Constructing a national, rural
land transfer data base
By Harvey M. Jacobs and D. David Moyer

AND policy and planning depend on

L

quality information. That dependency has long been recognized,
and information gathering is a key step in
the initial stages of problem definition,
plan formulation, and policy analysis.
Planners traditionally have focused on
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environmental, engineering, and economic
data about land, such as soils, hydrological
capacity, access to infrastructure, development costs, and constraints due to location
(4, 7, 19).
But recently, some planners and researchers (1, 23, 24) have argued that land
ownership information is a key to successful policy formulation and implementation. Information on who owns land, why
they own it, and how ownership is structured has direct implications for design of
land policy instruments (6, 11, 12) and
resource management programs, such as
soil conservation (9, 16, 17).
The importance of integrated land information systems for land policy and planning is gaining recognition in both developed and less developed countries (3, 21,
22). U.S. planners are developing computerized systems that bring together traditional resource, economic, and engineering
‘data with ownership data. These experiments in upgrading land information data
encompass all levels of government and are

expected to continue into the future (8,13,
15, 18).

Data about the composition and rate of
land transfers can provide information on
emerging land ownership trends, which
can be used as input to policy formulation.
Rather than providing a static view of
ownership or a “snapshot” of how past
transfers have resulted in the present ownership pattern, land transfer data could
signal significant changes in ownership
composition, such as increases in absentee
ownership or increases in mortgage foreclosures among farm operators. Such information is a “window” through which data
on ownership and land value (land economic information) can be gleaned (5).
As part of the growing interest in land
information in general and land ownership
data in particular, the U.S.Department of
Agriculture conducted a national land
ownership study in 1978 (18). This was the
first such study since 1946, and the only
study ever conducted that covered nonagricultural lands in rural areas. For a
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number of reasons, data from this survey
were problematic (20).
More recently, in assessing how to proceed in this area, USDA developed a set of
seven interrelated studies on rural land
ownership: rural land markets, foreign investment in U.S. agricultural land, farm
tenure, small parcels, land leasing, land
transfer, and absentee ownership. The
rural land transfer study, the source of
data presented here, sought to assess the
feasibility and form of a national data collection system for rural land transfers.
Such a system would report at the state
level on the number, area, and value of
transfer parcels; the type or manner of
transfer, and the characteristics and motivations of parties involved in the transfer
process (14).

A land transfer data base

’
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State data collection systems
In 35 states transfer documents or other
forms of transfer data are collected by a
state office (see table). We reviewed state
laws and, when available, actual state
transfer returns, certificates of value, statements of value, and affidavits to determine
what data are collected through these
transfer documents. Documents obtained
from files at the Governments Division of
the U.S. Bureau of the Census were supplemented with legal research, telephone
interviews, and collection and examination
of additional primary data. The investigation focused on the 48 contiguous states.
We posed the following questions about
the land transfer process:
b Are transfer documents sent to a
state office, so the total number of transfers
for the state can be obtained?
b Are transfer documents required for
arms-length-plus transfers as well as for
arms-length transfers?
b Does the transfer document identify
the location of the land transferred as urban or rural?
b Is the acreage of the land transferred
noted?

b Is the value of the land transferred
noted?
b Are the names and addresses of the
grantor and grantee noted?
In common with other data collection,
land transfer data collected by states varies
greatly. Only 18 states collect data on
arms-length and arms-length-plus transfers
(columns 1 and 2 of table). Twelve of those
18 states collect data that meet the recommended guidelines for a national data
base. These 12 states have the highest quality data available on land transfer. In these
states, in addition to collecting arms-length
and arms-length-plus data, the location of
the land transferred can be identified as urban or rural; the acreage is noted for all
transfers; and, at least for arms-length
transfers, the value is noted.
Some but not all of these data are available at the state level in 23 other states (columns 2 and 3 of table). For example,
Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire,
New Jersey, Arkansas, and Montana collect data on arms-length-plus transfers.
None of these states, however, collect
acreage data, and Arkansas does not collect specific location data. Pennsylvania,
North Dakota, and Oregon collect only
value data on arms-length sales.
Thirteen states generally have no provision for consistently sending transfer and
sales data to a state office. For example, in
Louisiana local clerks of court record sales
prices of all sales, but the state does not collect these data for use in a saleslratio study.
In Texas, sales values are collected only
when they are available. However, availability rests with the individual seller/
buyer because there is no law requiring
disclosure of sales price and no transfer tax.
Indiana, Missouri, Mississippi, Idaho, New
Mexico, and Utah do not require transfer
documents or impose transfer taxes (2).

Merging state systems
There are multiple problems with using
these state data systems as the primary
data source for a national rural land transfer data base. We have alluded to one set of
problems: the variation in the types of data
collected. Definitions of “transfer” and
“rural” vary among states, and some states
collect value and acreage data while others
do not. Data availability is another problem. Data may be available at the state
level or only at the local level, and in some
states the data are confidential.
The major source of variation among
state data systems is the definition of transfer. Almost half of the states that collect
data exclude arms-length-plus transfers.
Within the group of states that do collect
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Three issues are central to a national
rural land transfer data base: the definition of rural land, the definition of land
transfer, and the potential of building a
national data base by using or modifying
an existing system of land transfer data
collection. For the first two issues, we recommended to USDA that rural land be
identified institutionally and that land
transfer be defined on an “arms-lengthplus” basis (14).
Using the institutional definition of rural
land, all land outside of political subdivisions of 2,500 or more inhabitants is classified as rural. The definition allows for
broad coverage of the U.S. land base, covering 98 percent of the U.S. land area and
26 percent of the 1980 population (25).
The definition also captures a wide range
of rural lands and matches other national
data bases, such as the U.S. Census of Population and Housing.
Use of the “arms-length-plus” definition
of land transfer addresses the problem that
nearly two-thirds of all land transfers at
the local, state, and national levels are
rejected from current analyses because
they are deemed not representative of market value. The market-value, arms-length
sale definition assumes two parties freely
enter into negotiation about transfer with
both having full information about the
condition of the land to be transferred. In
this ideal model, price is determined solely
on market conditions.
In contrast, an arms-length-plus definition would include one-way transfers, such
as gifts and devises; other typesof two-way
transfer, such as sales between related parties, families, and corporations; and involuntary transfers, such as foreclosure, adverse possession, eminent domain, and es-

cheat (reversion of property to the state in
default of legal heirs) (10).The recommended arms-length-plus definition included many but not all types of transfers.
Because of the difficulty of obtaining data,
the definition would not include information on transfers of partial interests in land,
lease arrangements, and land contracts.
The recommended arms-length-plus definition of land transfer included many, but
not all, categories of transfers that other
studies exclude.
Thus, based on the two recommendations, the rural land transfers data base
would provide acreage and value data on
the total number of arms-length-plus
transfers that occur outside places of 2,500
or more inhabitants in the United States.
From this data base, a sample of grantors
and grantees would be drawn for research
on transfer motivations.
Can the data base recommended to
USDA be implemented using existing data
sets? There are multiple sources of land
transfer data in the United States. The
most pervasive is that collected by local
and state governments as part of sales/ratio
studies, which are used to compare the assessed value and actual market value of individual properties. Such studies are required by law or administrative rule in 35
states, and another 11 states conduct
studies although not required by law (2,
26).

all states collect size data. And among
those states that do, data quality is inconsistent. For example, Iowa collects acreage
data for agricultural realty but not on industrial, resort, residential, or commercial
transfers.
Property value data include data about
land and about buildings and other personal property. In some instances such data
may refer to land only or to land and
buildings. For example, South Carolina’s
state office form provides for the deed consideration. In contrast, in Illinois grantees
and grantors must detail: (a) the full actual
consideration (sale price), (b) less the
amount of personal property included in
the purchase, (d) less the value of other real
property, (d) less the value of other real
property transferred to the seller as part of
the full consideration, (e) less the amount
of mortgage to which the transferred real
estate remains subject, and ( f ) the net taxable consideration subject to transfer tax.
States that use only a documentary stamp

generally base the transfer taxes on the
total value of real estate and personal
property.
Confidentiality laws also restrict the
availability of data. In Montana transfer
documents are never public record. Local
and state officials are required to maintain
the confidentiality of the document. However, that confidentiality does not apply to
compilations, summaries, and analyses of
such data. Similarly in Wisconsin, individual transfer documents are privileged, but
state revenue officials can and do provide
summaries of arms-length transfers. The
summaries do not identify the grantees and
grantors. Arms-length-plus transfers are
filed, but summaries of these data are not
available. The same situation exists in
Georgia.
A final problem with state land transfer
data is the time period covered by current
data sets. This is not a problem at the substate level because data usually are collected at the time of transfer. Most states receive transfer data from local offices soon
after recordation. In preparing saledratio
studies, states commonly use sales during
the previous 12 months. However, a number of states use sales from the previous 18,
24, or even 36 months (2).

Conclusions
Clearly, it is impossible now to construct
a national rural land transfer data base
from existing U.S.state data systems. Not
all the states collect land transfer data,
either of a primary or secondary nature.
Thirteen of the contiguous states have no
state system. Data from three-fourths of
the states do not meet our recommended
guidelines for a national data set. Even
among those states that do have some data,
the classes of transfer information collected, the specifications accompanying such
information, and the availability and
time-consistency of data vary considerably. The quality of these existing sources
of transfer data is inconsistent, making the
data difficult to use for cross-state research
and policy analysis purposes.
While state data systems cannot be used
to construct a meaningful national rural
land transfer data base at present, these
systems remain the most accessible and
logical source of transfer data. Improving
state systems would facilitate constructing
and maintaining a national system in the
future-a system usable by a broad spectrum of groups and individuals. Improving state systems will likely be a slow and
incremental process, but it seems the
most sustainable route to a national data
base.
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data on arms-length-plus transfers, the
type of transfers recorded varies considerably. For example, Wisconsin does not require a state transfer document for land
sales to the government, sales for delinquent taxes, transfers by will or descent,
and land contracts. North Dakota does not
require partners to file a transfer document
for a wide array of arms-length-plustransfers, such as gifts, sales between relatives,
and foreclosures. North Dakota also does
not require filing a document for any sale
in which the new owner indicates a change
of use or any sale involving agricultural
land of less than 80 acres.
Collection of location (urbadrural),
value, and acreage data also varies by
state. For example, Wisconsin classifies all
parcels five acres or larger as rural. Virginia, in contrast, classifies all land over 20
acres as agriculture/undeveloped,a proxy
for rural.
Collected data on the size of land transfers are comparable among states. But, not
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of such actions in the spring of 1986. Such
warning could have prompted actions to
counteract the problems before a crisis
point was reached. Likewise, a quality
transfer data set could track changes in
land value information more accurately.
This could help alleviate pressures on
many agricultural landowners, who find,
in times of rapidly falling land prices, that
their land is overvalued for property tax
purposes.
In soil conservation, conservationists
could use the data set to design education,
technical assistance, and incentive programs geared to a changing land ownership clientele. Similarly, for effective urban fringe growth management, planners
could use the data set to target programs to
specific landowners and could determine
when certain policies would not likely be
successful because of a particular ownership mix.
Because of the importance of these and
related land and environmental policy issues, we believe a national rural land
transfer data set is a necessary, worthwhile
investment. At a minimum, we encourage
groups concerned with land and environmental issues to begin or continue efforts to
stress the utility and necessity of land
ownership and transfer data for effective
policy. State and local officials should be
informed about transfer data inconsistencies and educated about the potential utility such an integrated, national data set
might have to local, state, regional, and
national organizations and agencies.
Education and data set reform actions
will be difficult, especially in a time of
limited funds and decreased emphasis on
land and environmental issues at the national level. But work must continue in this
area. Without a meaningful and institutionally sustainable national rural land
transfer data set, effective national and
regional land and environmental policy
cannot be developed or implemented.
REFERENCES CITED
1. A alachian Land Ownershi Task Force.
l&. Who owns Appalachiap Univ. Press,
Lexington, Ky.
2. Arizona Department of Revenue. 1984. Assesment ratio questionnaire. Phoenix, A&.
3. Austin, Jane. 1985. Deueloping cadastral
systems: Land data crftical in growing
dties. The Urban Ed e 9(6): 1-6.
4. Barlowe, Raleigh. 19%. Land resource economics. Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs,
N.J.
5. Barnard, Charles. 1985. Needs, opportunities, problems for farmland value statistics.
In D. David Moyer and Gene Wunderlich
eds.] Trans er of Land Rights. Econ. Res.
erv., U.S. ept. Agr., Washington, D.C.
p. 165-173.
6. grown, kames H., R o b r S. Phillips, and
Neal A. oberts. 1981. and mark& at the
urban fringe. J. Am. Planning Assoc. 47(2):
131-144.

s

L

7. Chapin, F. Stuart, Jr., and Edward J.
Kaiser. 1979. Urban land use planning.
Univ. Ill. Press, Urbana.
8. Chrisman, Nicholas R . , David F. Mezera,
D. David Moyer, Bernard J. Niemann, Jr.,
and Alan P. Vonderohe. 1984. Modernization of routine land records in Dane County, Wisconsin: Implications to rural landsca e assessment and plannin . Wisc. Land
I n z r . R ts. 1. Center Land fnfor. Studies,
Univ. d s c . , Madison.
9. Dillman, Don A,, and John E. Carlson.
1982. Influence of absentee landlords on soil
erosion zlractices. 1. Soil and Water Cons.
37 1): 37-41.
10. Gililand, Charles E. 1985. Evidences o
value resulting from transfers of rural land!
In D. David Moyer and Gene*Wunderlich
[eds.] Trans er of Land Rights. Econ. Res.
Serv., U.S. ept. Agr., Washington, D.C.
p. 107-121.
11. iealy, Robert G., and James L. Short.
1979. Rural land: Market trends and plannin implications. J. Am. Planning Assoc.
45(f : 305-317
12. Heaty, Robe$ G., and James L. Short.
1981. The market for rural land: Trends,
issues, policies. The Cons. Found., Washington, D.C.
13. Hysom, John, and Stephen Ruth. 1984. A
nationwide assessment of local gooernment
planning information systems. Computers
Environ. and Urban Systems 9(2/3): 117-

-

i

L

14. acobs, Harvey M., D. David Moyer, and
ra:hleen
E. Dickhut. 1985. U.S.rural land
transfer study: Final report. Center
Resource Policy Studies, Univ. Wisc.,
Madison.
15. Keffer, Gerard J., Robert W. Man, and K.
Eric Anderson. 1985. A prospective cme for
a national land data system: Recent deuelo ments at the Census Bureau and U.S.
zeolo fcal Survey. In B. J. Niemann, Jr.
[ed.]fapersfrom the Annuul Conference of
the Urban and Regional Information Systems Association, 1985, Vol. 1 , Land Records. pp. 29-40.
16. Lee, Linda K. 1980. The impact of landownership factors on soil conservation. Am.
J. Agr. Econ. 62(5): 1,070-1,076,
17. Lee, Linda K., and William H. Stewart.
1983. Landownershiv and the adovtion of
minimum tillage. Arb. J. Agr. Ern;. 65(2):.
256-263.
18. Lewis, James, A. 1980. Landownership in
the United States, 1978. Agr. Infor. Bull.
No. 435. U.S. Dept. Agr., Washington,
D.C.
19. McHar Ian. 1969. Design with nature.
Doublaay and Company, Garden City,
N.Y.
20. Moyer, D. David, and Arthur B. Daugherty. 1982. Land purchases and acquisitions,
1975-77-a report on a landownership follow-on survey. Staff Pa er, AGES820407.
Natural Resource Econ; biv., Washington,
D.C.
21. National Research Council. 1980. Need for
a multipurpose cadastre. Nat. Academy
Press, Washington, D.C.
22. National Research Council. 1983. Procedures and standards for a multipurpose
cadastre. Nat. Academy Press, Washington,
D.C.
23. Popper, Frank J. 1978. What’s the hidden
factor in land use regulation. Urban Land
37(11): 4-6.
24. Po per, Frank 1981. Why weshould care
w& owns the and. Am. Land Forum 2(1):
15-19.
25. U.S. Bureau of the Census. 1983. Statistical
abstract of the U.S.: 1984. Washington,
D.C.
26. U.S. Bureau of the Census. 1984. Taxable
propert values and assessment sales price
ratios, $01. 2, 1982. Census of Governments. Washington, D.C.

I.

a

Copyright © 1986 Soil and Water Conservation Society. All rights reserved.
Journal of Soil and Water Conservation 41(4):231-234 www.swcs.org

Reforming the existing myriad of state
systems and nonsystems to provide crossstate consistency would require that data
be collected and aggregated for a broad
range of arms-length-plus as well as armslength transfers. For these transfers it
would be necessary to identify the rural location and amount of land transferred and
to collect sales values that indicate real
estate value.
For those states that now monitor transfers, four actions would improve data
quality. First, transfer documents should
be required for all transfers, with no exemptions. Second, questions should be
added to the transfer documents, or existing questions should be refined, regarding
location, acreage, and value. Third, local
offices that collect the data should be required to send a copy of all transfer documents to a state office. Fourth, where
computer technology is available states
should aggregate data from transfers.
Arms-length transfer data can be separated
easily for use in saleshati0 studies.
States that do not require a transfer
document but require a transfer tax could
follow Colorado’s example, where local
officials compute the sales value from
documentary stamps. Other data, such as
acreage and location, then would need to
be obtained from local assessors or from
buyers and sellers at the time of recordation. Such data could be filed on a stateprescribed form, to be forwarded to a state
office.
States that currently do not collect transfer data should begin by establishing a
statewide system. Even if such a system
collected only data on selected variables of
arms-length transfers, it would represent a
beginning from which future improvement
could be made.
Yet, individual states have specific reasons for the approaches they have taken
relative to land transfer data. Few, if any,
of these approaches are based on cross-state
or national research and policy analysis objectives. Also, budget and attitude constraints limit data collection through local
officials and aggregating data at the state
level. Individual buyers and sellers may
not feel they should disclose land transfer
information, even if laws require them to
do so. Local and state officials may have
similar beliefs, especially in the absence of
a compelling reason for such data and data
consistency.
However, a national, rural land transfer
data base has many important applications. For example, in agricultural land
protection, data about land transfers could
have provided early warnings of farm foreclosures, perhaps moderating the surprise

