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Sector Spotlight

Home
Rangeon the

The $200 million sale of  
Beaverhead Ranch in Montana 
ranks as one of the largest  
real estate deals of 2021.
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These are wild times for ranchlands  
as appraisers see a mad rush for wide open spaces

by Suchi Rudra
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It was mid-2021, a moment that now appears 
to have been the pinnacle of the recent real 
estate frenzy, and up in the Rockies, a 2,000-
acre rural ranch was purchased for $14 mil-

lion — sight unseen. Eight months after the 
sale, the owner had yet to set foot upon his new 
trophy property, although he had plans to visit 
with his family by this summer’s end. Originally 
a hay and cattle ranch, the property will be 
transformed into a mostly vacant piece of land, 

one that the owner plans to enjoy and leave 
behind to his heirs. 
 “These are wild times,” says Blair Abney, 
MAI, SRA, owner of Abney Valuation Group in 
Marshall, Texas, who appraised the property. He 
notes that while the property income on that 
Rockies ranch — about $90,000 annually from 
hay leases and ranch house rentals — was not 
important to the buyer, the foreman and the 
buyer are considering continuing the hay lease 
while also exploring other options, such as wild-
life management, to maintain the ad valorem 
tax exemption. 
 John Merritt, vice president and broker at the 
Jackson, Wyoming-based real estate firm Live 
Water Properties, has similar stories to share. 
He and his team listed a rugged, 17.9-acre 
ranch in rural Wyoming — an off-grid, solar- 
powered property surrounded by national for-
ests on the Upper Green River — in February 
2020 for $1.35 million. “It’s a very specific place, 
cool and charming, but half the year you have 
to ride a snowmobile, and the other half you’re 
going eight miles an hour down a dirt road that’s 
really bad,” says Merritt, who notes that he’s 
never witnessed this kind of market frenzy in his 
entire 13-year career. Once the pandemic hit in 
spring 2020, the beginning of what he calls the 
“COVID uproar,” the little ranch was sought 
out by several buyers and sold in a day.
 “Historically, that is a very difficult sale, but 
mid-2020 to mid-2022 was just insane,” says 
Merritt. “We saw ranches that were on the mar-
ket for a while that finally sold. The buyer 

The recent spike in land values has prompted some ranch owners to list their properties 
because the cash is more valuable to them than the land.
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John Merritt:  
“We have three 
showings this 
week in Colorado. 
Two or three 
years ago, you’d 
be lucky to get 
three showings  
in a month.”
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demand was completely overwhelming, and that 
created a rollout of inventory that ran up the 
prices. We have three showings this week in Col-
orado. Two or three years ago, you’d be lucky to 
get three showings in a month.”
 Whether it’s 10,000 acres or 100, ranch prop-
erties are grabbing the spotlight now more than 
ever. Since the beginning of the pandemic, ranch 
properties of all shapes and sizes have been 
snapped up across the country. In 2021, ranch 
and land sales hit record highs. Topping the 
charts were a couple of rock-star deals in Mon-
tana: the Beaverhead Ranch ($200 million, pur-
chased by media mogul Rupert Murdoch from 
the Koch family) and Climbing Arrow Ranch 
($136 million), which turned out to be two of 
the largest residential real estate deals of the year. 

Examining the demand
The allure of wide open spaces remains strong, 
regardless of external circumstances. Even as the 
stock market continues to fluctuate, interest 
rates keep rising and worries of inflation inten-
sify, “closings have occurred, escrows have 
closed, buyers have chosen to move ahead,” says 
Todd Murphy, MAI, senior appraiser at Val-
bridge Property Advisors in San Luis Obispo, 
California.
 Perhaps some of this momentum is because 
investors are seeking a hedge against inflation 
and the current volatility in the financial mar-
kets. Historically, land has proven to be a good 
long-term investment. Scott Siemens, MAI, vice 
president at CBRE’s Valuation & Advisory Ser-

vices in Minneapolis, says he sees the demand 
for ranch properties as an extension of this trend 
of finding a safe haven within agricultural assets. 
 What’s more, during the coronavirus pan-
demic, many people relocated from urban, 
developed areas to more rural ones. People 
looked for more space, they headed outdoors — 
and they liked it. 
 Abney says that many of those who moved 
their families to rural communities are now 
watching their kids “ride ATVs, fish, and play 
outside like they did when they were kids, and 
decided to buy weekend places with acreage. 
We are seeing people that lived in cities for 
decades finding tremendous joy in cutting their 
own wood, clearing meadows, creating wildlife 
habitats.”
 Of course, properties are still being acquired 
for more practical, evergreen reasons, namely 
income and estate tax advantages and 1031 
exchanges. Siemens says that purchasing quality, 
tangible assets for tax reasons remains a motiva-
tion, and many Western states have favorable 
property tax rates, which has led to investors 
“deploying capital in these locations as a means 
of preserving wealth. There happens to be a lot 
of ranch and rangeland property in these states.”
 “Undeveloped land is somewhat of a hands-
off investment, and you are generally not subject 
to problem tenants or excessive taxing,” adds 
Abney. “From an institutional perspective, land 
is being purchased for its stability, but also its 
future potential. America’s super rich have been 
actively purchasing farmland and leaving the 

During the  

pandemic, people 

looked for more 

space, they headed 

outdoors — and 

they liked it.

Todd Murphy, 
MAI: “You get 
some very high-
end ranches in 
central California, 
and they’re really 
extensively devel-
oped, with very 
high-end homes 
and landscaping, 
like a resort. But 
those additions 
may not be 
recovered when 
selling.”

For ranches, as with any property, 
the value of building improvements 
is in the eye of the beholder: 
Resort-like amenities may not 
appeal to every buyer.
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leases in place or leasing back to the selling 
farmer.” Case in point: Amazon founder Jeff 
Bezos now owns more than 420,000 acres across 
31 states, while publicly traded companies like 
Gladstone Land are acquiring farms and leasing 
back the land.

The people making the moves
While plenty of buyers are coming from outside 
of agriculture, seeking a combination lifestyle 
ranch and retreat, other investors have a strong 
foundation or existing presence in ranching and 
are looking to expand their operations or consol-
idate as a nearby owner.
 Siemens mentions that large institutional 
buyers have reached out about deploying capital 
in the ranch space but are generally not as pres-
ent in the market due to the lack of an easily 
underwritten income stream.
 On the other hand, he’s seeing plenty of sellers 
that are family ranching operations, likely those 
that have downsized their cattle herds due to 
current drought conditions. Another subset of 
family ranchers includes the upcoming genera-
tion, who may be less interested than their par-
ents or grandparents in staying on the ranch and 

maintaining operations. In some cases, the 
owner may have several children who live in  
different parts of the country or the world, and 
selling the ranch is one way to equitably divvy 
up the asset.
 In Abney’s experience, there also are many 
sellers who are “simply shocked” at the increas-
ing value of their land and are putting their 
properties on the market because the cash is 
more valuable to them right now than the land.

Determining opinions of value 
Because ranches have generally trended with 
cropland prices, in most states properties have, 
on average, realized significant double-digit 
annual price increases over the past couple of 
years, according to Siemens.
 But for working ranches, business concerns 
tend to dominate the appraisal value. In Texas 
and Montana, the markets where Abney works, 
the production value of the land is often signifi-
cantly less than what a buyer will pay to be a 
landowner. “Income capitalization of hay leases, 
hunting leases and cattle leases is simply not suf-
ficient to support the sales price levels shown by 
market sales,” he says. “There are markets where 
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Blair Abney,  
MAI, SRA: 
“Undeveloped 
land is somewhat 
of a hands-off 
investment, and 
you are generally 
not subject to 
problem tenants 
or excessive 
taxing.”
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crop yields and livestock carrying capacity dic-
tate land values, but the markets I am working 
are not following that historical pattern.”
 Location is critical, but not just for the lovely 
views. For working ranches, terrain access 
is important: A remote ranch means higher 
expenses for the shipping of livestock. Apprais-
ers must also consider the amount of rainfall an 
area typically gets, which affects grazing, and 
the general suitability of the property for carry-
ing livestock, as well as the factors that support 
water distribution. However, ranchers may see 
a significant demand for hunting, horseback 
riding and fishing, so aesthetic attributes are 
important considerations. Habitat protection 
for endangered species may be a factor in the 
property’s value as well. 
  While sales prices can vary significantly based 
on the level of building improvements on site 
and the available recreational features, the next 
buyer may not be as interested in the current 
owner’s improvements. “The dream of one per-
son may not be the dream of the next person in 
that price range, in that tax bracket, where the 
next buyer has very specific ideas of what they 
want,” says Murphy. “You get some very high-

end ranches in central California, and they’re 
really extensively developed, with very high-end 
homes and landscaping, like a resort. But those 
additions may not be recovered when selling.” 

Considering sustainability 
In this era of increasing environmental concerns, 
both buyers and investors are starting to place 
more emphasis on the potential to add renew-
able energy as a source of secondary income, 
including solar farm and wind turbine leases. 
According to Siemens, this income can be signif-
icant for ranch operators and have a profound 
effect on value, providing either a safety net for 
down years or a viable income stream for the 
next generation, or both. And the recent signing 
of the Inflation Reduction Act means that car-
bon emissions reduction will likely be a priority.
 “Ranches and rangeland offer a significant 
amount of land area that may be able to support 
modified grazing practices and be a source of 
carbon credits,” says Siemens. “While the carry-
ing capacity of the land is still important, there 
are now more opportunities for ranchers and 
investors to create multiple enterprises and 
sources of revenue. These revenue sources are 
not as dependent upon water, which is getting 
scarce in many states out west.” 

Knowing the land
When it comes to the niche that is ranch prop-
erties, appraising means becoming deeply famil-
iar with the land, its various uses and its 
potential. “Calculating a value by capitalizing 
the subject’s market rate at an appropriate mar-
ket overall rate of return is easier than trying to 
get into the head of a potential buyer and under-
standing their motivations, some of which may 
be more emotional than financial,” Abney says. 
“Thus, it is important to understand the details 
of the transaction and interview brokers about 
the motivations of the seller and the buyer. 
Understand the motivations that are influencing 
rural land values. If you are focused on crop 
yields or livestock carrying capacity, you may be 
missing the forest for the trees.” F

Suchi Rudra is a freelance writer based  
in Austin, Texas. 

Scott Siemens, 
MAI: “While the 
carrying capacity 
of the land is still 
important, there 
are now more 
opportunities  
for ranchers and 
investors to 
create multiple 
enterprises and 
sources of 
revenue.” 

For working ranches, appraisers 
must consider factors such as rainfall 
and water distribution, which affect 
grazing, and terrain access, which 
may make livestock transportation 
more expensive.


