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What Records Should I Request from my Operator?
A solid business partnership between the farmland 
owner and a farmer is built on trust, transparency and 
accountability.  Good communication combined with a 
written farm lease and recordkeeping follow-up ensure 
that everyone benefits from good decision-making and 
establishes a foundation for a successful long-term 
relationship.

There are different types of records and information that 
a farmland owner needs to track .These include farm 
asset-related records and farming operation records.  
The different types of asset-related records include the 
following:
 Tax records  - These are items that affect your annual 
 farm tax return and your farm’s cost basis
  • capital improvements
  • depreciation schedules
  • repair bills
 Ownership records
  • Deeds, Trust documents, Articles of Incorporation, 
   Partnership Agreements, and wills 
 Agreements
  • Easements, drainage agreements, fencing agreements, 
   seed corn agreements and cost share agreements
 Contracts
  • Government farm program contracts, Conservation 
   Reserve Program contracts

Farming operation records are also important.  These 
records include fertility records, conservation plans, 
cropping records, and yield records, as well as any other 
type of records that are related to the stewardship of 
your farm.  These records provide the transparency and 
accountability associated with the operating arrangement 
or lease for your farm.  

Regardless of whether you have a custom agreement, crop 
share or modified crop share lease or a variation of a cash 
rent lease, you are an active participant in how your farm 
is operated. 

 “As a landowner, no one has greater interest in the 
sustainability or long-term productivity of the land than 
you.  After all, it is the owner of the land who will retain 
the property at the end of the lease.  As a landowner, you 
also have the most control.” 
      – Drake Agricultural Law Center.

Why Obtaining Records and Information 
About Your Farm is Important
The type of information and records you request regarding 
your farm clearly communicate what is important to 
you.  Records and documentation helps manage risk 
associated with farm liability, environmental liability and 
stewardship.  

Good records help make your farmland more valuable to 
you and others.  Indirectly, good record keeping facilitates 
a good business partnership which leads to a better cared-
for and managed farm.  This increases the farm’s value to 
you and your family and enhances the pride of ownership.  
Additionally a good partnership can increase productivity 
which can increase the annual cash returns for the farm 
regardless of lease type.  The increased transparency 
reduces operating risks for both the farmer and for you, 
making it easier to negotiate fairly.
 
Farm records directly increase the value of land by 
facilitating the ability to take advantage of tax deductions, 
tax credits and cost shares.  The records also impact 
government farm programs which generate revenue that 
can be directly capitalized into land values.

Types of Operational Records to Obtain
Operational records we recommend keeping for your farm 
involve the following areas:
 • Soil fertility and management
 • Cropping plans
 • Tillage and crop residue management
 • Conservation practices
 • US Department of Agriculture (USDA) records

Soil Fertility and Management Program
Soil fertility is directly related to your farm’s soil 
productivity.  We recommend that a minimum soil tests 
be collected every four years at an intensity level of one 
sample per five acres.  There are various ways to negotiate 
this in your lease.  These options range from the operator 
providing the soil tests to cost sharing the soil test cost to 
landowner paying for all the soil tests.  Five acre tests will 
cost between $4 to $6 per acre every four years. If this cost 
is annualized, the cost is $1 to $1.50 per acre every year.  
More intense samples will increase these costs.  However, 
when compared to the value of your farm, the cash rental 
rate or the annual return per acre, this is a small number.  
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Soil tests measure the pH level, the amount of phosphorus 
and potassium as well as soil organic matter and other soil 
properties.  Soil testing is not an exact science and takes 
interpretation.  When looking to buy or sell a farm, having 
up to date soil tests can help manage risk and provide 
economic benefits if the farm has high nutrient levels 
through an excess fertility deduction.

In addition to monitoring nutrient levels, soil tests are used 
to determine annual fertilizer application rates and how 
much limestone may need to be applied to manage soil 
pH.  In addition to the soil tests, we recommend that you 
keep limestone application records as well as the annual 
amounts of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium being 
applied to your farm.  The key items to keep track  
of include the type of nutrient, the rate per acre, the 
method it was applied and where it was applied.

If your farm has access to manure or other animal waste 
products, you should be tracking the amount of manure, 
the method it was applied and when it was applied as well 
as the nutrient analysis of the manure.

Crop Plans
It is important to keep annual track of how many acres of 
what type of crop was planted in which field.  In addition 
the type, rate per acre and location of herbicides, pesticides 
and insecticides applied should be monitored.  Other 
information to track includes seed planted, in particular 
the genetic traits of those seeds as well as where and when 
they were planted.

In regards to tillage, the type of tillage and timing are 
important.  Asking for this information facilitates a 
good discussion between the landowner and the farmer 
regarding how each of you would like to have your farm 
operated and cared for.

For residue management, it is important for you as the 
landowner to know whether or not the corn stalks or 
soybean stubble are being removed after harvest.  This 
impacts your farm’s soil quality and nutrient levels. 
If stalks are being removed, you can discuss your 
expectations for nutrient replacement, cover crops or  
other practices that mitigate the loss of crop residue.

Conservation Plans
Beginning in the 1985 Farm Bill, farms classified as 
Highly Erodible or HEL were required to put conservation 
plan in place that established soil conservation practices 
that minimized soil erosion. In more recent years, 
conservation plans are required when enrolling part of your 
farm in conservation practices as part of the Conservation 
Reserve Program.

These practices ranged from tillage systems and residue 
management to waterway construction and buffer strips.  
The plans can be updated.  If you have an HEL farm, you 
need to maintain a copy of the current plan.  

USDA Records
For the USDA records, we recommend that you ask for 
an FSA form 578 from your farm operator. The 578 form 
is an annual certification of the acres and crop planted 
per FSA farm number.  We also recommend that you 
ask for crop insurance coverage levels and keep track of 
your farm’s yields.  This becomes particularly important 
when enrolling in USDA farm bill commodity programs.  
The yields associated with your base acres impact farm 
program payments and there have been opportunities to 
provide acceptable farm production information to prove 
your farm’s actual production.

Summary
Recordkeeping is more than just having good records.  It 
is part of the transparency and accountability that build 
trust between farmland owners and farmers.  They form 
a basis of communication around each of your objectives 
and facilitate discussions about expectations and what is 
happening.   Recordkeeping also facilitates the opportunity 
to learn.  It is not enough to simply have the records, 
the real value comes from knowing what to do with the 
information they contain.  Farmers, Professional Farm 
Managers, Conservation Advisors, Agronomists and others 
can help assist you with applied knowledge that help make 
your records more valuable.
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