
1     LAND & LIVING - SUMMER 2014

 LAND & LIVING - SUMMER 2014

2014 LAND VALUES SURVEY
REFLECTS OPTIMISM
INSIDE:  
Patronage Pays
Locally Grown Produce
Photography Tips

PLUS: 
First Quarter Land Sales 

SUMMER 2014



4     LAND & LIVING - SUMMER 2014

 LAND & LIVING - SUMMER 2014

          2014 LAND VALUES SURVEY  
                   REALTORS EXPRESS OPTIMISM  

       Southwest Georgia Farm Credit’s Land Values Survey is in its fourth year and, 

         once again, it has proved invaluable for telling the story of today’s real estate 

                  marketplace. The purpose of the survey is to gain insight 

                                            the southwest Georgia land market.

                        We distributed the 2014 survey to real estate professionals 

                             in the 21 counties served by Southwest Georgia Farm Credit, 

                    plus those in other parts of the region who sell land in southwest Georgia.
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Land values hold.
Overall, survey respondents expressed optimism for the 

market and saw evidence of continued recovery.  According 

to our Realtors here’s what you can expect in 2014 and 

beyond:

  Farmland values:  Nearly 67% thought farmland values 

will hold steady in the coming year, almost 27% expected 

them to increase.

  Rural land/recreational tracts values:  Nearly 63% 

expected values to remain the same, and 26% said they 

would increase.

  Rural residential homes and property values:  Almost 

61% thought they would hold to current  levels, while 29% 

thought they would increase.

  Residential with acreage:  A full 55% of the respondents 

expect values to remain where they are in this category, 

and another 37% expected them to increase.

  Land transactions:  Almost 54% expect values to 

increase, another 37% said they would remain where they 

are currently.

Must have water.
The Land Values Survey also asked what Realtors expected 

to be hot properties in the coming year.  Here’s what they 

had to say:

  Farmland is expected to be the highest demand—

Realtors’ comments added a caveat:  must have water!

  Rural acreage with dwelling received a number of votes 

for mid to high demand. 

  Timber investment was in the mid range for demand.

  Recreational/unimproved woodland was near the lower 

end of mid range.  

  Rural subdivisions are expected to be the least sought 

after, according to our survey respondents. As one 

Broker volunteered, “I don’t believe you will see any 

development until you see the rural housing market come 

back (maybe in 2015).”

Refer to the corresponding charts on page 7 for more specific 
details from survey respondents.
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What Our “Chief” 
Economist and CEO Says
While the Land Values Survey focused on expectations for 2014, Southwest 

Georgia Farm Credit CEO Richard Monson likes to contrast that with 

previous outlooks to put the numbers in context and give more clarity to 

the picture.

Monson, who has been a student of real estate value trends for all of his 

28 years with Farm Credit, says he has seen valuations creep up the last 

several years (2007-2012), particularly irrigated real estate, which he says 

commodity markets are not so attractive. We’re seeing some stability to land values, mostly attributed to the 

that market.”

Now, jump over to unimproved timber and woodland. In some cases it’s more of a recreation market, but it’s 

also an investor market.  It had gotten pretty slow back in the 2008 to 2012 period, which Monson says was 

due to the general malaise with the economy.  “We’re starting to see it stabilize and even some appreciation. 

People are back in the marketplace and are starting to bid on those properties.”  Customers range from a 

person who owns their own business, all the way to hedge fund managers. The questions are, at what rate will 

it increase and how long will the trend continue?

AT THIS POINT, MONSON EXPECTS A FAIRLY SLOW APPRECIATION,  
WHICH IS NOT NECESSARILY A BAD THING.  “BUBBLES DON’T HELP ANYBODY,” HE SAYS.
A huge trend that can’t be ignored is the fact that we’re right at the peak of baby boomer retirement.  

“The next 10 to 15 years, you’ll see a very large number of people retiring.” Does that bode well to lifestyle-

type real estate transactions (like recreational properties)? Monson says not necessarily for larger woodland, 

but it might be 40 acres and a house in the country to do more rural activities.

The lifestyle market is typically made up of the W-2 type person who’s worked for a number of years, 

accumulated wealth and they’re making a conscious decision to buy land. “We’re seeing a little bit of growth 

in those types of properties, seeing some movement in that area.  Much better than in the 2005-2006 era.”

Monson studied the Land Value Surveys between 2011 and 2014.  He noted that the degrees by which the 

Realtors thought farmland would increase has been dropping.  “We’ve probably hit a fairly stable valuation 

right now. It has a better chance of staying stable or falling slightly.”

Additionally, Monson has been monitoring the popular press’s take on the Farm Bill, but he says it’s still early 

to guess how it will affect the market.  “The regulations that make them matter haven’t been determined yet.  

In general, my thoughts are that it will continue to provide a certain safety net—however, not a safety net  

for all.”  

Richard Monson



7     LAND & LIVING - SUMMER 2014

 LAND & LIVING - SUMMER 2014

Reasons for optimism
While it’s always nice to get the bird’s eye view through a survey, it can 
be enormously helpful to hear war stories from the frontline to better 
understand what those numbers mean.  So we sought out some of those 
“warriors.”

Ben McCollum, Broker/Owner of The Wright Group in Thomasville, 
is one of the respondents who expressed optimism, primarily due to 
the level of activity his o!ce has seen, which he describes as “o" the 
charts.”  McCollum’s phones kept ringing well beyond the traditional 
selling “season” of November through April.  “Last year, that season never 
stopped,” he says.

McCollum saw volumes in 2013 that he hasn’t seen since 2006.  He 
attributes it to the pent up demand. He is still not seeing price 
appreciation, but rather the absorption of inventory, which is bringing 
more stability to overall land values.  

“No appreciation, but we’re one step closer. A lot of that has to do with 
fatigue,” McCollum says. “I think people are tired of living in a recession. 
They’ve been sitting on the sidelines since 2008, they’re ready to get back 
in the game.  The stock market being at an all-time high doesn’t hurt, 
either. They’re feeling like it’s time to take the chips o" the table and roll it 
into a product (land) that’s at an all-time low.”

McCollum is pleased to see recognition for the benefits of landownership 
returning.  “I heard the word ‘hard asset’ more in the last nine months than 
at any time in the last eight to 10 years,” he says.  He attributes it to the 
political climate, “People are e"ectively saying, ‘Good, bad or indi"erent, I 
can live with it. We know what to expect and can plan accordingly.’”

He added that consumer confidence is reflected in the fact that people 
at all levels are looking for land. It’s not just the billionaire, but the 
professional who’s looking for a weekend getaway, too.

Farmland, on the other hand, is being a"ected by commodity prices 
that peaked in 2011 and have pulled back, but he is not seeing a lot of 
depreciation in that category, even if increases have slowed considerably.

McCollum thinks there will be a lot of consolidation in farming in the 
future—“the big guys getting bigger.” They’ll keep plowing their proceeds 
into land, he says, as long as it’s got water.  But it will be harder for the 
Mom & Pop farmer, as they don’t enjoy the same economies of scale.

I think people are tired
of living in a recession.

BEN MCCOLLUM, THE WRIGHT GROUP
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Contrasting the 2013 Land Survey with previous outlooks 
can provide more clarity. This graph illustrates that an 
increased number of respondents see greater stability in 
farmland values and fewer see values increasing in this 
category, compared to previous years.

Farmland Values
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An increased number of respondents see market valua-
tion stability in this category, while a smaller number see 
a slight increase in valuations for the first time in several 
years. Very few see any further decline, and the number 
has trended down over the last three years. 
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In the Land Survey, Realtors gave their opinions on what 
they thought would be the more sought after types of 
properties.
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His outlook on timber investment is optimistic.  “Timberland 
is one of the most under utilized asset classes,” McCollum says.  
“Housing starts are on the re-bound, which is helping timber.  But 
raw timberland prices are still pretty depressed, an upside for 
bigger institutional investors.”

McCollum cited a recent trend where European subsidies for 
imported wood pellets has prompted installation of new mills 
throughout the southeast, which seems to have bolstered the 
timberland market and added value to recreational properties 
with a timberland component.  “They’re going to have to feed 
these mills going forward,” he says.  “There’s going to be a lot of 
demand.”

As for the types of prospects he’s seeing, McCollum notes an 
increase in Texas buyers, which he says is due to oil and gas 
money being re-directed. Fracking in Texas has made a lot of 
money for some people, too. “These are gun-toting, land buying 
Americans who are flush with cash,” he says.  Many of those 
he’s met are quail hunters. Droughts have a!ected their quail 
populations in Texas and the Red Hills region of north Florida and 
south Georgia are the last vestige of premium quail country.

After making this statement, McCollum begged o! Farm Credit’s 
call.  He had a Texan waiting for him on the other line—in the 
market for a quail plantation, we guessed.

Guarded optimism, too
When we caught up with Julian Morgan, Broker/Owner, South 
Georgia Land and Timber, he was checking on a logging crew 
thinning pines on his own property.

On Morgan’s Land Values Survey, he o!ered a comment that said, 
simply: “Good demand for small recreation tracts. Lake homes 
remain very slow. Irrigated farmland is still very hot, while dry 
farmland is only appealing to adjacent landowners. Rural homes 
must be reasonably priced as loans are hard to get.”  

We asked for more of his perspective.  It turns out—like 
McCollum—he is optimistic, but more guarded in the outlook.

Morgan’s assessment on farmland was similar.  “It seems like any 
kind of investment money that is going to be used in agriculture 
would be in irrigated farmland,” he says.  Farmland without 
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LENDING  
PRACTICES A PLUS
                   
Brian Wilson has seen  just about 

every market trend imaginable 

in his 17 years with Southwest 

Georgia Farm Credit. The Senior 

Relationship Manager says his book 

the better years in real estate—I’d say over the last three 

years.” Wilson says he’s seeing more optimism, “People 

have gotten comfortable with the general economy. They 

still have a job, they’re through the rough part, and that’s 

what drives it.

headed in the right direction. And I’m always looking for 

momentum.”  

Wilson says Farm Credit has seen an appreciation in all 

sectors of real estate. Recreational properties (anywhere 

from 100 to 250 acres) have increased $100 to $200 per 

acre in the last 18 months. When we talked to him, he had 

six loans pending on recreational tracts, all were in excess 

of 100 acres.

And he added, “We’re still seeing irrigated farmland 

(prices) through the roof. I’m not sure this can be 

sustained.”

The demand has mostly been for cash-generating 

Wilson suggested an explanation: “People sat back for so 

chase is what drives the most revenue.”

It’s good news when people start looking at land as an 

investment across the board, and that’s what Wilson has 

noted. “People are seeing land coming off historic lows, 

and everybody wants to buy at the bottom.” He contrasts 

that with the fact that the stock market is trading at an 

all-time high. “They’re not going to chase that—people are 

going to go for the low.”

He sees this as an indicator that they have cleared their 

books of bad debts and are beginning to resume normal 

lending practices.

Even banks that historically avoided agriculture are getting 

in it, he says. They’re looking for an opportunity to invest 

in areas they’ve not been in before. They’re loosening their 

restrictions and getting more aggressive.

All that adds up to better lending deals—it’s a borrowing 

customer’s market now. As Wilson says, “The buyer wins.” 

Brian Wilson

irrigation only seems to be attractive to adjacent landowners.  
 “If there’s a chance to enlarge (the farmer’s) holding, he will.   
But somebody who is not adjacent has very little use for (non-
irrigated) in today’s agriculture.”

Multi-use makes a property more attractive to today’s buyer, even 
for recreational properties, Morgan says. “For a long time, we cut 
our teeth on selling regular properties to out-of-state buyers, and 
prices were still reasonable back then. Timber prices were still 
good.  Today, there has to be some other factor besides return on 
investment for timberland for it to be attractive.”  Something like 
irrigation or recreational use, perhaps. “You’ve got to add that 
intrinsic value.”

Size matters, as well.  Though for a long time, Morgan’s average 
timberland sale was 100 or 150 acres, the economy took care of those 
buying a combination of timber and recreation at that size.  “People 
are generally buying smaller pieces, it’s like they’re saying, ‘We want 
to drop back a notch and see where things are going, not tie up as 
much of our retirement numbers in a piece of land.’”  He says about 
50 acres is what’s appealing to his recreation customer.  “Something 
that a man and his son or a couple of kids can hunt on, play on. It’s 
just enough, and still not too small (to limit recreational use).”

Referring to the survey’s indication that rural acreage with dwelling 
was expected to be “highly sought after,” he says, “Yes, but rural 
acreage with a dwelling is smaller than before.  It used to be 150 to 
200 acres—not now. Those guys are hard to find.”  Many of those 
tracts are in the hands of absentee owners who may have a job and 
a home in Florida.  They’ve got the upkeep and taxes on their rural 
land, so smaller is more manageable.

One trend that Morgan says has changed in the last decade or so is 
how land is viewed in today’s portfolio.  It used to be that land was 
relatively insulated from bad economic news.  Even if there was a 
scare on Wall Street, it didn’t hurt the rural land market.  “Well now, 
if there’s a little bad news, we don’t get calls for two months. It really 
suppresses the market,” he says.  “Everybody is afraid of what might 
happen to their investment. They’re worried about the ‘What if.’”  

Something that a man and his son  
or a couple of kids can hunt on, play on. 
It’s just enough, and still not too small  
(to limit recreational use).

JULIAN MORGAN
SOUTH GEORGIA LAND AND TIMBER
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After all, Sullivan spent 38 years working for banks in Tifton and 
Bainbridge—Farm Credit’s competitors.  She learned about the 
patronage benefit when she and her husband of 30 years were 
seeking a loan to purchase properties surrounding his family’s 
homestead in Vada, Georgia.

Sullivan’s curiosity finally got the best of her and she asked their 
relationship manager, “How can you a!ord to do a loan, charge 
interest, and then give it back to your customer?”

That’s when she first heard about this business model that 
makes customers shareholders, which means they share in the 
organization’s profits.  With Southwest Georgia Farm Credit, 
whenever the board declares a  distribution, borrowers receive a 
check, explains Kim Rentz, a four-decade farmer from Decatur 
County, who serves as the association’s Chairman of the Board.  
It’s usually a significant amount.

There are a number of ways to look at the patronage distribution, 
but Rentz says most people see it as essentially lowering the cost 
of borrowing.  “The more you borrow, the greater your portion of 
the patronage distribution. Typically, you’ll see an interest rate 
reduction of about one percent.”

The distribution is unique to the association, as with a 
commercial bank, a borrower will never have the opportunity to 
share in the profits, he says.

MANAGE WELL, PAY MORE
Sullivan learned that the patronage distribution is based on the 
association’s profit and loss, so the amounts vary.  And although 
it’s not guaranteed, the distribution has been fairly reliable for 
the last 27 years.  

That kind of record speaks volumes for Farm Credit’s 
management, Sullivan says. “It means they’ve maintained quality 
loans and been able to handle the loss ratio through the quality 
of their loans. They’ve made good decisions.”

Tarrell Bennett, Chief Lending O"cer, says he enjoys hearing the 
stories about what customers have used the funds to do. “They 
might build something or buy something, take a cruise or a trip,” 
he says.  Which might make some people wonder, How much are 
we talking about here?

Let’s say someone borrows $300,000 and their rate is 6%; that’s 
$18,000 in interest. According to Bennett, they would get about 
25% of that back—a distribution in the amount of $4,500 the first 
quarter of the year.

“That’s a pretty sizeable amount,” Bennett says, and nobody else 
o!ers that type of benefit—that is, ownership and a share in the 
profits.  “Plus, (the customer) got a competitive interest rate to 
start with—they didn’t pay us any extra—and we o!er a level of 
expertise and advice that most lenders can’t o!er.” 

The more you borrow,  
the greater your portion  
of the patronage distribution.

— Kim Rentz
Chairman of the Board 

Southwest Georgia Farm Credit 

Your Share of the Profits: 
Patronage Pays

WHEN JO ANNE SULLIVAN FIRST HEARD ABOUT THE  
PATRONAGE BENEFIT THAT FARM CREDIT OFFERS, SHE WAS FLOORED.  

“I DIDN’T KNOW ANY COMPANY DID THAT,  MUCH LESS A LENDING INSTITUTION.” 
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Sullivan calls the distribution her “Christmas surprise,” as the 
check usually comes some time after the first of the year.  She 
and her husband Harry also try to attend the annual meetings 
to hear details about the previous year and what’s ahead.  It’s 
quite an event, she says.  “It’s all the people you know in the 
community, good farmers.”

The meeting and the patronage distribution have helped build 
loyalty in the relationship the Sullivans have enjoyed with Farm 

Credit. “You feel like you’re a stockholder, like you’re vested in 
the company, not just a number on the books.” That relationship 
has allowed the Sullivans to expand their farm from 250 acres 
to almost 600.  Harry Sullivan is the third generation on the 
property and the house he grew up in, that was originally built in 
1909, is across the pasture from theirs.

 Jo Anne Sullivan says she and her husband value the sound 
advice they’ve received from Farm Credit.  “They understand the 
things that are associated with farm loans,” she says, which most 
commercial bankers don’t.  “(Farm Credit) understands their 
customer better than any other institution around.”  

We o!er a level of expertise  
and advice that most lenders 
can’t o!er. — Tarrell Bennett

Chief Lending O!cer
Southwest Georgia Farm Credit 

“They understand the things that are associated with farm loans.”




