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For Land’s Sake 
2020 Montana Ranch Real Estate Roundup

 
Following the record pacing year of 2018, market 
activity in 2019 slowed across most segments. 
With modest increases in land values suggested 
in the broader market, variation in region, and 
both transaction and property size are apparent.   

The market for smaller rural tracts, those 40 to 
640 acres in size, was active experiencing 
increases in median sales prices and unimproved 
land values in 2019.  

Low commodity prices continued to plague many 
sectors of agricultural, creating stagnant 
conditions in the more agriculturally driven land 
markets.  

The market for large amenity properties saw 
declines with both quality and supply being limiting 
factors. While limited, transactions with sales 
prices of $10 million and greater skewed the 
market in 2018 and 2019. 
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When considering the broad market of properties 40 acres in size and greater, 
statewide the number of sales transactions show a downward trend. This is a common 
theme across most markets and regions. With sales verification lagged, this disparity 
between 2018 and 2019 is anticipated to shrink and we continue to add to our 
database. However, we do not anticipate reaching levels comparable to market 
activity experienced in 2018. 

 
As shown above, overall average dollar per acre values increase modestly in 2019. 
With supply and quality being a limiting factor in 2019, sales of larger properties (640 
acres and greater) fell well short of the smaller counterparts with average values 
essentially flat in 2019. As shown below, when considered independently, on average, 
unimproved dollar per acre land values for properties 40 to 640 acres in size 
increased in 2019.      

 

Number of transactions Average $/acre (ULV)

A 2018 to 2019 comparison of the total number of transaction 
together with average dollar per acre land values for 
properties 40 acres in size and greater from throughout 
Montana (NC Wheeler and Associates, 2020).
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Average dollar per acreage (ULV) together with annual 
percentage change for properties 40 acres in size and greater 
segmented by size from throughout Montana for 2018 and 
2019 (NC Wheeler and Associates, 2020).
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With both quality and supply being limiting factors, the market for larger amenity 
properties showed modest declines. Larger transactions, those with sales prices of 
$10 million and greater, accounted for seven percent of the market in 2018 and eight 
percent in 2019. While few, these atypically large transactions accounted for at least 
40 percent of overall dollar volume in both 2018 and 2019. This disproportionate 
relationship skews the market masking increases in average dollar per acre land 
values experienced in 2019. As shown below, when considered independently, on 
average, unimproved dollar per acre land values increased for properties selling at 
price points below $10 million.  

 
While the data in the above figure comes from throughout Montana, the impact of 
these atypically large transactions is much larger in Western Montana where the 
majority of these transactions occurred. With many of the more desirable large 
amenity properties trading in previous years, the decrease in average dollar per acre 
values experienced in 2019 is thought to be a reflection of lower quality properties and 
not weakening demand.  

As we move into 2020, we anticipate a continuation of the market dynamics 
experienced in 2019. Limited supply of quality properties will hinder sales activity but 
should shore up values in most areas. Easing of tensions around international trade 
disputes has the potential to reduce uncertainty in commodity markets and ease 
worries in the agricultural land markets. However, with the current political drama and 
election year politics in full swing the ultimate outcome is anyone’s guess. 
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Average dollar per acreage (ULV) together with annual percentage 
change for properties 40 acres in size and greater segmented by size 
from throughout Montana for 2018 and 2019 (NC Wheeler and 
Associates, 2020).
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Ranch properties are large and diverse, each with unique physical features 
and characteristics. Many factors driving today’s ranch market are not 
easily quantified. Successfully navigating a market where factors of value 
are highly subjective and difficult to quantify requires in-depth analysis.  

Finding a professional who not only understands the numbers but also 
the differences in value from one area to another is a critical part of 
making an informed decision. Staying abreast of ancillary market 
influences in ever-changing economic conditions requires a broad 
professional network to tap into. Being part of the team at Norman C. 
Wheeler and Associates provides that critical network of real estate 
professionals.  

With increased interest in western ranch properties, we at Norman C. 
Wheeler and Associates have provided consultation to new and existing 
clients ranging from acquisitions to strategic planning. Our unique position 
within the market allows us to go beyond valuation providing clients with 
unbiased insight into an often large and complex investment decision.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For more information or to join our mailing list go to 
www.ncwheeler.com  
 
N. Clark Wheeler, ARA  
Email: clark@ncwheeler.com 
Phone: 406-539-4926 
 
Michael F. McDonnell, MS, ARA 
Email: mike@ncwheeler.com 
Phone: 406-208-5382 
 
 

Paraic Neibergs, MA, ARA 
Email: neibergs@qwestoffice.net 
Phone: 406-544-2740 
 
Thomas Kingsbury, GIS Specialist 
Email: tom@ncwheeler.com 
Phone: 406-599-8374 
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