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Notable in 2014 
 

Land Volume sold – based on all deeded acres – up 57% 
 

Volume of all sales – based on dollar volume - up 25% 
 

Average Land Value Per Acre – Western Study – up 26% 
 

Within the Western Market Study it is difficult to class this movement as general appreciation  
throughout the market.  It is more indicative of an increase in the quality of properties  

being sold and strong buyer motivations regarding specific properties. 
 

Western Market on Average shows 140% Value Growth Since 2010 
 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

Average Land Value Per Acre– Eastern Study – Up 15% 
 

Unlike the Western Study, this increase is considered more indicative  
of general value movement throughout the market.  

 It is influenced by strong demand for limited offerings. 
 

Eastern Market on Average shows nearly 85% Value Growth Since 2010 
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Norman C. Wheeler & Associates has completed their 2014 land study.  It becomes part of an 
ongoing study which identifies market values associated with lands located throughout rural 
markets in Montana based on confirmed sales of parcels greater than 80 acres in size.  Subsets 
of this data are used to report values and trends for varying land classes and markets within the 
State.  The primary areas of focus relative to trend analysis are based on observations of sales 
greater than 640 acres in size.  For reporting and analysis, these are classified into two primary 
geographic areas defined herein as Western Montana and Eastern Montana. 
 
In 2014, the firm studied closed transactions throughout Montana involving approximately 
350,000 deeded acres. The overall acreage studied in 2014 was up approximately 57% from 
2013.  Upward movement reversed trends that had documented decreased acreage volumes 
since 2010.  As noted in the past, the downward indications were attributed to a lack of supply.    
 
The overall value of sales confirmed in 2014 topped $400 million.  In 2013, the market study 
encompassed approximately $300 million in property sales.  The data indicated value growth in 
almost all land classes. 
 
The increase in volume, both related to deeded acres sold and sale value, is a result of 
increased market activity.  It did not represent additional investigative activities by Norman C. 
Wheeler & Associates.   
 
The data gathered is comprehensive and within the Western and Eastern study findings 
reported it is considered to encompass the majority of primary sales occurring throughout 
Montana.   We consider that the volume and data reported is representative of the overall 
market.   Historically, the firm has found that as any additional data has been brought into the 
database over time, the basic indications and conclusions of the annual studies remain 
substantially unchanged.   
 
The firm manages an active sales database that spans two generations and encompasses over 
7,000 sales in Montana.  Over 3,000 larger land sales are geo data based within its interactive 
GIS program.  Sale interpolations from that database are now beginning to form reliable visual 
illustrations of value trends, as will be reported herein. 
 
The primary study of value trends over the past 15 years has been focused on the land market 
associated with ranches and farms throughout what has been broadly defined as Western 
Montana.  The definition of this market area has been moving eastward in the re-emerging 
market since 2010.  For some time, it was generally Red Lodge in the south to areas along the 
eastern slopes of the Rocky Mountain Front crossing though markets encompassing the Little 
Belt and Highwood Mountains.  Since 2010, value influences and considerations applicable to 
the “western market” have been moving eastward and now spread from Red Lodge to Billings 
and then north up into the Little Rocky Mountains to the north of the Missouri River. 
 
Sales and data from primary dry cropland markets associated with the Highline, to the north of 
the Little Rockies and wrapping back westward into the Golden Triangle north of Great Falls, 
are not generally studied or included in the overall study reported herein.  We track these 
markets within separate studies. 
 
The areas studied within the Western Market are transitional markets where land use is 
governed by agriculture with market values also influenced by recreation and alternative use 
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considerations.  Within this market, 80 to 90 percent of the buyers are non-resident and they are 
the end users of many of these lands.   
 
Land values in this market are not typically predicated or determined by income analysis.  
Buyers report land investment considerations are based on long-term asset protection and this 
is evidenced in the market by very limited turnover rates.   Aside from speculative buys 
evidenced between 2004 and 2008, most of the sales we have documented show average 
ownership periods greater than 20 years for non-resident investors.  
 
Prior to the national land recession between 2007 and 2010, lands in the western market often 
suggested negative returns on a cash basis but appreciation was strong, often topping 12 to 
15% annually.   Values are up again, as will be reported herein, but so are underlying 
commodity prices and strong value growth in the past year has some correlation to production 
income as well. 
 
The Eastern Montana market exhibits similar patterns of investment but in general land values 
associated with Eastern Montana have varied to a degree that the inclusion of this data within 
the Western Montana study was not appropriate.  Currently, the top end of the Eastern market 
generally falls at $500 to $700 per acre, whereas the top end of the Western market exceeds 
$2,000 per acre.  
 
The line of demarcation between Eastern and Western markets is not always clear and has 
been changing.  A mid-level market that developed in the central area of the state between 
2008 and 2012, which encompassed the influences of Eastern and Western Montana, has 
diminished and mostly been absorbed into what is now considered the Western Market.   
Eastern Montana still is a separate market, relative to value.  In the past, the Western study 
encompassed more of what would have been thought of as the western third of Montana.  It 
now encompasses what can generally be referred to as the western half of Montana less areas 
of the Highline and Golden Triangle referenced. 
  
Western Market  
 
When the information related to the Western market is extrapolated from the overall study, what 
is found is that sales greater than 640 acres within this area totaled approximately 141,000 
acres in 2014.   
 
The sale volume in total dollars within the Western Market totaled approximately $220 million.   
 
The average size of sales within this market fell at about 2,500 deeded acres.  
 
The underlying land assets associated with these sales reflected an average sale value of 
$1,465 per acre in 2014.    
 
This was up from an average land value in this market of $1,164 in 2013, indicating an 
approximate 26% increase in overall land values over the past 12 to 24 months.   
 
When one references back to 2010, which was the lowest point in the Western market since 
2001, the current average land value indicates approximately a 140% increase in average value 
over the last five years. 
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As reported, in past studies the Western market between 2011 and 2013 saw larger sales 
related to bigger landscape ranches trading.  The overall land value associated with the market 
required some bifurcation or further classification within the land study in those years for a more 
clear understanding of trends.   This helped understand values related to larger sales, which 
were more agriculturally oriented, as compared to larger sales which have strong recreational 
influences.    
 
What is being seen within the current market in 2014 and into 2015 is that these segments are 
moving back together.  We have not seen, nor expect to see, continued large individual sales of 
agricultural/recreational properties in the Western market.  Those that became available in the 
earlier cycle of the market have now passed to long-term asset holds or continue to be held in 
strong multiple generational Montana ownerships.    
 
Between 2010 and 2013, there were several years in which larger sales over $10,000,000 
dominated the study.   In 2014, over 80% of the sales associated with the Western study 
involved transactions less than $5 million.  There was an absence of these sales between 2010 
and 2013 as the market reset after the national recession.  In 2013, the bifurcated data related 
to recreational ranch properties ran at $1,264 per acre.  This indicates approximately a 15.9% 
increase in market value over the past 12 to 24 months when compared to 2014. 
 
Whether considering the temporary reclassification of some sales or just the overall averages 
documented, the data indicates upward value movement running from about 15% to 25% within 
the market of the Western land study over the past year.   
 
Within the Western market study, this growth is difficult to class as general appreciation 
throughout the market.  It is more indicative of an increase in the quality of properties 
being sold and strong buyer motivations regarding specific properties.  
 
The year 2010 was the pivotal year when the market began to re-emerge in Montana relative to 
recreational ranch lands.  In the past, as referenced in the following chart, the market fell in 
general from highs established in 2007 to a low in 2010 at $610 per acre on average.  There 
were almost a half a million acres transferred within the Western study markets in 2010.  Sale 
values were at an historic low, while sale volumes were at an historic high.  This was the 
“clearing” year, when trouble or distressed properties cycled.   
 
The market in 2010 was spurred by activity related to a Montana ranch family’s buying 
properties at the low point in the market.  However, as soon as the market began to turn and 
move upward it was apparent that outside investors were again moving back in.  The market 
now appears to be primarily populated by non-resident or out-of-state buyers.  That being said, 
most properties are being sold to individuals.  We see very limited investment by hedge funds, 
institutional entities or corporate ownerships.  We see few foreign buyers. 
 
It is important to note that the overall average land value associated with the Western market is 
a value based on a composite of land types and sale properties.  The sales vary from river 
properties to large integrated ranch properties.  As such, various land classes and productivity 
contribute to overall averages.  This is consistent with the type of reporting which has been 
continually set forth.  Thus, the information is considered to be relevant when compared to past 
years and it is considered to be indicative of trends which are being seen within the market.   
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The average value data reported should not be construed to indicate a value applicable to 
individual land types or classes or be considered to represent an appraised value. 
 
The study data allows further value analysis related to specific land types.  For example, it 
shows that rural rangelands and pastures as well as river properties have exhibited the greatest 
amount of value growth within the Western study over the past 12 to 24 months as separate 
asset classes.   
 
Rangeland components within all the western sales ran at about $917 per acre on average in 
2014.  Within this category, a further analysis indicates that open range lands with limited 
amenities were selling on average for approximately $775 per acre as part of the larger ranches 
studied. These are typically lands which do not have active or live water located on them and 
they are not adjacent to National Forest.   
 
When one studies mountain or recreational rangeland on ranches in the Western market, an 
overall average value of about $1,229 per acre is expressed by the sales.  These are properties 
which typically adjoin National Forest and have riparian features related to mountain streams 
and creeks. They are not properties that have fishing resources, but are well watered.   
 

Year Sales Deeded 
Acres Sale Value Average 

Acres
Average Land 

Value
1990 10 22,300     $11,053,890 2,230      $505
1995 33 101,541   $68,032,470 3,077      $655
2001 61 320,861   $313,160,336 5,260      $960
2002 51 217,546   $192,310,664 4,266      $874
2003 52 200,379   $159,100,926 3,853      $785
2004 54 265,394   $309,184,010 4,915      $1,135
2005 83 323,895   $459,283,110 3,902      $1,361
2006 53 174,229   $237,996,000 3,287      $1,325
2007 46 159,061   $319,715,000 3,458      $1,909
2008 31 91,999     $172,040,000 2,968      $1,795
2009 17 66,822     $60,125,004 3,931      $880
2010 41 464,074   $291,405,710 11,319    $610
2011 47 323,779   $273,994,314 6,889      $798
2012 46 327,029   $258,632,689 7,109      $776
2013 34 114,804   $147,852,010 3,376      $1,164
2014 57 141,327   $220,503,374 2,479      $1,465

Larger Ranch Sales Annually - Western Market Overview

Rural Land Sales 640 acres or greater in 
deeded acres within primary recreational 
influenced markets - Volume of confirmed 

sales - Land Value expressed as Unimproved 

Norman C Wheeler & 
Associates - 2014 Land 

Study 
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When we moved into the higher amenity recreational rangeland segment for dry pasture lands 
associated with fishing amenities and other attributes, values rose to over $2,000 per acre as 
part of these larger ranch properties.  
 
It is also important to note that size can have a substantial effect on the market value of any 
individual property when studying the sales within the Western land market.  Smaller sales 
under 1,000 acres but greater than 640 acre within the Western study reflect an average land 
value of approximately $1,900 per acre.  Sales within the Western study which are over 5,000 
acres in deeded land, reflect average sale values falling at approximately $1,000 per acre.   
 
The following chart reflects average land values associated with the Western market when 
values are grouped within market periods over the past ten years that are considered to be 
reflective of similar trends and influences.  As indicated, the current period running from 2013 to 
2014 reflects an average land value of $1,315 per acre.  This is re-approaching the market high 
on average, as established between 2004 and 2008 at $1,476 per acre.  Value growth on 
average since the 2009 to 2012 low point in the market is strong.  However, as noted, this is 
within a market showing mostly decreasing supplies. 
 

 
 
In 2014, the volume associated with water properties within the Western market indicated 
increases both in sale volume and acres sold.  There was approximately a 20% increase in 
overall volume related to deeded acres, an upwards of a 50% increase related to overall market 
in dollars.  Average prices related to river land rose by approximately 15% to 20% on average.   
 
Smaller sales, which are not included in the Western land study, those being less than 640 
acres in size, also reflected upward value movement.  Based on an analysis of nearly $60 
million in sales within this market category, it would appear that average land values have risen 
by 10% to 20% over the past 12 to 24 months. 
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Conservation Easements 
 
In 2014, we saw a substantial increase in sales related to conservation easement properties.  
Within the primary Western study area, we saw 23 sales related to encumbered properties 
which encompassed over 31,000 deeded acres.  The average sale value associated with the 
encumbered property sold was $1,778 per acre.  
 
On average at $1,778 per acre, these sales out-performed the average of the overall market 
which was established as reported at $1,465 per acre.  This at face value may seem counter-
intuitive to historic trends, which typically indicated discounts associated with encumbered 
sales.  However, in actuality many of the encumbered properties sold were higher amenity 
properties with features that garner premiums within the context of the current market, such as 
improved riparian amenities.   
 
The overall rate of discount or loss associated conservation easements has declined over the 
past several years in many areas as the market has moved away from speculative subdivision 
and development to a more stable market based on agricultural and recreational investment.     
 
In general, most easement sales continue to reflect some effect on their market value as a 
result of the conservation easement when compared to non-encumbered sales of comparable 
property.  However, the overall matrix of value associated with the easement properties is in 
transition as it follows along with the re-emerging market evidenced by the study. 
 
Eastern Montana 
 
The following chart illustrates some basic references to the Eastern Montana market or what 
has often been referred to as the “other market”.  This area represents a separate land market 
and area of study.  In 2014, the firm studied transactions in this market that involved almost 
200,000 deeded acres.  The total sale volume associated with these sales topped $110 million. 
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Eastern Montana has been reflecting strong and steady appreciation as the market has been 
bolstered by increased commodity prices and the influence of large agricultural ranch buyers.  
The Bakken oil fields of North Dakota have had some influence on this market particularly in 
extreme northeastern Montana.  Extreme sales in this area are not included within the database 
and not represented within the value study.  The information pertaining to Eastern Montana is 
considered to be representative of the market in general.   
 
The current sale data shows there has been strong appreciation and value growth throughout 
Eastern Montana over the past 10 years.  Land types in this market tend to be more 
homogeneous with most sales comprised mostly of native rangeland and pasture.  Value 
differences in this market tend to be related more directly to productivity and water availability. 
 
In 2004, overall average rangeland values throughout the area within this study fell to $166 per 
acre.  On average, rangeland values in the study area rose to $292 per acre by 2010.   
 
In 2014, the average value associated with rangeland throughout the study area rose to 
approximately $500 per acre.  This indicates an increase from 2013 of about 15%. 
 
Unlike the Western study, this increase is considered more indicative of general value 
movement throughout the market.  It is influenced by strong demand for limited 
offerings. 
 
Value growth in the markets associated with Eastern Montana has been strongly influenced by 
increased commodity prices.  This market evidenced slowed activity during the national 
recession but unlike the western market, values never dropped.  Value was based on non- 
speculative uses and tied more directly to income producing ability as evidenced by the lower 
values reported on average.  
 
In the Eastern market, we see increasing pressure from Western Montana as the eastern 
market expands further east into Montana as initially explained within this newsletter.  We are 
beginning to see a bifurcation of rangeland values within the Eastern Montana market in which 
some values are reported based on agricultural highest and best use while other rangelands are 
being valued based on recreational influences or values. 
   
In 2014, all rangeland within the study area of Eastern Montana reflected an average value of 
approximately $500 per acre.  Within the lands studied, a bifurcation between agricultural and 
recreational use indicated average values varying from $465 per acre for agricultural land to 
upwards of $800 per acre for recreational rangelands.  Only about 12% of the market was 
reported as associated with recreational rangeland influences.  
 
Interpolated Mapping 
 
With the amount of sale information now processed within our geo database, it has become 
possible to prepare interpolated value maps such those exhibited on the following pages.  
These maps help define areas of value within certain geographic markets and document historic 
changes.   
 
As an example, the first map defines the river corridor market areas associated with the 
confluence of the Beaverhead, the Big Hole, the Ruby and the beginning of the Jefferson River.   
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The map indicates by color coordinates the location of the highest average land values in the 
area with the highest values in red.   Those areas are seen mainly on the Ruby River with value 
gradients moving away from the highest areas along and through the river corridors to varying 
degrees based on sales cataloged in those areas.   
 
We anticipate the data will show over time, as it has in other areas, that eventually these 
pockets of higher value with grow together or absorb the lower valued lands - some orange 
moving to red, most yellow moving to orange and such. 
 
While these maps are not utilized as a primary appraisal tool within the context of our practice at 
this point, clients for real estate consulting and strategic planning purposes utilize them.  The 
maps can indicate areas of opportunity based on the value coordinates expressed.   They help 
buyers see where values may be expected to increase and help understand list pricing that may 
not always be well represented by sales data within markets that has seen infrequent and 
divergent sales.  
 
The second map illustrates market values associated with lands located in and around 
Bozeman, Montana.  Again, the higher value lands within this market are reflected in red and 
the values graduate away from red to eventually green.   
 
Please note that the value interpolations of the red lands within this map are not equal to 
those which were expressed in the previous map.  
 
This map forms general visual illustrations of what is actually occurring in this market area.  In 
valleys such as the Yellowstone and the Paradise, the maps show higher values associated 
with the eastern portions of these valleys, which historically have been documented.  The 
western sides of the upper valleys have tended to reflect lower values as these are more arid 
and away from the higher recreational mountain areas. 
 
The map indicates areas of expanding value influence radiating out from Bozeman which 
affords a better understanding of the market trends.    
 
The maps shown herein are based on sales over the past three to four years and are reflective 
of current trends based on the interpolations.  Studying these maps over time, based on 
differing sale subsets, has helped clients bolster an understanding of the market and they have 
been found useful in litigation assignments.   
 
As we continue to develop this asset, we expect over time it will eventually prove useful as a 
direct reference of value for individual properties. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The data reported for 2014 reflects continued strength and upward value movement on average 
in the larger land markets of Montana.  The specific subsets studied for Western and Eastern 
Montana indicate that properties greater than 640 acres, which fit the matrix of demand within 
the market, are being supplied in limited quantities.  Larger properties, that is with an average 
size in excess of 5,000 deeded acres, continue to be even more limited in supply.   
 
Over 80% of the transactions in 2014 were under $5 million dollars.  This does not indicate an 
absence of larger buyers but rather a more diverse market.   The market continues to be 
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dominated by non-resident buyers who are typically the end users of the property sales.  These 
buyers are looking for long-term asset protection.  Most sales are cash sales.  Some leveraged 
financing is seen, but this is not a speculative market driven by expected short-term growth.   
 
Historically, 10 to 20 years holds of lands within the study have shown 8% to 12% annualized 
returns when resold.  Larger acreages are not being bought for development and in the Western 
market they exhibit values beyond underlying agricultural attributes.   Market value based on 
non-economic contributing factors such as recreation, fishing, hunting, conservation, and 
personal uses valued by end users are pushing values. 
 
In 2014 there was a 23% increase in the volume acres sold within the Western study.  The 
volume of acres sold in the Eastern study was up by over 30%.  Moving forward into 2015, we 
do not anticipate that overall volumes will increase due to continuing limited supply. 
 
We do anticipate land values associated with rural properties will continue to reflect upward 
value movement over the next 12 months.   
 
We have seen strong investment in peripheral side markets related to Bozeman and at the 
Yellowstone Club where construction and investment in infrastructure is setting new records.  
We see little cross over from these markets as they are different buyer pools but they, along 
with the study markets, are within the upper real estate market within the State, and all suggest 
growth.  
 
On larger ranch properties within the Western and Eastern markets, we are seeing limited 
investment in high amenity or custom building infrastructure.  Prior to 2008, we often saw multi-
million dollar homes and specialized buildings constructed on these ranches.  Within the context 
of the re-emerging market since 2010, we have seen limited development of custom structures 
or homes.  These types of improvements at sale in the past evidenced strong discounts for 
obsolescence at sale.  That said, while buyers within the context of the current market appear 
less interested in the development of homes and structures, the amount of discounts for 
obsolescence appear to be diminishing in many markets within the State. 
 
It is evident that buyer interest is directed to the land assets and therefore we see continued and 
substantial capital investment for habitat restoration and agricultural development related to 
ponds and streams and pivot sprinkler systems.   
 
Norman C. Wheeler & Associates wishes to thank all those who assisted over the year in the 
gathering and reporting of data related to these transactions.  As with past studies, it must be 
reiterated that the information set forth herein is not indicated to be representative of appraised 
values or values applicable to any specific property.  The value and data information reported 
herein is considered to be generalized and applicable only for reference purposes within the 
context of this report.   
 
 


