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Farm Estate Planning Series: You Need a Solid Farm Estate Plan
Disclaimer: The following is 

meant only for educational pur-
poses and not to be construed as 
legal or tax advice.

In the past decade, more atten-
tion has been given to estate plan-
ning for family farm businesses, 
as the average age of commercial 
farmers in Illinois is 60-plus, and 
most landowners are 65 and older. 
Farmers do not own the majority 
of farmland in the state; individu-
als, not corporate interests, own it. 
Studies show that fewer than 50% 
of farm families have an estate 
plan to manage succession and 
property transfer upon the owner's 
death or incapacitation. Further-
more, even fewer - less than 20% 
- have a written plan communi-
cated to their heirs. This article 
is designed to help farm families 
develop a basic understanding of 
their estate tax situation and why 
they should take steps to put a 
plan in place. The farmer or land-
owner should seek advice from a 
tax/legal professional.
Estate Planning is a Financial 

Decision
As the farming industry in Il-

linois struggles with profitability, 
the lack of an effective estate plan 
may be the single biggest negative 
financial decision for farm fami-
lies. It could have a profound ef-
fect on the family after the death 
of the farmer or farmland owner, 
both financially and emotionally. 
However, there are planning tools 
to help guide families along the 
path to creating a solid estate plan. 
The hardest parts of building an 
estate plan are: 1) getting started 
and 2) finishing.

Having worked professional-
ly as a farm trust officer, I can’t 
tell every family exactly what the 
perfect estate plan looks like, but 
I have a seasoned eye for identify-
ing a bad plan. Careful planning 
and difficult family conversations 
can prevent most pitfalls. Ulti-
mately, you are in control; only 
you understand your family well 
enough to make the right deci-
sions. Unfortunately, many of the 
estate plans I have reviewed over 
the years are poor. As the statistics 
show, most farm families are un-
able to overcome the difficulties 
of planning and either don’t plan 
at all or put together a poorly done 
plan that will cost the family a lot 
of money and permanently dam-
age relationships. Most families 
want a good plan but fail to start, 
finish, or put one together, leaving 
the family vulnerable. This arti-
cle and the following articles will 
help families create a solid estate 
plan. 

The Illinois Department of 
Revenue may be Your Biggest 

Financial Problem.
A sound farm estate/succession 

plan is one of the biggest finan-
cial tools you can use to keep the 
family farm operating for gener-
ations. Illinois has an estate tax 
that can be a significant burden 
on the family. Still, much of that 

burden can be reduced through 
effective planning by the owners, 
including the use of the $4 million 
exemption. Currently, an Illinois 
estate valued at $4,000,000 owes 
no estate tax to the state, but many 
Illinois farms are worth more than 
this exempted level. Once the es-
tate exceeds $4,000,000, the en-
tire estate could be taxed, starting 
with the first dollar. A $5 million 
estate could owe $285,714 under 
the current state tax law, which 
taxes an estate of 5 million at 
close to 6%. The estate tax rate 
in Illinois graduates to 16% at 
$10.04 million. At present, there 
is a discussion in the state legis-
lature to increase the exemption.

A husband and wife can ef-
fectively double the value of the 
exemption if estate planning tools 
are implemented in their strategy 
to lower the tax burden. One does 
not need to know the actual tools, 
as you can rely on your tax profes-
sional. The Illinois estate tax is not 
portable between spouses, making 
it a strict use-it-or-lose-it scenario 
that requires a legal tax strategy 
to be put in place before the first 
spouse passes away. Estate plan-
ning tools available to owners 
include AB trusts, QTIP trusts, 
or gifting. It would be beneficial 
to familiarize yourself with these 
tools and strategies before meet-
ing with your tax advisor. Having 
a trusted tax professional by your 
side is vital to ensuring accuracy 
and maximizing your financial 
well-being.

Owning Property Out-of-
State or as a Non-Illinois 

Resident
As an Illinois resident, the 

owner needs to contact a tax 
advisor to fully understand the 
complexity of the owner's real 
or intangible assets, including 
any property owned outside Illi-
nois. Non-resident Illinois farm 
owners need to consult their tax 
professional as well. When meet-
ing with your tax advisor, have a 
prepared list of all property, in-
cluding that owned out of state, 

whether intangible (not physical 
in form) or real (such as land).

Federal Estate Taxes
The federal government also 

levies an estate tax, but the ex-
emptions are high enough that 
many farm families can avoid 
paying it. The exemption for a 
single person is currently $15 
million, which doubles to $30 
million for a married couple. This 
exemption is portable between 
spouses, but you must file the cor-
rect form with the IRS within a 
specified time frame. Many farm 
families in Illinois will not owe 
federal estate taxes under current 
rules, but some will.
Tax Avoidance is Only a Part of 

the Problem
Avoiding estate taxes is only 

part of the problem when you don't 
have a solid estate plan in place. 
A solid estate plan can preserve 
future family relationships by be-
ing proactive in planning estate 
transfers. Your goal should be to 
put your family in the best possible 
position for future generations, in 
terms of relationships and financ-
es. Future articles in the Farm Es-
tate Planning Series will focus on 
family relationships during and 
after the creation and implementa-
tion of an estate plan.

Kevin Brooks is a Farm Man-
agement Extension Educator with 
the University of Illinois Exten-
sion, based at the Peoria office. 
His email address is kwbrooks@
illinois.edu
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Slate
  Little bitty Slate is only three 
months old and he’ll be your very 
best friend from day one with 
you. He is very playful and loves 
balls to chase, but he also likes 
to snuggle and sleep on your lap. 
He loves attention and affection, 
and he came from a foster home 
with children. Slate is neutered, 
micro-chipped and current on all 
his shots.

Jenna
  Jenna is a very sweet one-year old 
girl who weighs about 34 pounds. 
She has the cutest scruffy, choco-
late coat. She is very joyful when 
meeting new people, but she calms 
down quickly when greeted calmly. 
She already knows Sit and will make 
eye contact with you for treats. She’ll 
be a wonderfully trainable and fun 
companion for some lucky person 
or family. She is already spayed, mi-
cro-chipped and current on all her 
shots.

RUTH ELLEN 
KLEPPIN

Ruth Ellen Kleppin, 80, of La-
con Illinois, passed away peaceful-
ly on Wednesday, July 8, 2026 at 
her residence in rural Lacon. Born 
in Streator, Illinois on January 12, 

1946 to the late Walter and Louise 
(Harms) Knack of Dana Illinois, 
she married John Thomas Kleppin 
Jr. on January 26, 1964 in Streator. 
John died on October 19, 1989.

Ruth is survived by her three 
children Donald (Peggy) Kleppin 
of Rutland Illinois, Ronald Klep-
pin of Toluca Illinois, Connie 
Bullen of Henry Illinois; grand-
children Thomas & John both of 
Tennessee, Tyler of Henry, Abi-
gail of Morton Illinois, Amber of 
Toluca; great grandchildren, Lilly, 
Addy, Zaidyn, Kimber, and one 
more on the way, Waylon. She was 
also preceded in death by her two 
brothers James & William Knack, 
and son-in-law Harry Bullen Jr. 
Many, many people will miss 
Ruth, especially her friend Bill.

Ruth worked for the Lacon Seal 
Company – Lacon Manufacturing 
since the 1980s. She eventually 
became the supervisor until its 
closing. She then worked for the 
companies ITI and HK logistics at 

the Mossville Caterpillar plant un-
til her retirement. Ruth was a car-
ing person and gave her time at the 
Koinōnia Food Pantry in Lacon 
for over 30 years. Many people 
remember her sitting at the desk, 
filling bags, and helping people 
sign in.

Ruth loved to plant gardens and 
can the produce to feed her family 
and others the delicious vegeta-
bles throughout the year. She also 
loved to cook, the color red, and 
bingo. Her grandchildren, great 
grandchildren and her dog spot 
were the highlights of her life.

Funeral services for Ruth will 
be held on Wednesday, July 15, 
2026 at the Lacon Congregational 
Church at 11 AM with visitation 
times on July 14 from 5 to 7 PM 
at Lenz Memorial Home and one 
hour prior to the service at the 
church. Burial will follow in the 
Minonk Township Cemetery next 
to her husband John. Memorials 
can be made to the Koinōnia Food 
Pantry and online condolences can 
be left at lenzmemorialhome.com.
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