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Notable changes have taken place in agriculture since 1870.
Technology, yields, and production methods have vastly improved.
These changes, in conjunction with fluctuating crop price trends,
have led to an extremely different picture today for farmland
values in Kansas. As of 1997, Kansas had more than 83.1 million
acres of farmland valued at just under $48 billion. These numbers
suggest an average value of $577 per acre, which compares to
$381 per acre in 1977 and $11 per acre in 1880 (Census of Agricul-
ture Values). These comparisons demonstrate that land values are
one aspect of agriculture that has experienced dramatic changes
during the last century.

The Census of Agriculture has provided farmland values by
state and by county since 1860 and 1870, respectively. Pressly and
Scofield previously used Census reports to assemble and publish
per acre land values for 1850 to 1959. Land values, as published by
the Census Bureau, include land and improvements and are current
market values (dollars at the date of the Census). All farms were
enumerated until 1950; since then, values have been estimated
from samples of farms (Pine).

This publication presents farmland value data dating back
approximately 125 years and provides a brief discussion of the
trends occurring during that time period. Data provided are taken
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from the Kansas State Board of Agriculture’s Price Patterns
(1957) and 58th Annual Report (1975), Kansas Farm Facts (1998),
and Wilfred H. Pine’s 100 Years of Farmland Values in Kansas.

State Trends

Table 1 provides historical data on wheat and corn yields and
prices from 1870 to 1997. Table 1 also offers data encompassing
the same time period for the per head inventory value of cattle.
Finally, this table provides average land values for the state of
Kansas from 1870 to 1997. Figure 1 illustrates the data compiled in
Table 1.

Based on Census reports, average farmland values in Kansas
fluctuated around the $50 mark until 1940 when values began a
strong upward trend. From 1870 to 1880, land values decreased
from $13 to $11 per acre, but swung upward again to $19 in 1890.
The overall increase was short-lived because by 1900 farmland
values had again decreased to $15 per acre (Figure 1). By 1920,
land values had increased fourfold to $62 per acre, which was a
peak level for a few decades. From 1920 until the 1940s, farmland
values again took a downward turn, reaching a low of $30 per acre
in 1940. After 1945, values rapidly increased, eventually peaking
in 1982 at $601 per acre. Between 1982 and 1987, values sharply
decreased to $413 per acre. Since this point, farmland values have
recovered to the 1997 mark of $577 per acre. However, they still
have not topped the 1982 pinnacle. Historically, farmland value
fluctuations have trended with farming income. Therefore, values
have typically been reflections of yield and price movements.

Yield fluctuations primarily occur due to weather and technol-
ogy changes. Figure 2 shows changes in wheat and corn yields
from 1870 to 1997. Wheat yields decreased from 1870 to 1880,
stabilized in 1890 and decreased again in 1900 to 13.3 bushels per
acre. With only minor increases in 1910 and 1925, wheat yields
plummeted until reaching an all-time low of 11.1 in 1940. Wheat
yields began increasing after this time, with minor setbacks in
1954 and 1978. Yields reached their highest level in 1987 at 37.2
bushels per acre. Between 1987 and 1997, wheat yields once again
declined. Aside from minor increases in 1910 and 1925, corn
yields declined until 1940. However, after the 12.9 bushel per acre



low in 1940, corn yields have trended upward with the peak in
corn yields corresponding with the end of the data series, 1997.

Prices tend to be influenced by a variety of factors. Some
internal factors, like yield, directly involve and can be strongly
influenced by the farming community. Other external factors, such
as wars and economic depressions, cannot be controlled or influ-
enced by the agricultural sector. Wheat prices decreased from 1870
until 1900 to a low of $0.57 cents per bushel. Wheat prices peaked
at $1.29 per bushel in 1920 and then declined again. Prices de-
creased back to $0.57 per bushel in 1935 and then increased from
there until the 1954 peak of $2.12 per bushel. From 1954 to 1969,
prices declined to $1.35 per bushel. Since 1969, wheat prices
increased to $3.54 per bushel in 1982, declined to $3.01 per bushel
in 1992, and increased again to $3.73 per bushel in 1997. Corn
prices by 1920, at $0.94 per bushel, had nearly doubled from the
1870 price of $0.48. This high, like that in wheat, was not to last.
Corn prices then trended downward until 1935. Between 1935 and
1940, corn prices started back up and increased until roughly 1954.
Corn prices then dramatically dropped from the 1954 level of
$1.53 per bushel to $1.09 in 1964. After this low, corn prices, like
wheat, increased until 1982 when they reached a high of $2.69 per
bushel. Prices decreased through 1992, and then increased again to
$2.63 per bushel in 1997.

Cattle prices hovered around the $20 per head range from 1870
until 1920, at which time, per head prices virtually doubled to $42.
Prices trended downward from 1920 until recovering to $51 per
head in 1945. Cattle prices, like wheat and corn, then increased
dramatically until 1954. Again like wheat and corn, prices fell after
that time through 1964. For roughly the next 10 years, 1964-1974,
cattle prices were on the rise again. After a small decline between
1974 and 1978, cattle prices began rising through 1997, with large
increases occurring in 1982 and 1992.

County and Area Trends

Land values for Kansas counties were first reported by the
1870 Census. Values for all 105 counties as they are now organized
(Table 2) were not reported until 1890. Figure 3 illustrates the
Kansas counties comprising the nine Kansas Agricultural Statistics



Service crop reporting districts. Table 2 indicates that all counties,
except Wyandotte, have followed the same basic trend of increas-
ing farmland values peaking in 1920 and 1982 and dropping
somewhat sharply until 1987. After 1987, the majority of counties’
land values began increasing again; some rising sharply and others
rising more gradually.

Home to the capital city and fertile Kansas River land,
Shawnee County had the highest average farmland values in 1870
at $36 per acre. In 1974, Pine noted that counties near Kansas City
and Wichita had experienced the largest increases in farmland
values since 1870. The 1997 values of Wyandotte, Johnson and
other Kansas/Missouri border counties (which include a major
portion of Kansas City, Kansas) reflect that this trend continues.
Johnson County progressed from being valued at equal to or less
than its neighboring northeastern counties in 1870 to leading the
farmland valuation rank at $2,349 per acre in 1997. Wyandotte’s
value increase is not quite as remarkable. Wyandotte’s farmland
was valued second only to Shawnee County in 1870 and led
farmland values from1880 to 1992. As of 1997, both Johnson and
Wyandotte farmland values were roughly double that of Shawnee
County. Johnson and Wyandotte counties were singled out as
leaders; however, all of the northern Kansas/Missouri border
counties have experienced rapidly increasing farmland values since
1987, reflecting the impact of urbanization.

The effect of urbanization on farmland values also was experi-
enced in Sedgwick County, which includes the city of Wichita. As of
1997, Sedgwick County farmland values were more than double those
of land in most of its border counties. Farmland values in Sedgwick
County have increased from $7 per acre in 1870 to $1,329 in 1997.
Sedgwick County land values were second only to counties in the
Kansas City area as of 1997.

In 1920, Brown county was considered the best corn county in
the state (Pine). At that time, land values in Brown County aver-
aged $202 per acre, which was far greater than in any other county
except Wyandotte. Without considering the border counties men-
tioned above, Brown County farmland values were some of the
highest in the state until after 1982. Although the increase in
Brown’s land value between 1920 and 1997 was impressive, other
non-border counties, such as Douglas (from $109 to $1,135) and



Leavenworth (from $107 to $1,724) also experienced significant
increases.

Irrigation in western Kansas and mineral resources in various
areas have had varying effects on county land values. Haskell
County, which is highly irrigated, increased in value from $18 per
acre in 1940 to $828 in 1997. Wichita County values increased from
$9 in 1940 to $525 in 1997, while Thomas County values rose from
$15 in 1940 to $565 in 1997.

Table 3 provides the changes in land values occurring in the nine
Kansas Agricultural Statistics Service districts. District land values
in Table 3 were derived by grouping the counties into the nine
districts and weighting the county land values by the number of
acres in farms for each county as reported in the Census of Agricul-
ture. As expected, counties encompassing Kansas City and Topeka
have traditionally been the leaders in land values. The East Central
(Kansas City area) and South Central (Wichita area) districts have
rotated ranking second and third, until after 1987, when East Central
land values began increasing much more sharply. District values
follow the same trends as the county values. Value increases were
more gradual in the western than in the eastern districts. By 1997,
values per acre in the upper eastern districts were more than $200
higher than in the western districts. Nominal growth rates for the
entire state have a volatile history (Figure 4). Except for brief peri-
ods between 1959 and 1969, and 1992 and 1997, each census
marked a dramatic shift in growth rates, especially in the western
districts.

Conclusion

Urban influences have been a driving force of farmland values
in Kansas as evidenced by the growth in eastern and south central
area values. Changes in production practices and production
potential have contributed to the volatility in western Kansas land
values. Through 1974, the “catching up” of land prices and area
development were key factors affecting the increases in southeast-
ern Kansas (Pine). Competition for agricultural land, from urban
development speculators to larger farming operations, has in-
creased values throughout the state.



Figure 5 illustrates that statewide nominal land values have
increased more than tenfold. However, real land values from 1930
to 1997 have increased only 8 percent. This statement means that
when the effect of inflation is removed, Kansas agricultural land
values grew at a rate of only 0.12 percent between 1930 and 1997.
On the other hand, from a starting reference point of 1945, annual
real growth was slightly more than 2 percent. Future trends in land
values are dependent on several factors. In 1974, Pine surmised
that the general inflation rate and the cost of energy would quite
likely be major factors influencing land values. These are likely
significant factors today. In addition, both internal factors (prices,
yields and costs of inputs) affecting land owners’ incomes and
external factors (national economic events, farm policy, tax policy,
consumer buying power, and consumer preferences) will continue
to play vital roles in establishing land values. Through the last 125
years, observed Kansas land values have experienced an increasing
trend. Although individual years will vary due to changes in rel-
evant factors, expectations are for this trend to continue.
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Table 1. Yields and Prices of Wheat and Corn, Inventory Value of Cattle,
and Land Values in Kansas, 1870-1997

Wheat Corn Cattle Land
Yield Price Yield Price S/Head Values
(bu/acre)  (S/bu) (bu/acre) (S/bu) (S/acre)
1870 15.5 1.07 31.3 0.48 19 13
1880 14.1 0.86 29.7 0.29 20 11
1890 14.1 0.69 28.6 0.30 24 19
1900 13.3 0.57 21.2 0.30 20 15
1910 14.0 0.71 224 0.43 23 40
1920 13.2 1.29 15.5 0.94 42 62
1925 13.4 1.16 22.5 0.65 34 50
1930 12.8 1.18 19.9 0.72 39 49
1935 12.6 0.57 13.3 0.50 28 31
1940 11.1 0.83 12.9 0.71 29 30
1945 15.8 1.09 23.6 0.87 51 41
1950 15.9 1.90 24.7 1.49 92 66
1954 15.7 2.12 25.5 1.53 129 80
1959 19.7 1.92 32.6 1.19 104 100
1964 24.4 1.76 47.1 1.09 127 122
1969 24.0 1.35 68.4 1.14 130 159
1974 33.1 2.37 87.8 1.87 221 301
1978 28.8 3.03 89.3 2.41 208 501
1982 32.0 3.54 109.8 2.69 361 601
1987 37.2 3.09 119.6 2.55 353 413
1992 33.6 3.01 125.0 2.28 537 463
1997 324 3.73 137.8 2.63 566 577

Yields and values for each census year are averages for years since the preceding
census. Cattle inventory value is the January 1 inventory value.

Sources: Kansas State Board of Agriculture: 58th Annual Report, 1975; Price
Patterns 1957, Kansas Farm Facts, 1998.
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Figure 1. Kansas Farm Land Values, Wheat and Corn Prices, and Cattle
Inventory Values, 1870-1997
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Figure 2. Kansas Wheat and Corn Yields, 1870-1997
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Figure 3. Kansas Agricultural Statistics Crop Reporting Districts
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