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2015 Land Values Survey:
This is the fifth year of Southwest 

Georgia Farm Credit’s annual 

Land Values Survey, which offers 

a health assessment of sorts 

for today’s rural real estate 

market. We surveyed real estate 

professionals who sell land in the 

21 counties of southwest Georgia. 

The goal is to gain insight on 

general land value trends and 

land prices. We also spoke to 

several pros who commented on 

factors that are influencing the 

land market. It seems all sectors 

are stable and there are signs of 

increased activity.

uptick  [uhp-tik] noun 

1)   A rise or improvement in business activity,  
in mood, etc. 

2)  A slight upward trend in price. 

3)   Frequently used to describe what’s happening  
in the Southwest Georgia rural land market. 
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STEADY AS SHE GOES.

Mills Brock, Managing Partner, Southern Forestry Realty
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Survey Says… 
“Based upon transactions you are aware of, how  
  will values for rural real estate change in 2015?”
•  Irrigated farmland:  More than 83% thought farmland would remain the 

same or slightly increase in price.

•  Non-irrigated farmland: The vast majority–82%–expect values to remain 
the same or decline slightly.

•  Rural/recreational tracts:  Nearly 76% thought values would remain the 
same or slightly increase.

•  Timber/investment:  A full 88% predict values will remain the same or 
slightly increase.

•  Rural residential homes with acreage: Almost 84% agree that values in 
this category will remain the same or slightly increase.

“Based upon the number of inquiries you expect   
  to receive, how will the demand for rural real  
  estate change in 2015?”
•  Nearly 75% thought irrigated farmland would remain the same or be 

highly sought after, with almost 30% suggesting a significant demand.

•  A full 80% expect non-irrigated farmland to remain steady or be sought 
after.

•  Nearly half thought the demand for rural/recreational tracts would remain 
at the same level as 2014 and another 43% thought it would be sought after 
or somewhat sought after.

•  About half of the respondents thought the demand for timber/investment 
properties would remain at the same level as 2014 and another 46% 
thought it would be in demand or somewhat in demand.

•  Half of respondents suggested the demand for rural residential homes 
with acreage  would remain at 2014 levels and almost 21% thought they 
would be somewhat sought after.

  The recreational market is 
growing as economies in feeder 
communities recover (Atlanta, 
middle and south Florida) 

  Lower interest rates and gas prices 
are helping

  Gulf Coast states are still a strong 
source of buyers/prospects

  There’s a growing interest in 
“social storm” properties for self-
sustaining, off the grid lifestyles

  Irrigated farmland prices are 
stable for the moment; falling 
commodity prices could affect 
values

  Auctions are becoming a strong 
option for sellers, sometimes 
bringing higher than asking prices 

  Portfolio diversification is driving 
an increase in demand for timber 
properties

SNAPSHOT
WHAT REALTORS 

ARE SEEING:
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Recreation hits the mark
Mills Brock, Managing Partner of Southern Forestry Realty, 
noted a surge of interest from recreational buyers in the 
last quarter of 2014.  “Whatever their business, they’re 
feeling a little more confident in the economy in general,” 
he says. He’s also seeing a lot of partnerships, dividing the 
risks and pooling resources rather than buying a larger 
tract alone or leasing.

While much of the activity comes from those in the active 
or nearing retirement age range, he’s seen a growing 
interest from the younger set.  These are buyers with 
ties to the area who want a place they can visit with their 
adolescent children and have them experience a little farm 
in the south. “They see that as something that shaped who 
they are and they want it for their kids as well.” Others have 
an affinity for the land, being a generation or two off the 
farm, and want to re-establish connections to it. “It’s kind of 
cool to be southern right now,” Brock says. 

Bill Bryan, broker/owner of Flint River Realty, has seen a 
similar trend. “We either get people with no kids, those 
who want a hunting tract with their friends or with kids 
in middle school maybe starting high school.” He says 
they’re usually coming from an area where there’s not a lot 
of hunting. “Their parents hunted when they were younger 
and they want to give their kids the looks of the woods and 
water.” 

The day before we caught up with him, Bryan had received 
a call from someone in the 850 area code looking for 100 
acres for recreational use. “Their kids are getting to the age 
they needed to be spending time with them hunting and 
fishing–those sort of things.”

He also recently had a family with a child going off to 
college in Alabama and they were looking for a small place 
with a house to meet, hunt and get together on weekends—a 
cabin in the woods as opposed to a beach house.

Magazines like Garden & Gun have helped popularize the 
southern culture, bringing it more mainstream. “That’s what 
we’re selling is the lifestyle,” says Brock.

Eric McCollum, Director of Timberland Sales for The 
Wright Group, says he is seeing more Florida buyers 

again, which drove the recreational market boom in years 
past.  There has been more 1031 Exchange money coming 
out of south Florida and Atlanta, as those economies are 
improving.  He’s noted a pick up in rural residential as well.  
“We’ve seen a lot of sales of structures recently–high end 
houses on 100 to 200 acres.” Those buyers are looking at 
the property as a second home or even primary residence, 
he says. 

The origin of buyers is becoming more diverse, especially 
for larger tracts and the plantation market. It’s becoming 
more global and mobile, he says.  You might see prospects 
from the northeast, south and Midwest. Dallas and Austin 
are also a steady source for buyers.

“It used to be a lot of these guys buy plantations and spend 
all winter here,” he says. “They would integrate and be part 
of the community for three or four months. Now, they fly in 
on Friday and fly out on Monday.”

“ IT’S KIND OF COOL TO BE 
SOUTHERN RIGHT NOW.” 

— Mills Brock
Managing Partner, Southern Forestry Realty
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Land answers a lot of ills
Mills Brock also works with a lot of institutional and 
individual investors and says the land prices are attracting 
buyers who recognize timber as a good hedge on inflation. 
“Timber is not a very sexy investment, but it’s relatively safe 
and doesn’t require a lot of maintenance.”

McCollum agrees. The stock market is at an all-time high 
and showing signs of volatility, so people are looking at 
real estate as more of a safe haven and hard asset. That 
has introduced more buyers into the area. High quality 
irrigated farmland is still very much in demand, and it’s 
typically sold before it hits the market.  Local farmers deal 
among themselves as they seek to spread their fixed cost of 
production over ever more acreage.

It’s a continued trend of “the big guys getting bigger and 
the smaller guys getting smaller,” according to McCollum.  
Prices are steady at the moment, he says, but farmland 
prices are so commodity driven, it’s difficult to predict.  If 
commodity prices stay low or fall, we could see a downward 
trend over the next few years.

In every other category, prices are either holding steady or 
slightly increasing, he says.  “We spent a long time treading 
water, not seeing a lot of appreciation on properties. But 
we’re continuing to see an uptick.

“We’ve worked through a lot of inventories, so there’s a 
decrease of properties for sale,” he says. “With inventories 
down and more people in the market, it suggests prices could 
escalate.”

A winning bid
A tool that is increasingly seen as a viable option for land 
sellers, and not just a last resort, is the live auction.  Bryan, 
with Flint River Realty, says he noted an increase of auctions 
in the last quarter of 2014 and start of 2015. Companies 
organizing them have been cooperating with Realtors 
bringing buyers and sellers, which helps. 

2011 2012 201520142013

40.0 48.0 64.0 90.0 76.0
IRRIGATED
76.4%

NON-IRRIGATED
23.6%

IRRIGATED
42.4%

NON-IRRIGATED
57.6%

IRRIGATED
28.6%

NON-IRRIGATED
71.4%

DECLINE STABLE INCREASE

Expectations of Respondents for

FARM LAND VALUES by LAND TYPE
Percentage of Respondents Who Expect Stable to Increasing 

VALUES for RECREATIONAL and WOODLAND PROPERTIES

 “WITH INVENTORIES DOWN AND  
   MORE PEOPLE IN THE  MARKET, IT  
   SUGGESTS PRICES COULD ESCALATE.”

 — Eric McCollum 
Director of Timberland Sales, The Wright Group
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The on-site, live auctions (as opposed to online) have some 
good residual effects, Bryan says. “The auction company 
spends money in the area and brings more prospects, which 
is good for all.” People looking at the property often bring 
friends and family members who initially have no interest, 
but gain an interest at the auction.

Billy Black, Realtor/Auctioneer with Barfield Auctions, 
offers both traditional sales and auctions and says the 
attraction for some sellers is that an auction gives them a 
definitive time on the close. It takes about 45 days to make 
sure everything is in place, 30 days for advertising and 30 
days to close.  So essentially, sellers have their money in 
about three months.  

More and more sellers are also finding they can get as good 
a price, if not better than they hoped, with an auction.  In 
recent sales Black’s sellers received about 20% more than 
they expected. 

Today’s live auction very rarely involves distressed 
properties, according to Black, and so there’s a lot of energy. 
It provides a personal approach and also fosters a sense of 
urgency among buyers.  

“I love it when the emotion part takes over, you see them 
saying, ‘I got it, it’s mine. I won!’ That’s what we like to see.”

Black says it’s difficult to gauge attendance, as they may 
have as few as 20 people or as many as 100.  “For a well-
known property, it’s like the circus has come to town. People 
come to see what’s going on and it doesn’t cost anything for 
a ticket.”

89.0 72.5 75.8 90.1 89.0

IRRIGATED NON-IRRIGATED
RURAL

RESIDENTIAL
TIMBER/

INVESTMENTRECREATIONAL
IRRIGATED NON-IRRIGATED

RURAL
RESIDENTIAL

TIMBER/
INVESTMENTRECREATIONAL

74.7 82.4 71.4 79.1 74.7

Percentage of Respondents Who Expect Stable to Increasing

DEMAND by LAND TYPE
Percentage of Respondents Who Expect Stable to Increasing 

VALUES by LAND TYPE

“THEY SEE (ENJOYING THE LAND) 
  AS SOMETHING THAT SHAPED  
  WHO THEY ARE, AND WANT IT  
  FOR THEIR KIDS AS WELL.” 

— Bill Bryan
Broker/Owner, Flint River Realty
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Market niches
Jon Kohler with Jon Kohler & Associates focuses his 
attention on high net worth buyers who generally have an 
interest in preservation and the environmental aspects of 
larger tracts. Very often these deals involve conservation 
easements, such as one he helped put together for Horseshoe 
Plantation in middle Georgia. The easement credits offset 
income taxes.

Like other brokers, Kohler is capitalizing on the global 
interest in the area. He helped launch LandLeader.com in 
April 2014, a consortium of real estate professionals who 
market properties internationally. He says the idea is to take 
unique properties and show how important they are on a 
global level. “Like why long leaf pine is so special, the fact 
that wiregrass is very unique–there’s a value, a historical 
value.”  

One of his sales last year represents an interesting niche. 
He sold 1,000 acres to one of the top bird dog trainers in 
the country. He says the region is gaining a reputation as a 
good place to bring dogs to train in winter for competition 
and field trials. He also handled last summer’s $28 million 
sale of Longpine Plantation, located in the Red Hills Region. 
The buyer was Rick B. Leverich, a Texas businessman and 
former CEO of Bourland & Leverich Supply, which sells pipe 
products and hardware for the oil industry.

A trend Kohler is seeing in agricultural use is cattle 
conversion. He says cattle and pork are the single highest 
commodities and there’s also an enormous demand for non-
GMO foods.  He hopes to create a consistent supply of grass-
fed beef, which previously could only be found in Australia.

Kohler is working through some of the related challenges, 
including the fact that grass-fed cattle don’t have the same 
marbling as corn fed. He recently brought a consultant on 
soil building to the area to learn techniques for building a 
more nutrient rich topsoil to fatten the herds.

Another market Kohler is catering to is the survivalist. He 
created a division within his company to market “social 
storm” properties which targets individuals and families 
looking to develop a lifestyle that’s self-sustaining and off 
the grid.  Kohler says those properties often involve grass fed 
beef as well.

Like other brokers representing land in Southwest Georgia, 
Kohler says he’s more optimistic than ever before.  “There 
are a lot of opportunities with the social storm aspects, cattle 
ranches and the quail plantation market back to where it 
should be.”

 “FOR A WELL-KNOWN  
   PROPERTY, IT’S LIKE  
   THE CIRCUS HAS COME  
   TO TOWN.”

 — Billy Black
Realtor/Auctioneer, Barfield Auctions
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More to Offer Than Just the Woods
As the southern lifestyle is growing in popularity and second 
home/vacation buyers are looking at rural residential 
properties, they’re increasingly scrutinizing what’s nearby.  
Land professionals are finding proximity to a small town can 
help sweeten the deal.

Al Nicholson, Relationship Manager for Southwest Georgia 
Farm Credit in the Red Hills Region, says, “When you’re 
bringing someone in from out of town, it doesn’t hurt to drive 
through a town like Thomasville.”

Thomas County has one of the highest concentrations of 
recreational and investment/timber properties in the region, 
he says, so that area is benefiting from the surge of interest 
from younger families looking for a getaway. “It’s more of a 
lifestyle choice, how you want to spend your time away from 
work time.”

Many times the buyers are originally from the area and some 
are making it their new primary residence. They went away to 
college, took a job in Atlanta, started a family and now wind 
up back in this area. “It shows there’s an opportunity to make 
a living,” Nicholson says, “and there’s a lifestyle here you 
enjoy and where you can raise your children.”

For the vacationers and second home residents, the Red Hills 
region has more to offer than just the woods. That makes it 
more appealing to the whole family, he says.

Al Nicholson, Relationship Manager
Southwest Georgia Farm Credit

“THERE ARE A LOT  
  OF OPPORTUNITIES  
  WITH THE SOCIAL STORM  
  ASPECTS, CATTLE  
  RANCHES AND THE QUAIL  
  PLANTATION MARKET  
  BACK TO WHERE IT  
  SHOULD BE.”

 — Jon Kohler 
Jon Kohler & Associates
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Southwest Georgia Farm Credit’s CEO, Richard Monson,  keeps a close eye on the 
landscape of real estate values and demand and offered his unique perspective of 
the where’s and why’s.

Farmland values fickle
Record level commodity prices pushed up valuations of farm real estate and land 
rents, Monson said. As commodities have fallen to more normal levels, we are 
expecting a softening of values locally as well as throughout the Midwest farm belt. 
“How much decline will depend on how low and for how long commodity prices will 
stay at or near the cost of production.”

It’s really a correction. “The commodity price environment we’re in today is actually 
more normal than we experienced over the last several years. We will just have 
to see how the Farm Bill performs before we can determine whether we will see a 
continued slide in valuations or just something below the peak of where we were.”

Monson finds it beneficial to compare southwest Georgia’s farmland to other parts 
of the country. He observes, “We’ve begun to see valuations of farmland soften 
appreciably in the Corn Belt, Midwest and Southern Plains states.” He says our 
market mirrors the decline, but to a lesser degree.  “First, our valuations never 
escalated to the degree they did elsewhere in the country,” so we won’t see as 
dramatic of a fall. “Second…the well drilling moratorium throughout the Flint River 
basin—a  major aquafer in southwest Georgia—will  have the tendency to support 
valuations with existing wells and access to water.” The changing landscape is also 
becoming more apparent in conversions. “In the last couple of years, you saw a lot 
of land being cleared and put into irrigation,” he said. “I don’t think you’ll see a lot 
of land cleared and farmed without having access to water.”

Two things Monson says he is watching very closely as to their potential to influence 
valuations are interest rates and value of the dollar—particularly the trade weighted 
value of the dollar.  Rising interest rates without corresponding increases in 
commodity prices or reductions in input prices will have the effect of softening 
valuations. Similarly, the value the dollar as it pertains to export of agricultural 
commodities could have a tremendous impact on where commodity prices go from 
here. If our crops are more expensive than alternative sources, it will have the effect 
of curbing demand for U.S. commodities as we witnessed back in the 1980’s.  

Non-irrigated values, however, have to be looked at separately. He notes, “Lower 
productivity of non-irrigated land in our region will mean this land class will 
soften appreciably more in response to falling commodity prices. Unfortunately, 
without the access to a reliable source of water, crop yield volatility does not justify 
valuations above highest and best use as recreational value.”

Brighter picture for recreational real estate 
Like some of the Realtors observed, Monson is also seeing a price stabilization for 
real estate with recreational potential.  Speaking of which, water still rules for these 
tracts, as everybody wants a tract with a stream or pond, space for food plots and 
decent road frontage. What this usually means, however, is that with scarcity—as 
the perfect tracts usually are—comes higher valuation. To a great extent the 
excess inventory of just a few years ago has cleared out and “We are back to more 
sustained equilibrium where buyers and sellers are determining the price.” 

While some recreational tract sellers lament that land isn’t bringing what it did in 
the recent past, they need to consider where we’ve been. “Prices began to tumble in 
early 2013, but where we are today is not a bad price environment—we’ve reverted 
back to the mean, which is the normal price.”

In the recreational and lifestyle category, Monson says the upward trend will pick up 
momentum as the economy grows and job market expands. One noted exception, 
said Monson: “I think unimproved land that has a high component of dry cropland, 
without access to water, will be the runt of the litter.” These properties do not offer 
the aesthetics, nor do they have the attributes that the recreational buyer desires. 
Probably at this point the highest and best use converts to planted pines.  

Asset class still attractive
Monson notes that institutional investors are still actively looking at well-managed 
timberland or agricultural properties.  Yields on these investments are attractive 
relative to other fixed-income alternatives.  In some cases of investment, policy 
dictates the level of investment in a particular asset class, so they have to go out 
and find something—agricultural and timberland, included. If they can get a 4-5% 
annual return and there’s not a lot of volatility, it’s promising. He predicts, “We will 
continue to see institutional buyers in this market.”  

Balancing out portfolios is also causing high net worth individuals to enter the 
arena, again. They’re also looking to diversify their asset class holdings and provide 
an alternative to fixed income investments. He says the stock market’s recent 
heights have caused portfolios to get out of balance and high net worth individuals 
are finding solace in tangible assets such as timberland or agricultural real estate.

Getting Back to Normal

Richard Monson, CEO, Southwest Georgia Farm Credit
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Over the last 30 years, downtown 
Thomasville has undergone a renaissance 
of sorts.  Public and private investments 
have restored facades, expanded sidewalks 
and increased pedestrian friendliness.  
Cobblestone streets add to the charm, says 
Nicholson.  “It’s like you’re in an upscale 
Mayberry.”

It’s a makeover that keeps people coming 
back, according to Karen Smith, Executive 
Director of Thomasville’s Main Street 
Program. Smith says the downtown revitalization started back in 1981, when local leaders adopted the Main 
Street Program, which is economic development within the context of historical preservation. Since then, over 
$83 million has been invested in downtown on public and private improvements. The downtown commercial 
district has seen a net gain of 275 businesses and 948 jobs, according to Smith.

Shopkeepers and community leaders are committed to restoring and maintaining the historic integrity of the 
town.  “It was shaped by the wealthy northerners (in the late 1800s), creating the Victorian architecture you see 
restored today,” she says.

It’s so authentic, according to Nicholson, just add a little snow and it looks like an old New England town.   
“A Currier and Ives kind of scene,” he says.

The Main Street program concentrated originally on a three-block area, which is now fully occupied. The effort 
is continuing with the development of an art district to serve the very active cultural community in the region.

Smith says many owners of downtown stores and restaurants have family connections to the area. They grew 
up here and are moving back now as entrepreneurs, helping to shape the next era of downtown.  “You need 
those young people coming in, but you don’t want to lose the wisdom,” she says. “It takes that mix.”

Merchants welcome visitors and work together to put on a show for the frequent festivals and events.  It’s right 
out of the movies with food tours, parades and local beauty pageants.  A simpler lifestyle that’s very much in 
vogue these days.

Smith and Mills Brock are thinking alike. Says Smith, “It’s cool to be southern.”  

        THE 

“Cool”
 SOUTH




