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 Farm Beginnings
A team approach to transitioning
LSP launches a transition coach initiative

By Karen Stettler

As a Land Stewardship Project staff 
PHPEHU��,�KDYH�EHHQ�LQYROYHG�
in some aspect of beginning 

farmer training for the past 15 years. Over 
WKHVH�PDQ\�\HDUV�WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�VLJQLÀFDQW�
growth in the number and quality of train-
ings for beginning farmers in our region.  
Today, many organizations in addition to 
LSP are training and supporting beginning 
farmers. This is an important development 
and is already resulting in more farmers on 
WKH�ODQG��:H�DUH�VHHLQJ�WKDW�PRUH�GLYHUVLÀHG�
farms are critical to protecting the land and 
our individual and collective security and 
wealth. 

Strides have been made, certainly, to 
provide a more comprehensive training 
program for those who want to pursue farm-
LQJ�DV�D�FDUHHU��,I�RQH�ZDQWV�WR�VWDUW�IDUPLQJ��
these learning and networking opportunities 
can really help make the dream a reality. 
Yet, barriers still exist that are preventing 
beginning farmers from getting started. One 
VLJQLÀFDQW�EDUULHU�LV�DFFHVVLQJ�ODQG�WR�IDUP���
All the training and preparation for farming 
in the world does little good if the beginning 

farmer has no place to farm.
Tom Reay, a recent Farm Beginnings 

graduate, is an example of someone who 
left the family farm operation he grew up 
RQ�LQ�,RZD�DQG�KDV�\HW�WR�ÀQG�WKH����WR����
acres of land he needs to fully launch his 
own livestock grazing enterprise. He has the 
experience and the passion for farming and 
is biding his time with an in-town job until 
KH�FDQ�ÀQG�WKH�ULJKW�IDUPLQJ�RSSRUWXQLW\��+H�
realizes that he will probably have to rent to 
start out. Even though he would love to own 
ODQG�HYHQWXDOO\��KH�GRHVQ·W�NQRZ�LI�WKDW�LV�D�
realistic goal.

7KH�SULFH�RI�ODQG�LV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�EDUULHU��
But it has values that go beyond the going 
market price, and these values must be taken 
into account when considering the future of 
farmland.

Affordable access to land
“We have such an intimate relationship 

with our farm—the land, the animals—it 
is like having another child,” says farmer 
Maren Holst, whose family has completed a 
transition of their operation to the next gen-
eration. During that process, they thought 
about what they value and how they could 
make sure the legacy they leave is well 

rooted in those values. “We want to know 
that the farm and land will continue to be 
well cared for in the future.” 

8QIRUWXQDWHO\��+ROVW·V�H[DPSOH�RI�FRP-
SOHWLQJ�D�WUDQVLWLRQ�SODQ�EHIRUH�LW·V�WRR�ODWH�LV�
all too rare in farm country. Although there 
are resources, trainings and coffee shop 
experts that lay out farm transition options, 
LW�LV�RIWHQ�GLIÀFXOW�WR�OLQH�XS�WKRVH�RSWLRQV�
ZLWK�RQH·V�YDOXHV�DQG�SXW�D�SODQ�WRJHWKHU��
Bill McMillin, who farms near the southeast 
0LQQHVRWD�FRPPXQLW\�RI�3ODLQYLHZ��VD\V��´,�
go to these transition workshops and come 
DZD\�ZLWK�ORWV�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ��,W·V�JRRG�
LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�JHWV�PH�WKLQNLQJ��DQG�\HW�,�
VWLOO�ÀQG�ZKHQ�,�UHWXUQ�KRPH�,�DP�QRW�VXUH�
how to begin to put all the pieces together 
and get started.”

/63·V�IDUPHU�PHPEHUV�DUH�OHDGLQJ�
WKH�ZD\��DV�PDQ\�DUH�WU\LQJ�WR�ÀJXUH�RXW�
next steps for their farms and land. LSP 
is working to help these farmers continue 
their stewardship-farming legacy through 
grassroots action.  

For example, LSP worked with the Plain-
view Area Land Access Organizing Commit-
tee last winter to prioritize what was needed 
to get more new farmers established in the 
community (see the No. 1, 2012, Land Stew-
ardship Letter, page 9). Among the top ideas 
developed was the creation of an objective 
third party that could help families work 
together and navigate the farm transfer plan-
ning process. The farmers on the committee 
realized that what they had in mind was a 
type of “coach” that could help identify what 
individual farm families need to get started 
in the farm succession planning process.

Transition coaches: the bridge
Led by this community committee, LSP 

is training two “transition coaches” who will 
eventually work directly with families. The 
farm transition coaches aim to help families 
get started in the process and move toward 
the peace of mind that comes with a well 
thought through transition plan. 

These coaches can help families in dif-
ferent ways, depending on each particular 
VLWXDWLRQ��,Q�VRPH�FDVHV��D�IDPLO\·V�ELJJHVW�
hurdle might be making the time to start the 
transition process. For other families, help-
ing to facilitate a collective goal could be 
the starting point, while others might focus 
RQ�ÀJXULQJ�RXW�ZKDW�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�SODQQLQJ�
process looks like, as well as what kind of 
information and timeline is needed. 

Just as there is no one way to put together 
a farm business, it follows that there is no 
one way to put together a farm transition. A 
good farm transition coach can offer guid-

Coach, see page 19…

$�UHFHQW�/63�)DUP�%HJLQQLQJV�ÀHOG�GD\�DW�3UDLULH�'ULIWHU�)DUP�LQ�/LWFKÀHOG��
Minn., featured crop specialist Thaddeus McCamant talking about managing 
GLVHDVHV��ZHHGV�DQG�SHVWV�LQ�GLYHUVLÀHG�YHJHWDEOH�RSHUDWLRQV��6XFK�LQ�GHSWK�RQ�
farm educational events provide beginning farmers invaluable training, but do 
little good if those wannabe farmers can’t get access to land. (photo by Nick Olson)
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ance at whatever place the family is start-
ing. When the family is ready to move on, 
or there is a need larger than the coach can 
handle, that coach will be able to connect the 
family to resources that already exist. (For 
further details about what a farm transition 
coach is and is not, see the sidebar below.)  

LSP is pioneering this new farm transi-
tion resource with the help of LouAnne 
Kling and Paul Wotzka. A long time LSP 

Coach, see page 19…

…Coach, from page 18

Overview of farm transition coach

,I� \RX� DUH� LQWHUHVWHG� LQ�PRUH� LQIRUPD-
tion about working with a farm transi-
WLRQ� FRDFK�� FRQWDFW� /63·V�.DUHQ� 6WHW-
tler at 507-523-3366 or stettler@land 
stewardshipproject.org.

Interested in having 
a transition coach?

Farm Beginnings graduates Kristine and Ryan Jepsen recently hosted a 
ZRUNVKRS�RQ�SURGXFLQJ�JUDVV�ÀQLVKHG�EHHI��)DUP�VXFFHVVLRQV�LQYROYLQJ�
livestock enterprises can be particularly challenging. (photo by Aimee 
Finley)

A farm transition coach is: 
X Someone who meets with family mem-

bers to listen to their story and help them 
get started and continue down the road to a 
farm transition.

X Someone who asks hard questions to 
make sure people are really thinking all the 
way around the issues.

X�Someone who can be an objective third 
party if two generations are working together 
(either related or not related).

X Someone who has an understanding of 
resources available to families and a sense 
of who to engage when.

X�Someone who can help the families 
think through their next steps. This could 

mean helping to develop a framework for 
moving forward, developing timelines and 
holding the families accountable.

X�Someone who can be a support person 
along the journey of the farm transition—
which could possibly stretch to beyond a year 
or more.

X�Someone who assesses when their own 
skills are not enough to handle the situation 
and knows when to call in other resource 
people.

X�6RPHRQH�ZKR�LV�DEOH�WR�ZRUN�FRQÀGHQ-
tially with families—the information shared 
is not public and will not be shared.

A farm transition coach is not:
X�Someone intended to be an expert on 

such things as tax law, legal implications 
of decisions and the ability to assess the 
ÀQDQFLDO�YDOLGLW\�RI�D�IDUP�RSHUDWLRQ�

X Someone who does the work for 
the family.

X Someone who is a “matchmaker”—
rather it is someone who is considered 
a conduit for making connections with 
beginning farmers.

 A family requesting a farm 
transition coach MUST:

X Be willing to meet with the coach.

X�Be willing to do the work needed to 
move the farm transition forward.

X�Help honestly evaluate the value of 
the service the coach provides.

member and farmer herself, Kling brings 
a wealth of knowledge and experience as 
the former coordinator of the Minnesota 
'HSDUWPHQW�RI�$JULFXOWXUH·V�)DUP�$GYR-
cates Program. She trained and worked 
with volunteers who in turn helped farmers 
ZLWK�ÀQDQFLDO�SODQQLQJ�DQG�DGYRFDF\��6KH�
continues to work as a volunteer farm and 
small business advocate. Kling realizes that 
the successful navigation of farm transitions 
will be necessary to ensure a new generation 
of farmers on the land. 

,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�FXUUHQWO\�ZRUNLQJ�DV�D�

consulting hydrologist on water quality 
issues in southeast Minnesota, Wotzka runs 
KLV�IDPLO\·V�RUJDQLF�IDUP�QHDU�WKH�FRP-
munity of Weaver. His interest in being a 
farm transition coach stems from work he 
has done over the years to keep innovative, 
GLYHUVLÀHG�IDUPHUV�RQ�WKH�ODQG�

 
Starting the process

$V�ZH�SURFHHG�LQ�WKLV�ÀUVW�\HDU�RI�WKH�
transition coach initiative, we will be work-
ing with a limited number of families to 
KHOS�WKHP�WDNH�WKH�ÀUVW�VWHSV�WRZDUG�D�FRP-
SOHWHG�IDUP�WUDQVLWLRQ�SODQ��,Q�WKH�SURFHVV�
we will also be doing a thorough evaluation 
RI�WKH�EHQHÀWV�RI�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�D�IDUP�WUDQ-
VLWLRQ�FRDFK��,I�ZH�VHH�DQ�LQFUHDVHG�GHPDQG�
for this service, LSP and the Plainview Land 
Access Organizing Committee will consider 
how to grow this resource. S

Karen Stettler, a former director of the Farm 
Beginnings Program, now coordinates 
LSP’s Community Engagement and Impact 
initiative. She can be reached at 507-523-3366 
or stettler@landstewardshipproject.org.


