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Benefiting from momentum coming out of 2017, market activity remained strong through 
2018. The number of transactions in 2018 occurred at a steady pace as individuals and 
institutions continued to add real estate to their portfolios.  

Nationally, average farmland values, as reported by the USDA, increased in 2018, once again 
reaching a historic high. This occurred despite persistently low commodity prices and 
growing uncertainty of potential impacts of a continuation in international trade disputes.  
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Regionally, land values remained stable to increasing. Strong demand coupled with limited 
inventory of quality properties created price pressure across most market segments. The 
market in Montana for larger properties (640 acres and greater) was no exception and 
remained vibrant throughout 2018. The overall land market associated with Montana has 
been extremely strong over the past several years. Much of the market area has seen a 
reemergence of recreational and/or lifestyle buyers looking for properties located in 
strategic areas along riparian corridors, adjacent to National Forests, and/or within unique 
ecosystems. 

While roughly fifteen-percent below 2017, sales activity for properties 640 acres in size 
remained strong in 2018. In addition to seeing fewer transactions, a decline in the number of 
deeded acres sold was evident in 2018. This is in part attributed to elevated activity in in 
previous years in which many of the more desirable, competitively priced properties cleared 
the market straining an already tight supply. 

Number of transactions together with sales volume and the average $/acre 
unimproved land value of properties 640-acres in size and greater occurring 
throughout Montana in 2017 and 2018 (NC Wheeler & Associates, 2019) 

Year 
Number of 

transactions 

Total volume Average 
$/acre price 

(ULV) Dollars Acres 

2017 163 $594,658,109 585,311 $1,386 

2018 139 $519,828,189 339,851 $1,750 
Percentage change -15% -13% -42% 26% 

The reduction in the number of transactions and deeded acres outlined above was not 
mirrored by the average dollar per acres sales price. With fewer larger properties trading, 
the average dollar per acre unimproved land value increased by roughly 26-percent. The 
increase in dollar per acre price is largely related to the influence of Western Montana, 
which accounts for nearly 60-percent of sales transactions considered here.      

http://www.ncheeler.com/
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2018 Market activity segmented by property size  (NC Wheeler and 
Associates, 2019)

While a decline in the number of deeded acres sold is apparent, only minor changes are 
noted in market when segmenting total volume by property size. Larger properties, those 
2,000 – acres and greater, accounted for roughly 32 – percent of the total market. Properties 
less than 2,000 – acres in size represented 68 – percent of the market in 2018. This is 
comparable to 2017 where properties less than 2,000 – acres accounted for 65-percent of 
the total market.  

While impacted by several market participants, the reemergence of recreational and/or 
lifestyle buyer has in many cases pulled on the available inventory of properties less than 
2,000 – acres in size.  Recreation/Life style ranches in accessible locations with quality live 
water resources and/or premier hunting opportunities remain in demand and continue to 
draw the most attention from buyers. In some cases, remote properties in unique 
ecosystems with limited private ownership have commanded premiums. As shown below, in 

http://www.ncheeler.com/
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2018 Market activity segmented by Transaction size  (NC Wheeler, 
2018)

2018 roughly 41 – percent of the transactions occurred within the $1 to $3-million price 
category, up from 38.65 – percent in 2017. Properties selling at price points less than $5-
million made up roughly 82-percent of the total dollar volume in 2018, which is comparable 
to 2017.   

All else equal, an inverse relationship between size and dollar per acre land price is 

commonly thought to exist. In 2018 the average property size, in terms of acres, fell 32 – 

percent from 2017.  As shown below, both average and median dollar per acre price 

increased (26 and 18 – percent, respectively).  

http://www.ncheeler.com/
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Distribution of unimproved dollar per acre land values together with 
average values for properties 600 acres in size and greater from 
throughout Montana for 2017 and 2018

While partially attributable to size, variation on dollar per acre values is created by numerous 

factors. The distribution graph shown below compares dollar per acre purchase prices from 

2017 and 2018.  
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Annual and median dollar per acre values for Montana properties 
600 acres in size and larger together with annual percentage change.
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http://www.ncheeler.com/
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With commodity prices in a seemingly perpetual downward trend and herd expansion 

slowing, demand from buyers exclusively driven by production factors has soften in recent 

years. This has been met with increasing demand from recreational buyer often driven by 

less quantifiable factors. The combination of these factors has helped increase the variability 

in dollar per acre purchase price in recent years, a trend that continued in 2018.   

Outlook 

The elevated market activity experienced of the last several years has diminished the 
inventory of desirable properties.  This large turn-over in inventory is anticipated to strain 
the supply of upper tier lands in the coming years.  Properties enjoying sought-after features 
will continue to benefit from limited supply and have the potential to see price increases.  
Montana sales data illustrates that amenity ranches are increasingly being purchased for 
long-term holds running from 20 to 25-years, further constraining an already tight inventory 
moving into 2019.  Most buyers within the current cycle are nonresident cash buyers with 
diverse assets. 

A continuation in trade disputes has the potential to create further head winds in the 
commodity markets. The Federal Reserve’s actions have limited impact in market for real 
estate where cash has remained king. However, in the long-term, the combination of anemic 
commodity prices and potential difficulty for producers to obtain operating loans has the 
potential to add to inventory of more agricultural influenced properties.  

Volatility in the stock market, the political climate, commodity prices, and rising interest 
rates all have the potential to impact rural real estate in 2019. The end of 2018 saw wild 
swings in stock market. Continued uncertainty in the stock market has the potential to drive 
investors toward safe-haven investments like real estate.  

Buyers in the Montana market are generally anticipated to be looking for properties located 
in strategic areas along riparian corridors, adjacent to National Forests, within unique 
ecosystems, or those with a unique combination of agricultural and recreational features.  In 
past cycles related to the Montana ranch market similarities in price movement and demand 
benefited lower tier properties.  Facing limited substitution buyers may begin to broaden 
their geographic search and pressure values for more remote properties with limited 
amenities.   

For more information or to join our mailing list go to www.ncwheeler.com 
N. Clark Wheeler, ARA clark@ncwheeler.com
Mike McDonnell, MS, ARA mike@ncwheeler.com
Paraic Neibergs, MA, ARA neibergs@qwestoffice.net
Thomas Kingsbury, GIS Specialist tom@ncwheeler.com

Coming in our spring edition of “For Lands Sake” – a summary of trends in the Western 

Montana Ranch Market  

http://www.ncheeler.com/
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Additional Notes of Interest: 

Coming in spring will finalize our 2018 report for western Montana.  Data to date, subject to yearend 
gathering, suggests the following. 

We are tracking trends and finding interesting correlations between the run up into 2007 and the 
Western Montana Market into 2019:   



Andy Rahn of Montana Land Source reports the following related to sales in 2018. 

While the above speaks to the average market – we see some interesting trends related to the upper 
tier market as will be reported in the Spring newsletter 

• 9 Sales

• Average Sale Price ‐ $18,092,000

• Average Deeded Acres – 6,569

• Average Sale Price Per Acre – Land Only ‐ $2,498

•


