment to be made as follows: .
The tenant will also pay all the costs of planting, growing and harvesting crops
grown on the land. The tenant will be required to maintain and repair fences,
tile drains, and diversion ditches, and make ordinary repairs to maintain buildings
and equipment used, and pay for utilities such as electricity and water (if relevant)

during the period of the lease.

The landlord will pay the taxes, fire insurance on buildings, major repairs or
improvements, such as new fence, ponds, drain tiles, diversion ditches, etc.

The tenant will follow recommended conservation and agronomic practices

in working the land. No green or growing timber may be harvested from the
property by the tenant. The landlord has the right to inspect or enter the property
at any time.

This lease shall be for ____ years beginning (date) with automatic
renewal for (how long): (years) unless either party gives written notice to
the contrary at least 3 months (90 days) before the expiration of the current rental
period. The rental rate may be adjusted annually to account for increases in taxes,
insurance or other costs of ownership.

Any meadow land plowed for annual crops will be re-seeded to a perennial
forage crop at the end of the lease period (unless the lease has been automatically
renewed).

Any differences between the landlord and tenants as to their rights and obligations
under this lease that are not settled by mutual agreement shall be submitted to an
arbitrator or other such person who has authority to make a final decision.

It is agreed that the stipulations of this lease are to apply to and bind the heirs,
executors, administrators, and assigns of the respective parties and is made and
executed in duplicate.

In witness whereof the parties have signed this lease on this date of

Landlord

Tenant

Witness

Witness

Additional lease and land tenure resources on the “Land for Good” website:
http://landforgood.org/resources/toolbox/leasing/

Helpful Contacts for Finding a Farm

Farmland for a New
Generation New York

Farmland for a New Generation New York helps farmers
seeking land and landowners wanting to keep their land
in farming. On this website, you can register to post
farmer and property profiles, search for farmers or search
for farmland, learn about upcoming events, and browse
resources and organizations throughout New York State.

Long Term Lease
on Public Land:
http://landforgood.
org/wp-content/
uploads/Sample-
Long-Term-Lease.
pdf

Note: Requires
email address.

(518) 581-0078
fngny@farmland.org

https:/
nyfarmlandfinder.org/

NOFA-NY

The Northeast Organic Farming Association of New York
maintains a database of classified advertisements for land
offered for rent and sale, and another for “land sought.”

http://bit.ly/2WIlxhvu

Finger Lakes LandLink

A project of Cornell Cooperative Extension Tompkins
County and Groundswell Center for Local Food and
Farming.

http:/www.
fingerlakeslandlink.org

Catskills FarmLink

A project of the Watershed Agricultural Council.

http://www.
catskillsfarmlink.org

The Columbia Land Conservancy established this

Farmer Landowner : ) http://bit.

Ml Phesians program in 2009. It serves Columbia and Dutchess NV 2OWMZGIN
Counties in NY. Az LR
Westchester Land Trust’s Farmland Match program Westch(Je(thrr]chndtrust

Farmland Match connects Westchester farmers who need land with . ’

property owners who have land to lease.

http://bit.ly/2Z6Nj9u

Land for Good

A service for farmers, landowners, and farm-seekers
in “New England and beyond,” this group provides
trainings, tools and counseling to keep land in
agricultural production.

www. landforgood.org

New England LandLink

NELL is a program to help farmers and landholders
locate and transfer farms in New England. NELL will also
advise on land lease and transfer options.

http:/bit.lv/2wD9pEu

LandLink Programs
Across the Country

A compiled list by the Center for Rural Affairs

http://bit.ly/21jbY3U
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Cornell Cooperative The Beginning Farmer contact in your county extension http://smallfarms.
Extension Agricultural office may also be able to direct you to farms for sale or cornell.edu/contact/
Educators farm realtors. local-contacts
Grassroots: The Voice of http://bit.ly/2Mr7EoF

New York Farm Bureau Farm Newspaper with Listings of Farm Properties for Sale

800-218-5586
Farm Newspaper with Listings of Farm Properties for Sale www. countryfolks.
com

Country Folks: Lee
Publications

Farm Real Estate Brokers*

While conventional real estate brokers list farms for sale, most active farms are
considered commercial property and are listed by real estate agents specializing in
farm transactions. The list below does not imply endorsement of any of the following
businesses:

The largest multiple listing service for residential real

MLS Residential Search i )
! ! estate. Often contains small and medium farms.

http://realtor.com/

. Agricultural lender with an appraisal services; they would www.farmcrediteast.
Farm Credit
know of farms for sale com
Farm Service Agency Listing of homes and farms for sale by the Farm Service www.resales.usda.
Real Estate for Sale Agency, many available with low interest financing gov/
LandAndFarm Rural property listing service g demelia 1

com

United County Real www.unitedcountry.
Rural real estate brokerage
Estate com

WWW.

Come Farm with Us Farm real estate listings in Jefferson County, NY ;
comefarmwithus.com

http:/www.
Farm & Country Realty Rural New York State property listings and brokerage farmandcountryrealty.

com

*This listing of realtors is not intended to be complete, and listing does not imply
endorsement by Cornell Cooperative Extension. Check with folks located in the area
near where you hope to farm to find realtors who specialize in farm property.
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Climate and Soil Considerations

Guide to Farming in New York State

Climate Considerations

Factsheet New York State’s climate is very diverse. It is not uncommon that in traveling

Overview <10 miles, you could move from one microclimate to a completely different one.
onsiderations

For example, precipitation is double the state average in the Tug Hill Plateau

Climatic factors region, and the recommended winter hardiness level changes from —50F to —40
that impact crop oF in a 100-mile distance as you travel from Wayne County to the Adirondacks.
growth

USDA Hardiness Zones

Soil Considerations
W <0t0-35F B 15to-10F

What is Soil? [l -35t0-30F 10to-5F
N 30to-25F §2 5to0F
Soil Texture B 25t020F [ ] otosF

& -20t0-15F

Soil pH

VERMONT

Soil Organic
Fraction

Soil Compaction
and Depth

Soil Testing
Services

Sources: Comnell Gardening Resources, http:/iww.cce.cornell.edu/programs/hort/gardening/weather/images/zonelg.jpg
U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2002 Census of Agriculture.

Climatic factors that impact crop growth include:

Minimum temperatures
Hardiness zones
Frost-free dates
Growing degree-days
Precipitation

Air drainage



Featured Resource For information
about the climate

Cornell’s Climate Smart Farming program is an initiative that helps farmers in the in a particular
Northeastern US reduce greenhouse gas emissions and increase farm resiliency to area of NYS,

. . contact:
extreme weather through adoption of best management practices Northeast
http://climateinstitute.cals.cornell.edu/climate-smart-farmin Regional Climate

Center

www.nrcc.cornell.
edu/index.html or

Soil Considerations

Soils vary in their properties and influence what crops will grow. call 607-255-1751
Important soil characteristics include:

e Texture —the percent of sand, silt or clay particles that
make up the soil, as depicted in the chart

e pH - acidity or alkalinity of the soil
Fertility — nutrients available for crop growth

e Drainage

Select the best soil possible for high value specialty and
agronomic crops; for hay or pasture, soil quality is slightly less
critical.

Developing an understanding of the basics of soil physiology
and the factors that affect plant fertility is essential for

successful agricultural production.

PERGCENT SAND

What is Soil?

In addition to air, water, and nutrients, soils provide mechanical support to growing
plants. There are four major components to soil: minerals, organic matter, water, and
air. The approximate composition of a soil for optimum plant growth would have the
solid space made up of 45% mineral and 5% organic matter, and the remainder would
have roughly 25% water and 25% air. The water and air would be contained within the
pore spaces of the soil.

Soil Texture

Soil texture refers to the size of mineral particles, specifically the relative proportion of
various size groups in a given soil. This property helps determine the nutrient-
supplying ability of soil solids and the supply of water and air that support plant life.

Soil texture is divided into three parts—sand, silt and clay—based on particle size. Silt
and clay soils impart a fine texture and slow water and air movement. They also have
high water holding capacity due to the higher percentage of pore spaces. These are
referred to as heavy soils, with clay being the heavier of the two. Clay is also the
primary plant nutrient-holding mechanism in the soil.



To Find a Soil
Survey:

Contact your local
USDA Service
Center, your NRCS
State Soil Scientist,
or your county
Cornell Cooperative
Extension office.

Soil textural names are how we refer to and identify our soils. Sandy to gravelly soils
are referred to as lighter soils, as water moves through more rapidly than the
heavier soils, and they have lower water holding capacities. Sandy soils contain 70%
or more sand by weight. Clay soils have at least 40% clay and may have names like
sandy clay or silty clay. Loamy soils possess the desirable qualities of sand and clay
without exhibiting the undesirable characteristics of extreme looseness, low water
holding capacity and slow water and air movement. Some examples would be clay
loam, sandy loam, silt loam, and silty clay loam.

Soil pH

Soil pH is used as a measure of its relative alkalinity or acidity. Soil test results for pH
are based on a pH scale where 7.0 is neutral, above 7.0 is alkaline and below 7.0 is
acidic.

Soil pH is critical to health plant growth. It directly affects the availability of the
essential nutrients to plants. It is important to know the optimum pH for the plants
to be grown. Soil pH also affects the adaptability of plants in a given soil. Most
agricultural plants prefer a slightly acidic pH of 6.4. However, there are exceptions
so be familiar with the pH and nutritional needs of all the crops to be grown.

The addition of any liming (alkalinizing) or acidifying materials should always be
based on the results of a reliable soil test. Over-application of either can lead to crop
injury.

Soil Organic Fraction

A good, loamy soil contains about one-half pore space (air and water) and one-half
solid material. Of this one-half solid material, 90% is composed of minerals (bits of
rock). The remaining 10% is the organic fraction. The influence of this small part of
the soil on the soil’s ability to support plant growth is significant.

The soil’s organic fraction is dynamic and is always undergoing a process of change.
The organic fraction consists of living organisms, plant and animal residues, and
plant roots. Adequate levels benefit soil in many ways including; improved physical
condition, increased water infiltration, improved soil tilth, decreased erosion losses,
enhanced nutrient availability, and retention for plants.

Soil Compaction and Depth

Fine textured soils are more easily compacted than lighter soils, especially when
they are wet. Compaction reduces pore spaces that hold air and water. Plant
growth in compacted soils will be significantly reduced. Operating equipment on
wet soils can create problems in a field for an entire season or longer.

Sometimes a soil is referred to as being deep or shallow. Soil depth can be defined
as that depth of soil material favorable for plant root penetration. Deep, well-
drained soils of desirable texture and structure are favorable for plant growth.
Shallow, poorly drained soils are very restrictive to plant growth.

Soil Maps

To learn about the soil types on your property, a useful tool available across most of
the US is the USDA-NRCS Soil Survey that consists of soil maps and descriptions of



soil characteristics and capabilities, available online at:

http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov

Soil Testing Services

Agro-One Agronomic
Laboratory Services

Agro-One Services will test soil for nutrients and pH and
indicate amounts of lime and fertilizer needed. Soil samples
can be mailed, shipped via UPS, or taken to Dairy One’s
sample pick-up points (see website), where you will fill out
forms and pay for the testing. For more information,
contact the lab:

http://dairyone.com/
800-496-3344

Cornell University
Comprehensive
Assessment of Soil Health

The Cornell Comprehensive Assessment of Soil Health offers
soil testing services. They measure soil texture, available
water capacity, field penetrometer resistance, wet
aggregate stability, organic matter content, soil proteins,
respiration, active carbon, and macro- and micro-nutrient
content assessment. Additional indicators are available as
add-ons, including root pathogen pressure, salinity and
sodicity, heavy metals, boron and potentially mineralizable
nitrogen. For more information and how to send a sample,
contact the department:

http://soilhealth.cals.
cornell.edu/soilhealth

@cornell.edu
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Guide to Farming in New York State

Evaluating Your Farm’s Infrastructure

Different farm enterprises will require different types of infrastructure, equipment,
and resources. It is important to have a good idea of what infrastructure your
operation will require and to assess what exists. A good inventory will help in
determining whether the enterprise you are considering is feasible at this point,
or whether you have some work to do. As you evaluate what you will need

for your farming enterprise, also begin to track the potential costs of necessary
improvements.

«  What do | have?

«  Whatdo | need? (And, what do | really need?)
+  How will  get what | need?

«  How much will it cost?

Buildings

What types of buildings will be needed for the agricultural enterprise you are
considering?

«  Will I have livestock that need housing? Remember, livestock facilities need to
be correctly sized.

«  Will I need storage facilities for livestock feed, equipment, or product that |
will produce?

«  Will I need a barn, greenhouse, washing/grading/packing shed for vegetable
and fruit production? Is refrigeration needed, or will | need specialized
facilities for processing?

Inventory existing buildings such as barns, outbuildings, sheds and houses.

«  Are these buildings in good repair?
«  Are they adequately sized for your enterprise?

You may be able to rent facilities, so keep an open mind when inventorying.



Power Source

You need to ensure that you have an adequate power source for your enterprise.
Some operations may require different power levels (i.e. 220V rather than standard
110V household service), so make sure that there is adequate power capacity

on your farm. Over-loading older or limited circuits can be hazardous and even
disastrous. You may wish to consult with a licensed electrician to determine if your
electrical source and wiring is adequate to supply your needs. If you rely on power
for critical elements of your operation, consider having a back-up generator on hand
in case of power outages.

Fencing

If you plan to have livestock, you will need fencing- and effective fencing, as you
are responsible for animals that get loose. There are many types of fencing from
portable to permanent, and livestock species vary in their fencing needs. Most
animals can do well with high tensile electric fence, while others (like goats) can

be better-contained a mesh style of fencing. Research what type of fencing you

will need for your operation. Check with your local Natural Resource Conservation
Service (USDA-NRCS) as well as your county’s Soil and Water Conservation District
(SWCD) for more information about livestock fencing alternatives and specifications
- links to both organizations are in the table on the last page of this fact sheet.

They should be able to refer you to contractors who install fencing and sell fencing
supplies, and may even be able to offer you a cost-share grant for fencing. Consider
putting up a perimeter fence and using portable, temporary fencing to form smaller
paddocks within the perimeter to rotationally graze livestock.

Pasture for Horses or Livestock

Putting too many animals on too little land causes reduced productivity to both and
can damage the health of the land in the long-term. As a general rule, allow for
about one acre of pasture for each 1000 Ib. (or one “animal unit”) of cows, sheep,

or goats for the growing season. If you would like to harvest hay from your land for
your livestock’s winter feed needs also, make sure you have a total of 2 acres of
pasture per 1000 lbs. of animals. Because horses graze over a longer period each
day (up to 20 hours), and because they trample a lot of forage in the process, it's a

very good idea to provide 2.5 acres per horse of grazing land during the growing Cornell _
season. To get help establishing a successful grazing system, contact your local Soil Cooperative
and Water Conservation District (SWCD). Extension:
Reducing Deer
Damage to
Deer Fencing Ornamental and
Garden Plots
Deer are a major limitation to the production of horticultural crops including fruits, http://putnam.
vegetables and ornamentals. Increasingly farmers have to invest in deer fencing in cce.cornell.edu/
order to successfully grow these crops and minimize losses. Deer fencing is a major resources/reducing-
investment but a necessity in the long run. Fencing options include: 3 strand wire deer-damaqge-to-
fence that is electrified or 8-foot-high plastic fencing that provides a more secure ornamental-and-
barrier. For information on deer fencing, check the website: garden-plots
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Department of
Environmental
Conservation:
New York's Deer
Management
Program
www.dec.ny.gov/
animals/7211.html
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Unfortunately, there are no federal or state programs to help offset the cost of deer
fence installation. Therefore, it is a production expense that must be calculated into
startup costs.

Landowners may be eligible for a deer nuisance permit from the DEG; eligibility is
based on “property damage and the lack of, or failure, of other practical alternatives
to alleviate the problem.”The DEC issues tags for a limited number of antlerless
deer on the lands specified on the permit. Find more information in the following
guide:

Equipment

There is a wide array of equipment available for all enterprises. “Equipment”

could mean a tractor and mower or it could mean a hoe and a rake or specialized
equipment for processing. So, where do you start? One key is to start small, and
build up your farm operation gradually to help you get to know what you need and
when you need it. For example, before you purchase equipment talk with other
farmers to learn what is essential and investigate options for equipment rental or
options to buy used equipment. Don't succumb to Shiny Equipment Disorder (SED),
buying more brand new shiny toys than you can possibly pay for with farm revenue.
It's better to invest as little as possible in such overhead expenses, until your
