
THE ABCs OF 
LAND OWNERSHIP

TERMINOLOGY EVERY SUCCESSFUL LANDOWNER SHOULD KNOW



Nearly 40% of all farmland in the U.S. is rented, and 80% of that land is owned by what 
are called “non-operator landlords”—folks who own the land but aren’t actively involved in 
farming it.1 That means nearly 300 million acres of America’s farmland is among someone’s 
most valuable financial assets, but not necessarily the place where they go to work. If you’re 
one of those non-operator landlords, congratulations! Farmland is a great investment, with 
historically solid performance.2 Your ability to ensure that you’re informed about your land, 
and that it’s being properly cared for, directly impacts the return that investment provides...
whether it’s an heirloom you inherited, the land you retired from farming yourself, or simply 
a smart component of your overall investment strategy.

At Tillable, we want to make it as easy as possible for landowners and their current or 
prospective farmers to honor the value of farmland. That means achieving fair rents for 
everyone involved, and ensuring the land is performing at its best so that great landowners 
and responsible farmers both earn the profits they deserve. We know that navigating the 
often complicated farm rental process can be intimidating, especially if you’re not as familiar 
as you’d like to be with some of the basics of agricultural land management.

We’ve created this handy glossary to help you beef up your ag vocabulary around all things 
related to farm leasing and management, whether you grew up on the family farm or 
are new to farm ownership. We hope it helps you feel more confident having meaningful 
conversations with your farmer, and better equipped to make the best decisions about 
your farm.

If you’re curious about a term or topic you don’t see here, let us know! We’d love to help.

(833) 845-5225
info@tillable.com
tillable.com

1Source: “Farmland Ownership and Tenure,” USDA Economic Research Service. https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/
farm-economy/land-use-land-value-tenure/farmland-ownership-and-tenure/
2Source: “Why Farmland Is a Great Investment,” Tillable. https://tillable.com/why-farmland-is-a-great-investment/
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A
Acre: The unit used to measure U.S. farmland. Fun fact: an acre is equal to 43,560 
square feet. 

Actual Production History (APH): A record of your farm’s yields over a period of 
years. This should be going up over time, reflecting productivity improvements; it 
should also match or exceed trend adjusted productivity improvements as tracked 
by the USDA. If not, the farm is not being well-tended.

AgPhD: An app which lets you input your crop and yield to determine the exact 
amount of each nutrient that was removed with last year’s harvest.

American Farmland Trust: An organization dedicated to protecting farmland 
and preserving farming as a profession, which offers numerous resources to help 
farmers and landowners ensure the land is being sustainably maintained for the 
long-term. Check out farmland.org.

Annuals/Seasonal Crops: Crops that are planted every year and complete the life 
cycle in one year. Examples include corn, soybeans and wheat.

B
Basis: The difference between the price for a commodity at a local grain elevator 
and the market index. An important factor for farmers to consider as they market 
their crops.

Biodynamic Agriculture: A system of farming that follows sustainable, holistic 
approach to crop cultivation, fertilizing and soil conditioning (similar to organic 
farming).

Bottom Ground Farming: Also called floodplain farming. Involves crop cultivation in 
low-lying land along a river and/or at the bottom of a hillside, where oversaturation 
and/or flooding is likely.
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Buffer zone: An area between crops and the field edges where no crops are grown, 
but maintained in permanent vegetation (preventing the growth of shrubbery and 
trees through mowing) to preserve the field’s integrity and help control air, soil and 
water quality.

C
Cash Rent: A predetermined, agreed-upon amount paid to a landowner by a farmer 
to rent farmland. Usually calculated per acre, but occasionally established based on 
a whole-farm basis. Typically paid to the landowner in installments (spring and fall), 
but some agreements require that the full amount be paid upfront. 

Commodity Market: The market for buying and selling staple crops such as corn, 
soybeans and wheat. (Livestock and dairy products may also be considered 
commodities.) Markets are influenced by a variety of factors and as a result, market 
prices may fluctuate regularly and significantly.

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP): Administered by the USDA Farm Services 
Agency, this program pays farmers not to plant farmland to reduce harvestable 
farmland (helping to boost commodity prices) and achieve conservation objectives 
outlined by the Natural Resources Conservation Service.

Contract Crops: Crops grown and harvested based on an agreement between farm 
producers and buyers. Contracts typically specify the quantity and quality required, 
price and delivery date. When in place, contracts help farmers plan production and 
estimate profits.

Co-Op: Groups of individual farms that have joined together to address common 
needs, such as purchasing seed or fertilizer, or consolidating crop transport or 
marketing. Allows smaller farms to share resources and capabilities to function 
as a larger farm.

Corn Belt: A region of the Midwest that dominates U.S. corn production. States 
typically included in the Corn Belt are Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Nebraska and parts 
of Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio, North Dakota and South Dakota.

Corn Suitability Rating (CSR): The measure of farm soil productivity used in Iowa. In 
2013, the values used to compute CSR were updated, so the current rating is called 
CSR2. Understanding your farm’s CSR2 is a critical part of determining 
its rental value.
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Cover Crops: Crops planted to manage soil erosion, maintain soil quality and 
fertility, control pests and weeds, etc. Generally used to protect field quality during 
the off-season or when planting wasn’t possible due to excessive rainfall 
or other factors.

Crop Insurance: Purchased by farmers and subsidized by the federal government 
to protect farmers from the financial damage associated with crop loss, natural 
disasters or lost revenue due to fluctuating commodity prices. Landowners should 
always ensure their farmers have adequate crop insurance to cover necessary 
lease payments.

Crop Rotation: Growing different types of crops in the same field in sequential 
seasons. A typical scenario in the Midwest is to rotate between corn, then soybeans 
in the same field to help maintain nitrogen levels—while corn leaches nitrogen from 
the soil, soybeans collect nitrogen from the air and release it into the ground.

Crop Share: A type of lease in which the farmer pays rent calculated as a 
percentage of the profit from the farm’s actual yield, vs. a fixed amount as with cash 
rent. Often requires the landowner to share in the costs of production (such as seed 
or fertilizer cost) in exchange for a higher percentage of the profits.

D
Drain Tile: Piping (commonly PVC plastic) installed below the topsoil to help 
quickly drain a field when there are heavy rains, preventing soil oversaturation 
and protecting yields.

Dryland Farming: A method for non-irrigated crop cultivation typically used in 
dryland areas that experience cool, wet seasons followed by warm, arid seasons. 
Practices preserve limited moisture to provide enough water for crops to grow.

Drought Tolerant: The ability for plants to withstand long periods of dry conditions. 
Some crops, like millet or sorghum, are naturally drought-tolerant. Others, like corn 
and wheat, are becoming increasingly tolerant to drought through plant breeding 
and development efforts.
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E
Erodibility Index (EI): A measure representing the potential for soil erosion, given 
the quality and condition of a field, and the climate conditions surrounding it. A key 
factor in determining conservation practices and eligibility for CRP. Land classified 
as Highly Erodible has an EI of greater than 20, meaning it has an erosion rate in 
excess of 20 tons per acre per year.

F
Fall Tillage: Post-harvest practice of turning the soil to bury crop residue to speed 
up decomposition. A step commonly taken to prepare a field for planting the 
following year, as it can improve seed-to-soil contact and help prepare the seedbed.

Farm Operating Loan: Lines of credit secured by farm operations from banks 
to maintain cash on hand. A revolving debt that can be borrowed and paid back 
to fund annual farm operating costs, including rent.

Farm Service Agency (FSA): Part of the USDA responsible for providing services to 
farm operations including loans, commodity price supports, conservation payments 
and disaster assistance.

Farmland Protection Program: A voluntary federal program that makes funds 
available to help keep land in agricultural use, preventing the conversion of farm 
ground to other, non-agricultural purposes.

Farmland Value: The estimated worth of your land, including any real estate or 
structures. Likely among the most valuable assets in your financial portfolio, and 
important to protect over time.

Filter Strip: A buffer zone made up of grasses that act as a natural filter to prevent 
the runoff of pesticides or herbicides into nearby waterways, used to protect and 
improve water quality.

Flat and Black: Your dream as a landowner: a field that is naturally close to perfect 
for production because it is flat and the soil quality is excellent, with no rocks, sand 
or other obstacles. 
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Flex Lease: The rent paid adjusts automatically depending on yields and commodity 
prices. Risks and profit opportunities are shared between the landowner and the 
tenant, and owners are paid in cash after crops are harvested. Can be complex to 
structure and relies on having good data.

Flood Irrigation: A type of irrigation in which the field is simply flooded from 
a central well or via flumes (ditches).

G
General Liability Insurance: A must for you as a landowner. The first line of 
protection for catastrophic expenses that may occur due to injury or wrongful death 
on your farm, and covers legal and medical costs associated with these events. 
Usually inexpensive and worth every penny.

H
Harvest: In the Midwest, where mostly corn and soybeans are grown, the peak 
harvest season is typically late September through October, though some years 
may see harvest go into November depending on the weather, planting dates and 
other factors. For landowners, harvest (or earlier) is the time to be thinking about 
your lease for the following year. Ask your farmer for yield data and ensure you 
understand what it’s telling you about your farm’s performance.

I
Irrigated Fields: Land with an installed system to apply controlled amounts of water 
at specific intervals to support crop production.

Insect Resistant: Crops that have been bred or developed to be resistant to damage 
from insects. Planting such varieties can improve yields by reducing losses 
to common pests.
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J
Juggling: A critical skill for any good farmer, as they are managing many competing 
duties and responsibilities at any given time. Through ongoing sharing of data and 
clear agreements about lease terms and performance expectations, landowners 
can make sure that the value of their farmland investment doesn’t become 
a “dropped ball.”

K
K: The symbol for Potassium on the periodic table. Commonly referred to in 
agriculture along with Phosphorous as part of “P and K.” This common duo of 
nutrient applications is used to improve soil quality, which affects plant growth and 
improves yields. With Nitrogen (N), P and K form the “big three” of crop nutrients.

L
Land Grant Universities: Public colleges established with funds raised through 
the land grant system, which gave states public lands for sale, with the proceeds 
used to establish colleges that teach agriculture and mechanical courses of 
study. Examples include Iowa State University, the University of Illinois and Purdue 
University in Indiana. These colleges provide vital research and other services to 
support the agriculture industries in their states, in addition to training students for 
careers in agriculture.

Lease Termination Date: The date by which either party—the landowner or the 
farmer—must move to terminate your lease agreement. Otherwise, the lease 
automatically renews with the same terms. Applies to written and verbal leases in 
most cases. Staying on top of this date ensures you’re having critical conversations 
with your farmer about rent adjustments, farm performance, necessary land 
improvements and other factors—and gives you the flexibility to address them 
in your next lease agreement.  

Lime: Applied to fields to maintain proper soil pH, which improves productivity.
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M
Microbiome: The diversity of bacteria, fungi and other organisms in the soil. 
A healthy microbiome leads to healthy crops. 

Micronutrients: An important component of plant nutrition, beyond the “big three” 
of Nitrogen, Phosphorous and Potassium. Important micronutrients include boron, 
copper, iron, zinc and others. While plants don’t require these nutrients in great 
quantities, a deficiency can still negatively affect yields.

Monoculture: The cultivation of one crop type in an area. (If a field is planted 
entirely in corn, that’s monoculture.)

N
National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS): The agency within the USDA 
responsible for surveying and reporting on many aspects of U.S. agriculture. Access 
the results of the USDA Ag Survey, conducted every 5 years, and a wealth of other 
relevant data at nass.usda.gov.

Nitrogen: A critical nutrient for crop growth, particularly in corn. Crop rotation, 
along with supplemental applications, allow farmers to maintain the appropriate 
levels of nitrogen in the soil. Nitrogen, Phosphorous and Potassium are considered 
the “big three” crop nutrients, and their careful management is a sign 
of a great farmer.

No Till: Also called zero tillage or direct drilling, this planting technique preserves 
the previous year’s root mass and plant material and prevents soil erosion by not 
requiring tilling of the land. Requires a specific type of planter that reduces soil 
agitation. Can improve yields and prevent washouts on land that has moderate to 
extreme slopes, and is known to increase the amount of water penetrating the soil, 
improving retention of organic matter and nutrients.
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O
Organic Farming: An alternative to traditional production that requires the use of 
fertilizers and other soil management products that use naturally occurring (vs. 
synthetic) components. Could include the use of compost manure, green manure 
or bone meal, and emphasizes techniques such as crop rotation and companion 
planting. It takes three years to transition to Certified Organic farmland; during this 
time, all crops, plus chemical and fertilizer applications must 
be properly documented.

P
Perennials/Permanents: Plants that return year after year without having to be 
replanted. It may take multiple years before the plant is mature enough to be 
harvested. Examples include grapes, almonds, avocados and citrus.

Phosphorous: Often referred to along with Potassium as part of “P and K.” This 
common duo of nutrient applications is used to improve soil quality, which affects 
plant growth and improves yields. With Nitrogen (N), P and K form the “big three” 
of crop nutrients.

Pivot Irrigation: Can be identified via satellite maps by the round circles it creates. 
Normally a long arm, supported by wheels, carries pipes out over the field. The end 
of the arm is secured to a pivot in the middle that is also a well. The system, or arm, 
may be moved along the pivot by a tractor.

Ponding: When a low-lying area of a field is seasonally or occasionally flooded, or 
prone to flooding. These areas are a gamble for farmers: in a rainy year, they will not 
be able to harvest that portion of the field, but yields are possible in a dry year. If you 
have land subject to ponding, it could affect the rent you’re able to earn. Tiling such 
a field leads to consistency and can help earn higher rents, as well as improve yields.

Precision Agriculture: A broad term encompassing the use of a variety of 
technological tools and data to make farming more controlled and strategic. GPS-
guided tractors, GPS-based soil sampling, enhanced equipment and software that 
allow for the regulation of planting, harvesting, fertilizing and other farm activities 
are all examples of precision ag. The data gathered by precision ag software tools 
such as Climate FieldView or MyJohnDeere are critical to help farmers intelligently 
manage their operations and help landowners understand and validate their farm’s 
performance. If your farmer is not using precision ag tools, ask him why—they 
provide vital input for farm decision-making.
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Prevented Planting Coverage: Often part of a farmer’s crop insurance policy, 
intended to cover the input cost and land cost on acres that are impossible to get 
planted (usually due to catastrophic weather events). Cash rent is considered a 
land cost—so if your farmer is unable to plant his fields but has prevented planting 
coverage, there should be no threat to your cash rent payment as a landowner. 
 
Price Discovery: The process of determining the price of an asset in a marketplace 
through the interactions of buyers and sellers. When we list farms for price discovery 
on Tillable, we are inviting the local market—the farmers who could potentially rent 
the land—to make offers that will determine a fair market rent for that particular 
farm, based on local knowledge and conditions. It’s the best way, we think, to truly 
determine what a farm is worth.

Productivity Index (PI): The measure of farm soil productivity used in Illinois and 
several other states. Understanding your farm’s PI is a critical part of determining 
its rental value.

Q
Qualified: The type of farmer you want operating on your land. Can mean different 
things to different people based on their particular requirements, but at a minimum, 
includes a demonstrated ability to maximize yields, manage soil health and act 
as a partner to ensure that mutual goals for the farm are met.

R
Regenerative Agriculture: A conservation-focused approach to farming that 
involves topsoil regeneration, increasing biodiversity, improving water conditions 
and more. A farm that has not been well-tended will benefit from such practices.

Relative Ranking: Your farm’s soil productivity rating divided by the county average. 
This establishes a basic comparison between your farm and the county average. If 
your farm is better than the county average, you should expect better than average 
yields as well as better than average rent.

Row Crops: Crops such as corn and soybeans that are planted in wide rows that 
allow them to be tilled or cultivated by machine. 
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S
Section: In land surveying, a parcel of land composed of one square mile, or 640 
acres. Large farms may include multiple sections. 
 
Side Dressing: When fertilizer is applied between rows of young plants to provide 
extra nutrients  that encourage crop production. The most common use is side 
dressing nitrogen on young corn plants after planting and emergence, in the late 
spring or early summer. 

Sharecropping: Another term for crop share. A type of lease in which the farmer 
pays rent calculated as a percentage of the profit from the farm’s actual yield, vs. a 
fixed amount as with cash rent. Often requires the landowner to share in the costs 
of production (such as seed or fertilizer cost) in exchange for a higher percentage of 
the profits.

Slope: Refers to the slope of a field. Fields with high slopes are more prone to 
erosion, must be drier at harvest and generally are more difficult to farm. If your land 
includes high slopes, it may affect the amount you can earn in rent.
 
Soil Conservation: The protection of soil from erosion and deterioration so that 
it stays as healthy and productive as possible.

Soil Management: The practices used to protect soil and enhance its performance, 
including soil conservation, fertilizer and nutrient applications and more.

Soil Rating: A measure of the relative quality of your farmland, based on soil quality, 
slope, flood risk and other factors. Different states use different versions of this 
measurement. For example, in Illinois, this is called the Productivity Index; in Iowa, 
it is called CSR2. A critical component to determining the value of farmland.

Soil Testing: Analysis conducted to assess the health and quality of your farm’s 
soil and to determine fertilizer needs and recommendations. Soil tests commonly 
determine soil composition, nutrient levels and pH, and should influence your 
farmer’s soil management practices.

Specialty Crops: Fruits, vegetables, tree nuts, horticulture and nursery crops, which 
often require more manual labor vs. automated equipment.

Strip Till: Designed for conservation, a method that uses minimal tillage, combining 
the soil drying and the warming benefits of traditional tilling with the soil 
preservation advantages of no till farming.
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Sustainable Farming: Farming practices designed to maximize profit for farmers 
and landowners while also ensuring the land is as healthy and productive as 
possible, so that it may continue to thrive far into the future.

T
Telematics: Technology that captures data from farm equipment and transfers it to 
cloud-based (internet) services in real-time. For example, telematics enables tools 
that may use a combination of GPS technology and information gathered from 
a tractor’s onboard systems to monitor planting or yield data, which can then be 
transferred seamlessly to the cloud and shared with landowners.

The Nature Conservancy: A global organization dedicated to the conservation of 
land and water, which provides resources regarding sustainable land management 
practices. Check out nature.org. 
 
Tillable Acres: The acres on your land that are suitable for crop production. Your 
tillable acreage is usually less than the total acreage owned, because it does not 
include areas such as buffer strips or land with structures such as houses, barns 
or grain bins.

Transitionals: Crops that are grown organically on land that is not yet Certified 
Organic. It takes three years for land to transition from traditional to Certified 
Organic status and during this time, crops must be grown without prohibited 
pesticides and herbicides, even though the ground has not yet been certified.

Topsoil: The uppermost layer of soil, usually the top 5 to 10 inches, which is 
typically the best for growing crops because it has the highest concentration of 
organic matter, microorganisms and nutrients, and provides good drainage. The 
preservation of topsoil should be of utmost concern to farmers and landowners 
because it is directly related to field productivity and farm health.

U
U.S. Cooperative Extension Service: A supportive arm of the USDA dedicated to 
improving communities through research-based knowledge in agriculture. Often 
affiliated with local land grant universities, extension offices have experts focused on 
sustainable agriculture, waste management and more. A great resource for farmers 
and landowners alike. 
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USDA County Average Rent: The average cash rent per acre for farmland in a given 
county, calculated from rents reported to the USDA by farmers. A useful benchmark 
to understand how your rent compares to other farms in your county as a whole, but 
only one piece of the puzzle—to  truly understand the appropriate rent for your farm, 
you also need to understand your farm’s relative quality and have the data to verify 
its performance.

V
Variable Rate Irrigation (VRI): Allows for the automated application of water at 
different rates across different managed zones within a field, so that each zone 
receives irrigation at the rate required for its particular conditions. 
 
Variable Rate Technology (VRT): Also called variable rate application, uses 
automation to allow farmers to apply different rates of fertilizer in different areas of 
the same field, based on soil testing data. Fertilizer is only spread where the soil is 
lacking that nutrient, and can be applied at different rates based on the needs in 
hyperlocal areas of the field.

W
Water Conservation: Practices focused on managing and protecting fresh water 
sources. Your farmer should be taking appropriate measures to prevent runoff and 
otherwise ensure the quality of water sources near your farm is maintained.

Written Lease: We know you know what this is—it’s just our friendly reminder to 
you to make sure you have one! Even today, many leases are negotiated through 
handshake agreements. Write it all down—it makes your expectations clear and 
provides guidance and protection to both you and your farmer.

X
Xcellent: Our shameless effort to make up a word that begins with “x” to complete 
this glossary. When you add an “e” to the beginning, the desired quality of your 
farm’s soil and yields.
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Y
Yield Data: Facts and statistics related to your farm’s production. If you’re not 
receiving yield data from your farmer, ask for it. Often gathered through precision 
agriculture tools, but at minimum gathered through receipts and scale tickets, yield 
data is a critical component of determining your land’s productivity, quality and 
ultimately, value.

Yield Map: A color-ranged, digital map showing how well each area of a 
farm performed in terms of yield for the year, and which areas may benefit 
from improvement. 

Yield Monitor: A device that, in conjunction with other sensors, records the yield as 
a combine harvests the crop. 

Z
Zero Waste Farming: A type of sustainable farming that seeks to eliminate all waste, 
using the waste from one process to fuel another (such as composting the plant 
matter remaining after harvest to then act as fertilizer). Most commonly practiced on 
very small organic farms; however, even large commercial farming operations often 
try to limit or smartly manage waste.

Zone, USDA Hardiness: Relevant mainly for perennial crops, the USDA 
Hardiness Zone helps determine which plants are likely to survive the winter 
in a particular area.
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Tillable was founded in 2017 to tackle a big, unaddressed problem: the inefficiency and lack 
of transparency in farmland rental that causes U.S. landowners to lose an estimated $8 billion 
per year, and prevents qualified farmers from finding new land to rent.

Today, Tillable’s mission is to make renting farmland as easy, fast and fair as possible. We start 
by helping landowners make better decisions about their farmland, giving them access to 
data, information and options they’ve never had before. At the same time, we make it easier 
for farmers to responsibly expand operations through the first true online marketplace for 
farmland rental. In turn, farms thrive through more careful attention to the land and improved 
productivity. And when farms thrive, the people who own and care for the land thrive, too.

MEET TILLABLE

Visit tillable.com or call (833) 845-5225.

© 2019 Tillable, Inc. All Rights Reserved.

http://tillable.com

