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Lance Muirhead, 29, harvests corn on his family’s farm in Macon County, lllinois. One of afew A farmer works into the evening hours in Macon County, lllinois. (Photo courtesy of Muirhead

For young people looking to take over lllinoisfarms, the costs can be steep

By REBECCA PIEDER AND
MEDILL ILLINOIS NEWS
BUREAU

Capitol News lllinois

Brock Seymour was 5 the
first time he drove a combine.
It was pouring rain, and his
grandfather had jumped out to
fetch the grain cart, leaving him
to drive across the field.

“I'll never forget that,” Sey-
mour said. “When he got down
out of the combine, he said,
‘Just drive straight, buddy.’”

From that point on, Seymour
knew he wanted to be afarmer.
Growing up on the family farm
in Shipman, Illinois, Seymour
took on responsibility early,
helping with operations at 13
and by his early 20s, learning
the business side of running a
farm.

Now 26, he represents the
fifth generation on his family’s
land. With his grandparents en-
tering their late 70s, those re-
sponsibilities are shifting into
conversations about succes-
sion.

His path is afamiliar one for
young farmersin Illinois, many
of them fifth- or sixth-gener-
ation stewards of Midwestern
farms. Yet, less than 9% of Illi-
nois farmers are below the age
of 35, and the average age of a
farmer in lllinocisis over 58, ac-
cording to the U.S. Department
of Agriculture's 2022 agricul-
ture census.

If you ask farmers why that
is, the reasons for the stats are
varied. For any young farmer,
not least those without access
to inherited land, there are the
high costs of getting started.
This includes land, equipment
and fertilizer, none of which
are cheap

For those looking to contin-
ue their family legacy, there
is a hefty estate tax associated
with taking over the business
and the land. But there’'s dlso a
sense of somein the older gen-
eration not wanting to pass the
torch, and because of improved
equipment quality, they don't
haveto just yet.

While the U.S. Department
of Agriculture has programs in
place to support young farmers,
including low-interest loans;
the threshold to entry remains
high, said Garrett Williams, 26,

chair of the lllinois Farm Bu-
reau’s young leader committee.

“l do think that the rising
costs of inputs and the buy-in
on assets and ground is prob-
ably a relatively high barrier,”
Williams said. “For young
farmers, especially those with
families, it can be achallenge.”

Farming is capital-intensive;
there are equipment costs, fer-
tilizer costs, and the price of
land and labor. A combine aone
can cost more than $1 million.
Tariffs and geopolitical disrup-
tions have aready increased
costs for lllinois farmers in
recent years, according to the
Illinois Soybean Association.
Now, conflict in the Middle
East is adding new pressures,
with fertilizer prices at risk of
climbing toward levels not seen
since Russia's 2022 invasion of
Ukraine, which aso upended
global supply chains.

“People just don't redize
how much money it takes to
start from scratch,” said Lance
Muirhead, a seventh-genera-
tion corn and soybean farmer
in Cerro Gordo, Illinois. “If
you don’'t have some kind of fi-
nancial backing, it's extremely
expensive to be afarmer.”

Even if you are fortunate
enough as a young farmer to
inherit farmland from your
parents or grandparents, the fi-
nancial burdensremain through
taxation, Muirhead, 29, said.

‘Land rich and cash poor’

Illinois is one of a dozen
states that imposes a so-called
“death tax” — a state-level
estate tax on inherited assets,
separate from federal taxes.
While Congress raised the fed-
era estate-tax exemption to
$15 million through the One
Big Beautiful Bill Act, farmers
in lllinois still face state-level
taxes if they reach the $4 mil-
lion threshold. That means that
once an estate exceeds $4 mil-
lion, the entire value is subject
to taxation.

With land and equipment be-
coming more valuable, it's easy
to reach that $4 million limit,
Williams said.

The Family Farm Preserva
tion Act, which would have
raised the estate tax threshold
to $6 million, included key
priorities for the Illinois Farm
Bureau. The measure would al-

low for the 96% of farms that
are family owned to stay intact
when passed down between
generations, without having to
sell off land or assets, accord-
ing to the farm bureau.

“Farmers, we have a ten-
dency to be land rich and cash
poor,” Williams said. “I think
that's the general sentiment.
Any taxes incurred on inherit-
ed assets can be very difficult.
It can be cumbersome on the
young farmer to come up with
that cash to keep those acres
and keep that equipment for the
operation.”

The prices of both land and
equipment have risen for farm-
ers over the past decade, in-
creasing the value of estates.

“You know, the price of land
has skyrocketed,” Muirhead
said. “| seealot of family farms
that could be passed down to
the next generation. But once
they’re inherited, they have to
go pay al thistax and sell two-
thirds of the farm to be able to
keep one-third in the family.
And that’s just not right.”

The Family Farm Preserva
tion Act (contained in Senate
Bill 2921 and House Bill 4600)
did not pass the previous legis-
lative session due to fiscal con
cerns over reducing state rev-
enue while trying to resolve a
budget deficit. Now, a new hill,
Senate Bill 1688, is currently
awaiting assignment to a Sen-
ate committee. Sponsored by
Sen. Doris Turner, D-Spring-
field, who chairs the Senate
Agriculture Committee, the bill
seeksto raise the tax exemption
to $6 million.

Turner echoed fiscal con
cerns about lost revenue for the
state, saying “It's the money.
That's the big piece.”

However, she hopesthistime
there is enough momentum for
the hill to pass. It's been await-
ing a committee assignment
since February 2025.

“We're working realy hard
with al of the stakeholders,”
Turner said. “Hopefully we get
it over thefinish line.”

Sen. Terri Bryant, R-Mur-
physboro, is among 29 co-
sponsors on the bill, which has
bipartisan support in both the
House and Senate.

“You can get to $4 million re-
ally fast when a combine costs

$1 million,” Bryant said. “So
we need to get rid of that and
bring it in line with the federal
government. We're pushing for
it redly hard.”

“l don't know anyone who
isagainst it,” added Sen. Sally
Turner, R-Beason.

Estate tax revenues have “in-
creased significantly in recent
years,” according to a January
Commission on Government
Forecasting and Accountabil-
ity report. Between fiscal year
2012 and fiscal year 2020, re-
ceipts averaged more than $300
million annually. And in recent
years, they’ve gone north of
$600 million. Some growth can
be attributed to a sharp rise in
asset valuations.

Gov. JB Pritzker said in
March that changes to the es-
tate tax have not been a priori-
ty, though he added: “| do think
it's something that | could sup-
port as long as it includes the
kind of tax break that | think is
appropriate to preserving small
farms and small businesses.”

“1 think there are people who
look at me and think (an) estate
tax cut is not something that
Pritzker should be the advocate
for,” Pritzker said, acknowl-
edging his billionaire status.
“But | understand, very much
s0, how impactful itisin aneg-
ative way on farmers and on
small businesspeople.”

The combined impact of high
costs and estate taxes can lead
young farmers to delay formal-
ly buying into the family farm
until they have gained enough
capital. Asaresult, thesetransi-
tions often happen later in life,
according to the University of
Illinois' farmdoc daily, a web-
site that offers research-based
analysisfor farmers, market an-
alysts, policymakers and more.

A reluctanceto step aside

Financial barriers are only
part of the challenge facing
new farmers. While agricul-
ture has long required signifi-
cant capital, some experts say
older farmers are holding onto
their operations longer, leaving
fewer opportunities for the next
generation.

Kevin Brooks, a farm man-
agement commercial agricul-
ture educator with University
of Illinois Extension, said tran-
sitions within family farms can
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Social Security Adminis-
tration (SSA) Commissioner
Frank J. Bisignano recogniz-
es April as National Social
Security Month under the
Trump Administration.

“The Social Security Ad-
ministration delivers month-
ly payments to 75 million
people, including our na-
tion's seniors, disabled, and
most vulnerable popul ations,
and National Social Secu-
rity Month is dedicated to
providing the highest quali-
ty service to the Americans
we serve,” said Commis
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sioner Frank J. Bisignano.
“Under President Trump’s
leadership, | have made it
mission-critical for the agen-
cy to meet people wherever
they choose to be served—at
afield office, over the phone,
or online. As part of our
commitment to strengthen-
ing Socia Security, we will
make it easier for Americans
to take control of their bene-
fitsand plan for their future.”

As a result of Commis-
sioner Bisignano's leader-
ship and digital-first vision
for the agency, Americans
are receiving better, faster
service wherever they want
to be served.

Over 100 million Amer-
icans now have my Socia
Security accounts to easily
and conveniently do busi-
ness with SSA online. Per-
sona my Socia Security
accounts enable individuals
24/7 access to the agency’s
tools and services, whether
they currently receive bene-
fits or not.

To learn more and create
a personal my Saocial Secu-
rity account, visit: https://
WWw.Ssa.gov/myaccount/.

Throughout April, SSA
will  focus on different
themes to help the American
public with their Social Se-
curity benefits. The agency

ENQUIRER-EXPRESS

invites you to use our tool-
kit of resources, including
blogs, social media content,
and articles, to help spread
the word about National So-
cia Security Month with a
goal of ensuring that more
Americans are informed
about their Social Security
benefits and can plan for a
secure financial future.

For more information
about Social Security’s ser-
vices, visit www.ssa.gov.
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be difficult to navigate, leading
some to delay succession plan-
ning altogether.

“A lot of fathersthat are run-
ning on farms don't want to
give up that control,” Brooks
said. “People don't like to
talk about their impending de-
mise. They don't want to talk
about slowing down and retir-
ing. There's that work ethic of
wanting to stay at it.”

This puts younger farmers
in a bind, having to play the
waiting game until the older
generation is ready to pass the
torch, said Seymour, the Ship-
man farmer.

“Maybe when | get that age,
I'll be the same way. | don't
know,” Seymour said. “I can’t
speak for the older generation,
but they’ve put blood, sweat
and tearsinto the ground. And |
think they just have ahard time
being able to hang them up
and, you know, smoothly pass
it on.”

In recent decades, farming
equipment has gotten consid-
erably more advanced, making
it more comfortable to farm
and less demanding physically.
Thishasallowed peopleto stick
with it longer, Brooks said.

“To an extent, the boomer
generation hung on for a long
time. And | don’'t blame them.
They get abad rap,” said Muir-
head, the Cerro Gordo farmer.
“They went out in open-air
cab tractors and farmed with
four-row planters. Then they
got better equipment, air con-
ditioning, air ride suspension,
and auto steer. They put in the
work, and they get to reap the
benefits of that. | don’'t blame
them.”

Last year, the Farmland Tran-
sition Commission Act, Senate
Bill 2372, was signed into law,
creating a new body within the
[1linois Department of Agricul-
ture tasked with reviewing the
barriers to acquiring farmland
for people aged 25 to 40. It
was championed by Sen. Sally
Turner. As part of the act, she
is working with the state agri-
culture department to create a
webpage where younger peo-
ple can get useful information
on entering farming.

“Young farmers see al the
roadblocks,”  Turner  said.
“From problems with tariffs,

the low prices of corn and
beans, and everything on top of
it. But there’s different avenues
that can help you as a farmer,
like low-interest loans if you
wanted to try and buy a piece
of ground. All those things are
out there.”

For young farmers in Illi-
nois, the challenges are hard to
ignore, including longer term
concerns about South Amer-
ican competition impacting
soybean farmers in the state.
But knowing that previous gen-
erations have overcome similar
obstacles instills confidence.

“To see anybody struggle,
it's not encouraging, but to
see them get through it has
the opposite effect,” Muirhead
said. “If you work hard enough
or smart enough, you'll get
through the bad times.”

Brock Seymour has been
working full time at his fami-
ly farm for the past few years.
The estate tax concerns him,
and lifting the threshold would
give him and his family more
breathing room, he said. As
with any family business, nav-
igating succession planning
and generationa divides can
be challenging, but Seymour is
optimistic about the future.

“Now there'shard times. I'm
not going tolie,” Seymour said.
“Asafarmer, you know, you're
gambling. But to see how
Grandpa has built the founda-
tion gives me confidence that |
can do the same.”

Rebecka Pieder is a gradu-
ate student in journalism with
Northwestern University’s Me-
dill School of Journalism, Me-
dia and Integrated Marketing
Communications, and is a fel-
low in its Medill Illinois News
Bureau working in partnership
with Capitol News lllinois.

Capitol News lllinois is a
nonprofit, nonpartisan news
service that distributes state
government coverage to hun-
dreds of news outlets statewide.
It isfunded primarily by the Il-
linois Press Foundation and the
Robert R. McCormick Founda
tion.

This article first appeared on
Capitol News lllinoisand isre-
published here under aCreative
Commons Attribution-NoDe-
rivatives 4.0 International Li-
cense.
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