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Look Before You Lease: 
Preparing Property for Leasing 
to an Agricultural Tenant

INTRODUCTION

Before making property available to an agricultural tenant, 
as a landholder you have some important homework to do. 
Landholders must complete the hard work of identifying 
and understanding their own needs, values and vision for 
their property, including financial, personal, stewardship and 
family.  It is important to research and understand basic 
attributes of your property to evaluate and communicate the 
desirability and viability of your property for agricultural use 
and its potential value to a landseeker. 
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Assessing Lease Rate for your Property

While it is possible to receive a modest return from leasing out agricultural 
property, land leasing is fundamentally different from commercial real estate. 
Often it is reasonable to expect to break even on property taxes while reducing 
typical maintenance responsibilities and costs with the added benefit of 
creating economic opportunities and supporting local food systems. 

Although there are some general guidelines for what “market rate” for a 
lease might be, there’s more to it than looking up a number and plugging it 
into your lease. Each of the considerations below may impact where a lease 
rate falls within the average range of rates in your area. You can often find 
a range for conventional lease rates in your county in the annual publication 
from the California Chapter of the American Society of Farm Managers and 
Rural Appraisers, Trends in Agricultural Land and Lease Values or through the 
National Agricultural Statistics Service. These rates will also depend on the 
type of agricultural production and size of the parcel. To receive maximum 
returns, a landholder may choose to invest in basic infrastructure to attract 
tenants. 
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Important Aspects of your Property to Assess 
Before Leasing it Out

The following is a list of characteristics that may define the viability of farming 
or ranching on your property and what kinds of crops or livestock might be 
suitable. Take some time to assess your property in terms of each of the 
following aspects so that you can easily communicate with potential tenants 
going forward.

You may first want to review our Farmland Assessment Field Guide to gain an 
understanding of how potential tenants will be assessing the viability of your 
property for agricultural use.  

Climate:

Being in California can mean an extended growing season for farmers, 
depending on the climate of the region. Not all properties are suited for 
year-round production. For example, rural, non-irrigated grazing lands may 
have a limited period of time where forage is sufficient to sustain livestock. 
Additionally, California has higher altitude regions where temperatures are 
not suitable for growing crops year round. Individual parcels of land may have 
microclimates that distinguish their growing seasons and/or suitability for crop 
species from even nearby properties. Speak with your local UC Cooperative 
Extension office and neighbors to understand the climate and microclimate(s) 
of your property and its growing season, crop suitability and/or prime grazing 
and/or growing months.

Location: 

The location of your property in relation to services, markets and suppliers 
is important to farmers and ranchers. Some producers may want to host 
customers on their property for farm stands, workshops, and other agritourism 
opportunities. The proximity to main roads, easy access for customers and 
distance to essential services will entice growers and impact the price that 
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can be charged. When considering leasing your property for agriculture, it is 
important to assess the access roads a producer, employees, services and 
potential customers may utilize. If the road to the property must travel past 
your residence, you may want to consider providing an alternative access 
route or prepare for some traffic and noise. It is also essential to evaluate 
whether that access road can potentially sustain regular use by large trucks 
and equipment and where parking of cars and equipment will be permitted. We 
will discuss maintenance of roads below. 

Site:

ACREAGE
A great first step in researching your property features is to accurately 
measure the size of the property you will make available to a landseeker. Your 
entire acreage and property boundaries can be found on your preliminary title 
report or deed. If you have a residence and home site or other areas that will 
not be included in the lease, remove that measurement from your total. Next 
generation producers in some high pressure counties may seek as little as ¼ 
acre in starting to farm. Established growers and ranchers may be looking for 
hundreds or even thousands of acres. There are several web-based resources 
available to help you estimate the size of the property you wish to lease. One 
such resource is GoogleEarth another resource is DaftLogic. Please note these 
resources should be used to achieve an approximate acreage. 

SLOPE/GRADE
A site with rolling hills and views may be beautiful, but could limit the type 
of production that can occur there. If a site requires terracing, it may be cost 
prohibitive for a tenant. Properties with drastic slopes may only be suitable for 
livestock or may not be desirable at all. If the Landholder chooses to level a 
property, it may increase lease rates and interest by row crop producers. 

EXPOSURE
A farmer will want to observe your property during different times of day to 
ensure sufficient sun exposure for growing crops. Exposure to sun, wind, salt 
spray and other elements could limit suitability for certain crops and impact a 
farmers ability for return.
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EASEMENTS
Take note of any service or road easements and deduct that acreage from your 
calculation. If you are not sure if there are easements on a property, check 
your deed or contact a title company and ask for a preliminary title report, 
which will note any easements on the property. Planting crops along a utility 
company easement may result in damaged crops. If neighbors have a road 
easement or access to the property requires use of a road easement, consider 
acceptable uses of that road, community expenses for road maintenance 
and inform any community users. Conservation easements may have certain 
restrictions or requirements for agricultural production. It will be important 
to ensure compliance with any conservation easements and share those 
documents with your tenant. A conservation easement may be a draw for a 
farmer and the owner of the easement may be interested in participating in 
the process of leasing your land.

ZONING
It is the landholder’s responsibility to complete due diligence and ensure that 
the use being advertised is allowed. Please verify that your property may be 
used for agricultural purposes by checking your county’s zoning code prior to 
advertising that opportunity to producers.

Soil

DRAINAGE
Take stock of your property year round and make note of any areas that may 
hold water during certain seasons. Be upfront with potential tenants about 
which areas of your property are suitable for crops or livestock throughout the 
year. This may impact your lease rate and potential use options. By being clear 
about these features, you may find that your property is appealing for certain 
other crops or livestock you had not considered. 

QUALITY/TYPE
It is recommended that landholders test their soil so they can accurately 
reflect soil quality and type to potential tenants.  You can get a soil test by 
searching for “agricultural soil test” plus your county online.  You can also 
use Web Soil Survey for more general information about the soil types found 
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on your property.  This will inform rate as well as suitability of crops on the 
property.

ORGANIC
If your property has not been farmed or has been farmed without chemicals 
for at least three years, it may be eligible for organic certification. If your 
property is certified organic, it may be possible to ask for an increased lease 
rate and your property will be appealing to potential organic growers. If you 
would like a producer to transition your property to organic, the farmer may 
request a decreased rate during the transition period until the property is 
eligible for certification. 

Water:

There are many considerations related to water on your property. Water 
access, infrastructure, quantity and costs are going to be extremely important 
to your potential tenant. Prepare to answer questions about your water access 
and make investments to attract farm tenants. Water related issues have 
become increasingly acute in California as drought has imposed additional 
pressures on farmers around water access. Be sure to address water needs 
for your property and potential drought considerations within your lease 
agreement.

SOURCE
Understand the source or sources of water to your property. The more secure 
access to water, the more appealing a property is to a grower. Livestock 
producers will also look for available water sources. If a property has more 
than one source of water, even better. Is water supplied by an irrigation district 
or agricultural well, or is it supplied by city water or a shared residential well? 
These factors will affect water price, pressure and availability. Water rights and 
water payments and agencies under jurisdiction will be important information 
to gather as well.

QUANTITY/QUALITY
It is a good idea to have your water, well, and pump tested by an agricultural 
well repair/maintenance company in your area. A farmer will want to know 
the quality of water available to the property as well as the capacity of the 
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pump in gallons per minute (GPM). If there are unhealthy impurities in the 
water, a filtration system may be required, or the property may be unsuitable 
for farming. If the well pump does not provide enough pressure, a new pump 
may be required. If the well pump provides too much pressure, a reserve tank 
or pressure regulator may be required to decrease pressure, especially if the 
farmer uses drip irrigation. Lease rates may fluctuate depending on who is 
providing the infrastructure and maintenance of these amenities.

UTILITY PAYMENTS/SHARED
It is customary for a tenant to be responsible for paying for their own utility 
usage. In the event that utilities are not separately metered, a tenant may 
need to split utility expenses with the landholder or other occupants of the 
land. One option is to install a KwH (Kilowatt per hour) meter for electricity at 
the point where tenant use diverges from other uses to properly account for 
tenant costs. The same method can be used to account for water usage with 
a GPM (gallons per minute) meter. Shared utility expenses can alternatively 
be incorporated into a lease rate or landholders can determine an appropriate 
percentage of utility bills or flat rate to account for utility use. Whichever 
accounting method is chosen, it is important to clearly outline these decisions 
in a lease agreement to avoid confusion and establish good record keeping. 

Infrastructure

Existing infrastructure in good condition is a huge draw for a producer. Before 
finding a tenant, take stock of the existing condition of infrastructure to 
determine if any immediate or future repairs and maintenance will be needed. 
If larger repairs are needed, determine if these are improvements you are 
willing to make yourself.  If improvements are made by the tenant, they may 
require a lease term that matches the usable life of that improvement and/
or arrange for a reimbursement mechanism built into the lease agreement. 
The cost of such improvements can also be shared between landholder and 
tenant. Quality infrastructure available will increase the desirability of your 
property as well as the lease rate you are able to charge, while infrastructure 
needing repair may decrease the rate or require some form of reimbursement 
if made by a tenant. Think about appropriate and desired uses for buildings 
and infrastructure and if there are any prohibited uses. 
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BUILDINGS
Start with a rough measurement of the square footage of any substantial 
available buildings, including barns, storage sheds, offices and greenhouses. 
If only making a portion of a building available to a tenant, establish clear 
boundaries for available space. Make an inventory of the amenities in each 
building; electricity, plumbing, heating/cooling, etc. Condition and available 
amenities for each structure will affect the price that can be charged.

HOUSING AVAILABLE
Start with a measurement of the square footage of the residence and 
numbers of bedrooms and bathrooms. Residential housing is subject to state 
renters rights and housing regulations, therefore providing a different set 
of protections for tenants and requiring certain amenities to be in livable 
conditions. Familiarize yourself with these requirements prior to bringing on 
a residential tenant. Having housing available on the farm is an enormous 
draw for many potential tenants and offers built-in security for the property. 
Residences can be incorporated into agricultural leases or be an independent 
agreement. Determine if you are willing to offer housing to be sublet to the 
tenant employees as farmworker housing, as this can also offer great security 
and opportunity for the farm business.

IRRIGATION
Take stock of how water is supplied to and throughout your property. Where is 
water accessible to the tenant? What is the age and condition of permanent 
irrigation infrastructure? A general rule is for the landholder to be responsible 
for maintaining below ground permanent irrigation infrastructure and the 
tenant to be responsible for maintaining above ground and tenant-installed 
irrigation infrastructure. Think about whether you want to follow this rule 
or if you have other expectations for irrigation infrastructure maintenance. 
If significant infrastructure improvements are necessary to provide access 
to water on the property, the landlord can pay for those improvements and 
build that cost into a lease price over time. Without water access and suitable 
irrigation infrastructure, a property will not be as desirable for potential 
tenants and will affect the interest garnered in your property.

FENCING
Livestock operations will require secure fencing. Agricultural crops are likely 
to require deer fencing when in areas of high grazing or forage pressure or 
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security concerns. If fencing exists, examine the condition of all fencing and 
gates. Determine if you will maintain and/or repair fencing as necessary or 
if you expect the tenant to be responsible for maintenance. If fencing is not 
present and it is required by tenant, consider if they are permitted to construct 
fencing and if the landlord will share in that cost or reimburse the tenant 
for the expense or buy-back the remaining value of the improvement upon 
termination of the agreement.  

ROADS
Consider the location of access roads and whether the tenant is permitted to 
use all points of access or are limited to certain points of entry. If living on the 
property, the landlord may want to consider requiring the tenant to use roads 
away from their residence, so they are not disturbed by farming vehicles and 
equipment. If roads are shared, determine if maintenance will be shared or if 
either party is responsible for road maintenance.

EQUIPMENT
If there is equipment available for a tenant, there are a few considerations 
to consider first. Will equipment use be included in the lease rate or charged 
additionally? Who is responsible for equipment maintenance and repair? 
Examine the existing condition of all equipment available to the tenant, and 
consider reasonable lease rates accordingly. Ensure that the tenant is fully 
insured and able to operate the equipment.

Neighbors

When considering leasing your property for agricultural use, survey the 
surrounding uses in your neighborhood. Are neighboring properties also in 
agricultural production? Are the neighbors organic or conventional growers? 
Do you live in a more residential or urban neighborhood? Would the neighbors 
be supportive of a farmer or rancher starting production on your property? Are 
there ways you can warm your neighbors up to the idea of supporting local 
food systems in their community? Are there any shared amenities such as 
community maintained roads or easements to consider?
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Conclusion

The process of leasing out agricultural land is both complex and rewarding. 
We thank you for your interest in this important work to sustain and grow 
opportunities for next-generation farmers and local food systems. If you are 
ready to find a tenant you can list your property and/or business for lease, sale 
and other structures on our Land Portal. Reach out to California FarmLink  for 
support in finding a tenant or developing an agreement.
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