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NIRAV SHAH

Wealth of Geeks

USDA reports the inflation-ad-
justed net farm income in 2022 
was an astonishing $167.3 billion. 
That’s 8.3% higher than farm in-
come in 2021 and the highest seen 
since 1973.

It’s no wonder, investment in 
American farmland is growing 
across the country by leaps and 
bounds. Especially as ultra-wealthy 
investors like Bill Gates, Dr. Meh-
met Oz, and many others looking 
for new avenues to grow their 
money plant their flags.

Investing in farmland has 
yielded stable returns because of 
increasing land values and profit 
generated from crops. The mone-
tization of farmland has also been 
bolstered by the tax exemptions 
granted in the United States to 
pension funds and endowments.

Investors are attracted to farm-
land investment because of its 
low correlation with stock market 
volatility. When agricultural prod-
ucts increase, the value of farmland 
tends to increase as well because 
the land becomes more valuable. 
Therefore, even in inflationary 
environments or during recessions, 
American farmland is highly likely 
to retain its value over time.

Wealthy Investors
Almost a decade ago, Warren 

Buffett mentioned that farmland 
investment has potentially substan-
tial upsides and virtually no down-
sides. Bill Gates hit the headlines 
in 2020 by becoming the country’s 

largest owner of private farmland. 
At that time, he had about 269,000 
acres in 18 states across America. 
Ted Turner, the media mogul, also 
owns 2 million acres of farmland, 
while Amazon founder Jeff Bezos 
owns over 420,000 acres.

Surgeon and author Dr. Meh-
met Oz is another high net-worth 
individual who has invested sig-
nificantly in American farmlands. 
With health-care workers going 
through a tough time due to job 
losses, he has inspired many of 
them to explore the possibilities of 
investing in farmland.

According to a 2021 estimate by 
USDA, about 30% of all American 
farmland is owned by non-farmers.

USDA also reported that out of 
the 911 million acres of cropland 
nationwide, about 39% were rented 
to farmers. Many farmers who 
owned these lands for decades are 
certainly asset-rich, but may not be 
cash-rich. As a result, many young 
farmers are happy to lease their 
farmland.

Interestingly, investing in 
farmlands is no longer confined 
to wealthy institutional investors. 
These days, many people have also 
started investing in American farm-
lands. In today’s less-than-ideal 
economic environment, farmland 
investment offers many benefits 
for them. These include: a natural 
hedge against inflation, attractive 
returns despite low volatility, 
excellent source of passive income, 
unrelated to any other class of as-
sets, and availability of user-friend-
ly investment platforms.

has gained traction recently by 
helping investors make a signifi-
cant passive income without much 
hassle. This platform is ideally 
suited for investors looking to own 
small land shares without taking 
many risks.

AcreTrader: Farmland 
Investment for Everyone

AcreTrader was founded in 2018 
to make the benefits of farmland 
investment available to everyone. 
In this real-estate crowdfunding 
platform, different farms are listed 
along with relevant details such 
as timeline, fees, expected cash 
yields, crops to be grown, etc. 
Investors can choose the farmland 
in which they want to invest.

Although the deals vary, it’s 
possible to participate in most 
deals by investing just $10,000. In 
return, investors collect an annual 
cash dividend every year, which is 
usually 2%-5%. The most signifi-
cant return, however, comes when 
the land is sold at a higher price 
after 5-10 years.

Investors can join AcreTrader 
for free and start viewing their 
listings. An annual management 
fee of 0.75% is charged based on 
property value. There is also a 
pass-through closing fee for each 
investment.

Some of the key benefits of 
investing with AcreTrader in-
clude a choice of properties, high 
ROI from farmlands without any 
influence of the stock market, 
and lower fees compared to other 
investment alternatives. The risk 
of default is lower because the an-

nual rent is paid ahead of time by 
farmers. Plus, the platform ensures 
mutual success by partnering with 
the farmers.

AcreTrader has a few limita-
tions, though. First, this platform 
is available only to accredited 
investors. The qualification for 
individuals is a minimum net 
worth of $1 million or a minimum 
earning of $200,000 in the last two 
years. Also, the platform has no 
secondary market, and the invested 
funds are locked up for at least five 
to 10 years.

The platform has seen a lot of 
activity in 2022, with 6,200 dis-
tributions to investors and raising 
$300 million in funds. One import-
ant achievement for the company 
in 2022 was having over 40,000 
acres of land under management.

Other achievements included: 
over $100 million funded in equi-
ty; new options added to the port-
folio; the platform’s first vineyard 
offering; diversification of invest-
ment options with 11 different row 
crops; and increased land offerings 
in Australia as well as the U.S.

AcreTrader is an excellent 
option for investing in farmland 
without a large budget. Still, 
investors are advised to do their 
due diligence, such as looking at 
an AcreTrader review or connect-
ing with investors on the platform. 
Advance research is always recom-
mended before making investment 
decisions to invest capital.

This article was produced and 
syndicated by Wealth of Geeks.

How to Invest in 
American Farmland?

In recent years, new ways have 
emerged to invest in farmland, 
opening up new opportunities to 
benefit from this investment prop-
osition.

The most obvious alternative is 
purchasing usable cropland and 
renting it to a farmer. However, 
this type of investment comes with 
a sizable upfront cost because 
these purchases will likely involve 
a large plot of land.

Another option is to purchase 
shares of farmland-focused 
specialty Real Estate Investment 
Trusts. A REIT is an organization 
holding real estate. After the for-
mation of a farmland REIT, capital 
is raised by the investors to invest 
in different farmlands. Compared 
to traditional farmland investments, 
liquidity is significantly higher in 
farmland REITs. This could work 
against the investors in the event of 
a market sell-off, however, since it 
is correlated with the stock market.

Compared to other farmland in-
vestment alternatives, the popular-
ity of farming-focused crowdfund-
ing has increased significantly in 
recent years. This new platform al-
lows a broad spectrum of aspiring 
investors to invest in farmlands. 
These platforms purchase a piece 
of agricultural property on behalf 
of investors. It also allows almost 
anyone to join the investment game 
for as little as $10,000.

There are many real estate 
crowdfunding platforms focused 
on farmland. Of these, AcreTrader 
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Humans have physically recon-
figured half of the world’s land 
to grow just eight staple crops 
— corn, soy, wheat, rice, cassava, 
sorghum, sweet potato and potato.

These crops account for the vast 
majority of calories that people 
around the world consume. As 
global population rises, there’s 
pressure to expand production 
even further.

Many experts argue that further 
expanding modern industrial-
ized agriculture — which relies 
heavily on synthetic fertilizer, 
chemical pesticides and high-
yield seeds — isn’t the right way 
to feed a growing world popula-
tion. In their view, this approach 
isn’t sustainable ecologically or 
economically, and farmers and 
scientists alike feel trapped within 
this system.

How can societies develop 
a food system that meets their 
needs and is also more healthy 
and diverse? It has proved hard to 
scale up alternative methods, such 
as organic farming, as broadly as 
industrial agriculture.

In a recent study, we considered 
this problem from our perspec-
tives as a computer scientist 
and a crop scientist. We and our 
colleagues proposed a way to 
rethink how agricultural systems 
are designed and implemented, 
using a central idea from comput-
er science — abstraction — that 
summarizes data and concepts 
and organizes them computa-
tionally so we can analyze and 
act upon them without having to 
constantly examine their internal 
details.

Big Output, Big Impacts
Modern agriculture intensified 

over just a few decades in the 
mid-20th century — a blink of an 
eye in human history.

Technological improvements 
led the way, including the devel-
opment of synthetic fertilizer and 
statistical methods that improved 
plant breeding.

These advances made it pos-
sible for farms to produce much 
larger quantities of food, but at 
the expense of the environment. 
Large-scale agriculture has helped 
drive climate change, polluted 
lakes and bays with nutrient run-
off and accelerated species losses 
by turning natural landscapes into 
monoculture crop fields.

Many U.S. farmers and agri-
cultural researchers would like 
to grow a wider range of crops 
and use more sustainable farming 
methods. But it’s hard for them 
to figure out what new systems 
could perform well, especially in 
a changing climate.

Lower-impact farming sys-
tems often require deep local 
knowledge, plus an encyclopedic 
understanding of plants, weather 
and climate modeling, geology 
and more.

That’s where our new approach 
comes in.

Farms as State Spaces
When computer scientists think 

about complex problems, they 
often use a concept called a state 
space. This approach mathemati-
cally represents all of the possible 
ways in which a system can be 
configured. Moving through the 
space entails making choices, and 
those choices change the state of 
the system, for better or worse.

As an example, consider a 
game of chess with a board and 
two players. Each configuration of 

inputs. Our framework makes it 
possible to consider higher-lev-
el strategies, such as growing 
multiple crops together or finding 
management techniques that are 
best suited to a particular piece 
of land. Users can search the 
state space to consider what mix 
of methods, species and locales 
could achieve those goals.

For example, if a scientist wants 
to test five crop rotations — rais-
ing planned sequences of crops on 
the same fields — that each last 
four years, growing seven plant 
species, that represents 721 poten-
tial rotations. Our approach could 
use information from long-term 
ecological research to help find 
the best potential systems to test.

One area where we see great 
potential is intercropping — 
growing different plants in a 
mixture or close together. Many 
combinations of specific plants 
have long been known to grow 
well together, with each plant 
helping the others in some way.

The most familiar example 
is the “three sisters” — corn, 
squash and beans — developed by 
Indigenous farmers of the Amer-
icas. Corn stalks act as trellises 
for climbing bean vines, while 
squash leaves shade the ground, 
keeping it moist and preventing 
weeds from sprouting. Bacteria 
on the bean plants’ roots provide 
nitrogen, an essential nutrient, to 
all three plants.

Cultures throughout human 
history have had their own fa-
vored intercropping systems with 
similar synergies, such as tumeric 
and mango or millet, cowpea and 
ziziphus, commonly known as red 
date. And new work on agrivol-
taics shows that combining solar 
panels and farming can work 
surprisingly well. The panels 

partially shade crops that grow 
underneath them, and farmers 
earn extra income by producing 
renewable energy on their land.

Modeling Alternative 
Farm Strategies

We are working to turn our 
framework into software that peo-
ple can use to model agriculture 
as state spaces. The goal is to en-
able users to consider alternative 
designs based upon their intuition, 
minimizing the costly trial and 
error that’s now required to test 
out new ideas in farming.

Today’s approaches largely 
model and pursue optimizations 
of existing, often unsustainable 
systems of agriculture. Our frame-
work enables discovery of new 
systems of agriculture and then 
optimization within those new 
systems.

Users also will be able to spec-
ify their objectives to an artificial 
intelligence-based agent that can 
perform a search of the farm state 
space, just as it might search the 
state space of a chessboard to pick 
winning moves.

Modern societies have access 
to many more plant species and 
much more information about 
how different species and envi-
ronments interact than they did a 
century ago. In our view, agricul-
tural systems aren’t doing enough 
to leverage all that knowledge. 
Combining it computationally 
could help make agriculture more 
productive, healthy and sustain-
able in a rapidly changing world.

The Conversation is an inde-
pendent and nonprofit source of 
news, analysis and commentary 
from academic experts.

the board at a moment in time is a 
single state of the game. When a 
player makes a move, it shifts the 
game to another state.

The whole game can be de-
scribed by its “state space” — all 
possible states the game could be 
in through valid moves the play-
ers make. During the game, each 
player is searching for states that 
are better for them.

We can think of an agricultural 
system as a state space in a par-
ticular ecosystem. A farm and its 
layout of plant species at any mo-
ment in time represent one state 
in that state space. The farmer 
is searching for better states and 
trying to avoid bad ones.

Both humans and nature 
shift the farm from one state to 
another. On any given day, the 
farmer might do a dozen different 
things on the land, such as tilling, 
planting, weeding, harvesting or 
adding fertilizer. Nature causes 
minor state transitions, such as 
plants growing and rain falling, 
and much more dramatic state 
transitions during natural disasters 
such as floods or wildfires.

Finding Synergies
Viewing an agricultural system 

as a state space makes it possible 
to broaden choices for farmers be-
yond the limited options today’s 
farming systems offer.

Individual farmers don’t have 
the time or ability to do trial and 
error for years on their land. But 
a computing system can draw 
on agricultural knowledge from 
many different environments and 
schools of thought to play a met-
aphorical chess game with nature 
that helps farmers identify the 
best options for their land.

Conventional agriculture limits 
farmers to a few choices of plant 
species, farming methods and 

The Conversation
Computer Science Offers New Farming Model


