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Norman C Wheeler & Associates 

2015 Western Montana Land Study 

-------------------------------------------- 
Notable Findings Reported Herein: 

 
2015 Overall unimproved per acre land value of all lands in  

Western Montana Study down 8.8% to $1,335 per acre from 2014.  
 
 

However, three year average of unimproved land values for all lands from 2010  
to 2012, (the clearing years) at $728 per acre, as compared to three year average of unimproved 

land values for all lands from 2013 through 2015, (the current re-emerging market) at $1,321 per 
acre, documents an 81% gain in overall average per acre value in study area.  

 
 

Over past 24 to 36 months within the current re-emerging market    
a bifurcated analysis of sale data indicates that specifically: 

 
Average Unimproved Per Acre Land Values for Agricultural Land assets up 55%. 

 
Average Unimproved Per Acre Land Values for Recreational Land assets up 57%.  

 
********************** 

Norman C. Wheeler & Associates has completed its 2015 annual land study regarding agricultural and 
recreational land sales and values in Montana.  The annual report studies trends related to larger land 
transactions within the state within databases that have been maintained since the 1950s.  The findings 
set forth herein are intended to assist clients in assessing market conditions and are not intended to 
represent appraised values or market values specific to any one property.   
 
Within the context of the market, we continue to see a diminishing supply of properties available for sale, 
particularly properties which are considered to be of high quality.   
 
Over the past 12 months, we have seen substantial adjustments in list values with asking prices being 
pushed downward by market forces.  A brief period in which Sellers were driving transactions in 2014 has 
eroded.     
 
The market moving into 2016 suggests buyers in general are unwilling to move above agricultural or 
recreationally influenced agricultural values.  Buyers are resistant to values which are considered to be 
speculative and they continue to consider gross rental income as a component of value.   
 
We saw several late sales in late 2015 which indicate land values substantially greater than the averages 
reported herein.  It appears that these are value spikes related to high amenity recreational assets and 
high quality agricultural assets set against limited supply.  
 
Major real estate firms that are active throughout the region report strong sale volumes for 2015 and 
some indicate that pending and expected sales volumes moving into 2016 will be record setting across 
their regions of operation.  In the past week, Hall & Hall announced they represented a buyer in a sale of 
a Texas Ranch listed at $725,000,000.    
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We have reported ongoing sale contracts and negotiations related to over $150,000,000 in potential sales 
now active in Montana and Wyoming.  While this suggests substantial market activity, these in fact 
involve but a handful of larger properties. 
 
As noted in previous studies, the information set forth herein is not intended to be all encompassing in 
that it represents all transactions within the state but it has been historically supported as a representative 
sample of the market.  The sales data is considered to be consistent and full bodied relative to market 
trends and activities.  Generally, our experience has been that relative to the sales we are studying within 
the brackets identified, we capture over 90% of the closed transactions within any one given year.  The 
data is continually updated as information from prior years as well as the current year becomes available.  
 
Montana is a non-disclosure state, and as such, sale values related to rural land transactions within the 
state are not recorded in existing public databases or public records.  The information provided herein is 
derived from the proprietary database maintained by Norman C. Wheeler & Associates based on 
appraisal and consulting work being conducted throughout the State of Montana.   
 
Introduction – Study Parameters 
 
Value in this market is primarily expressed on a per acre basis related to unimproved land values.  Within 
this context, one must recognize that reported unimproved land values are void of contributory building 
improvement values, but typically do contain contributory values for fences, water rights, mineral rights, 
irrigation systems, and other land improvements considered to be typical within this market.  While these 
assets may have specific value for depreciation purposes, they are not typically sold or bifurcated in 
separate transactions.  As such, they are considered to be inclusive within the overall land values 
reported herein.   
 
For instance, the values expressed for irrigated cropland identified herein are considered to be inclusive 
of irrigation systems, and water rights associated with the land values identified.   
 
Numerous ranches throughout Montana have state and federal leases associated with them.  The market 
illustrates that these leases do have specific contributory value in land sales.  In this analysis, the 
contributory values of leases associated with property sales analyzed have also been removed and 
leases are not considered to be inclusive within the land values identified herein. Typically, state and 
federal leases within the agricultural or recreational market identified are valued based on their 
contribution on an Animal Unit Month (AUM) resource basis.  These types of assets typically trade based 
on contributory market value related to the number of leased AUMs.  These leases are historically 
associated with deeded lands, they transfer at sale and are secured by lenders as collateral.   The leases 
are often integral to operations.  In the case of federal permits and leases, the deeded lands, and/or 
livestock, are a necessary asset for their control and use.  Typically, the subletting of governmental 
leases is restricted. 
 
State and federal leases in Montana are currently contributing approximately $100 to $200 per AUM 
within the context of the general market.  This value appears to be relatively consistent on an AUM basis 
despite the underlying productivity of the lands.  Some state lands may require only two to four acres per 
AUM while some BLM lands may require up to 10 acres per AUM.  Despite productivity, the leases 
transfer for values which typically run in a consistent range of $100 to $200 per AUM within most value 
allocations related to ranch sales. 
 
In some markets within Wyoming and other Western states, the state and federal leases may be 
allocated on a per acre basis.  When valued as such, per acre values of $5 to $15 per acre are often 
referenced.  We have yet to see indications within the Montana market that document that leases have 
specific contributory market value on a per acre basis within ranch sales.  On some smaller land sales in 
Montana, strategic state leases that provide unique recreational opportunities do suggest a per acre value 
contribution. 
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The market indicates that underlying productivity associated with agricultural lands which are deeded 
does in some instances affect value.  This is most pronounced in an analysis of irrigated sales where 
productivity strongly affects the contributory market value of these assets.  When reviewing dry cropland 
sales, it appears that the underlying productivity of these lands in general has not provided a direct 
measure of market value within the context of the current market.  This is due to strong demand and 
limited supply.  This factor is also seen relative to native rangelands and pastures in that despite varying 
capacities or productivity ratings these assets sell at a fairly common level of value.  Often value is 
established on a neighborhood basis, which within the context of Montana can be broader, and in general 
the market tends to equalize across a wide area as has been reported.  This is due to the fact that buyers 
entering the market and seeking lands within Montana often must look across wide areas to find 
properties which are available or which meet their criteria.  As such, properties tend to compete within the 
rural market across wide areas and values tend to equalize as buyers and sellers move within 
negotiations related to these properties. 
 
Sales continue to indicate that underlying mineral rights in most markets do not directly influence land 
value.  Sales of mineral rights are limited and restricted to small areas in extreme Eastern Montana and 
leasing has diminished.   Most sales convey minerals owned or controlled and often the mineral estates 
conveyed are fractional.  
 
Forest and timber resources within most sales reported are not valued or viewed as merchantable.  They 
are seen as contributory to the sales on a recreational or aesthetic basis.    
 
Within the Western land market study, larger landscape sales of cut over timberland are not reported 
within the general data herein.  These sales have limited agricultural use and are often subject to historic 
public access which affects their recreational features and desirability to recreational end users.  Often 
these are industrial timber lands being sold to non-profits or government agencies in non-arm’s length 
transactions as they are not exposed to the open market.  In some instances, they involve retained fiber 
agreements.  These sales are lessening but in some years have involved over 300,000 deeded acres.  
They are seen as an asset class trading outside the agricultural market being studied.  Since they have 
limited economic return, their values are reflective of other considerations and their sale values, due to 
the size and features of transactions, skew the reliability of the data sought for the land report in general.  
For instance, unlike productive rangeland sales, these sales usually lack any infrastructure, from fences 
to water development.  Within the current market, they have mostly been trading in a range of $500 to 
$700 per acre in larger tracts.  
 
Wind development is not an active factor of value or use considerations in the re-emerging market, which 
as reported herein, began in 2013. 
 
As documented in the past, the Montana real estate market within ongoing rural land studies reflects 
movements which are similar to national trends exhibited over the past 10 years.  This includes a rapid 
rise in values after 2005 followed by rapid decreases from 2009 to 2010 during our recessionary period 
which lasted through approximately 2012.   
 
The Montana ranch market has evidenced growth in land values since 2013.  The market continues to be 
subject to a limited supply relative to rural properties which are considered to be quality assets. The buyer 
pool for these properties remains strong and active with particular emphasis focused on larger properties 
which have good underlying agricultural attributes relative to their economy of scale.   
 
Since 2013, the market in general has been trending upward but it is difficult to attribute value movement 
to measurable annual appreciation.  Value growth is evidenced by individual resales based on the 
specifics of the property and the parties, with value growth related more to asset quality than the passage 
of time.  
 



NCW 2015 Western Montana Land Study – Page 4 
 

Since 2008, we have not seen a re-emergence of speculative buying related to value or use 
considerations beyond individual recreation or agricultural use by end users.  There are no current 
indicators of alternative physical development uses related to larger ranch parcels in Montana; however, 
a few ranch syndication processes have been floated and some non-profits such as the Prairie 
Foundation remain active.  Limited sales for alternative uses are not reflecting additional market 
premiums.   
 
Within markets which are influenced by development use, such as the Gallatin Valley around Bozeman, 
we see much smaller tracts moving into development ownerships.  Developers and speculators within 
these markets, while willing to pay a premium, are resistant to buying surplus or excess lands and sales 
are much more targeted and defined.  Active development demand has not returned within other primary 
urban markets of Western Montana such as Missoula or the Bitterroot Valley.  
 
With the exception of limited areas such as the Deer Lodge Valley, we see very limited activity related to 
1031 exchanges in the market at this time.  We do not see any indication of seller duress related to 
properties transferring within the context of the current market; however, some lender-owned properties 
still exist.  They are not all being exposed to the market, however.  Financing in general appears to be 
readily available, but most sales continue to be cash sales at closing, with some financing seen on larger 
ranch properties after closing.  The market is mostly dictated by relatively short due diligence periods in 
which cash buyers are the most active segment.  The shortened due diligence period associated with 
rural ranch sales reflects the continuing improvement of  brokers and attorneys in preparing due diligence 
items in advance of offerings to insure strong negotiating positions as many offerings are attracting 
multiple buyers. 
 
General Land Market – General Reference 
 
The following value data is derived from the internal database of Norman C. Wheeler & Associates which 
reflects sale information considered to be representative of the Western ranch market defined herein.  
The average land values as noted in charts herein are derived from land sales greater than 640 acres 
which have occurred within what is expressed as the Western Montana ranch market.  The parameters or 
boundaries of this market have changed somewhat since 2007 due to the expansion of the rural 
recreational and agricultural market within certain areas of central Montana.   
 
Prior to 2007, the boundary of the Western market could generally be expressed by a line drawn and 
extended from Great Falls to Red Lodge.  This encompassed most of the major river valleys of Western 
Montana.  Beginning in 2008 and 2009, as the market began to re-emerge, buyers active in this market 
moved to larger ranch properties in central Montana and the area now reported within the Western Study 
could generally be expressed by a line drawn and extended from Billings to Lewistown.  
 
The expansion of value influence related to buyers and considerations is typical of the locational 
attributes of “Western Montana”.  In essence, the underlying highest and best use of lands being brought 
into the defined area is shifting.  The basic characteristics which delineate Eastern from Western Montana 
are the fact that underlying agricultural use does govern the value of properties in Eastern Montana.  Prior 
to 2007, land values in Eastern Montana were almost exclusively governed by their underlying agricultural 
productivity and income considerations applicable to agricultural operations.  As commodity prices have 
increased the Eastern Montana land market has show rapid growth, but this continues to be influenced 
primarily by agricultural consideration.   
 
This fact is not what is found in what is defined as the “Western market”.  Within the Western market, 
buyers are willing to accelerate or pay additional value due to the locational or recreational attributes 
associated with the land ownerships.  Factors which influence this type of consideration are locational 
relationships to recreational attributes such as National Forest and rivers as well as increased carrying 
capacities related to better or higher precipitation patterns.  The Western market also has more specific 
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relationships to major cities and airports.  Both the Eastern and Western markets are influenced by out-of-
state investors and recreational buyers specific to value considerations. 
 
The primary emphasis of the study has typically been related to the Montana agricultural land market 
which is recreationally or locationally influenced by Western Montana as this market was more strongly 
influenced by non-agricultural considerations.  Over the years, the firm has also conducted research 
within Eastern Montana and that data is analyzed and reported in separate databases, as will be 
referenced herein.   
 
Larger Market Findings- Western Land Study 
 
The first year referenced on the following chart is 2007 as this represented the peak of this market 
relative to overall average land values.  Average land values in 2007 within the Western land market, 
based on the parameters identified, fell at $1,909 per acre. 
   

 
 
The chart above also references data running from 2010 to 2015 as this is considered to be 
representative of the market period which defines market conditions as we now find them.  The decline in 
market value and demand which began in 2008 was rapidly accelerated by national trends as well as dry 
conditions within the state.  By 2009, the data documented the lowest sale volume in the past 20 years.  
Demand and sales began to re-emerge 2010 as foreclosure properties that had transferred to lenders 
were re-exposed to the market by 2010.  The year 2010 was what is referred to as the “clearing year” in 
that it reflects the highest volumes of acres sold at approximately 464,000 acres within the Western 
Montana study.  It also reflects the lowest unimproved per acre land value illustrated by sales over the 
past 20 years at $610 per acre on average.  
 
The market as reported reached a low point relative to value in 2010, and for approximately two years 
following.  Sales in this period reflected relatively stable values strongly influenced by agricultural 
considerations.  The average unimproved land values over this period ran from $610 to $798 per acre, 

Year Sales

Deeded Acres 

Sold‐ western 

Study Area 

Total Sale Volume ‐ 

Land & Buildings

Average 

Deeded Acres 

Per Sale

Average Land 

Value

2007 46 159,061        $319,715,000 3,458           $1,909

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

1,114,882     $824,032,713 3 year  $728

2013 34 114,804        $147,851,010 3,376           $1,164

2014 57 141,327        $220,503,374 2,479           $1,465

2015 49 171,389        $301,127,237 3,696           $1,335

427,520        $669,481,621 3 year  $1,321

Three Year 

Average ‐ Up 

81%

Sum 2010 to 2012

Sum 2013 to 2015

Larger Ranch Sales  - Western Market

Rural Land Sales 640 acres or greater in deeded 
acres within locationally  influenced market - Volume 
based on confirmed sales - Land Value Expressed as 

Unimproved 

Norman C Wheeler & 

Associates ‐ 2015 land 

survey 
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and the three-year running average for over 1 million acres sold during this period within Western 
Montana falls at $728 per acre.   
 
In the upward market, the peak year relative to volume sold was 2005 with the peak market relative to per 
acre value occurred in 2007.  As the market turned downward, the lowest volume seen in the market 
relative to sales was 2009 with the lowest value on a per acre basis following in 2010.   
 

 
 
By the end of 2012, the market had been cleared of distressed properties or those which provided 
opportunities for buyers.  Stronger sellers and more typical market conditions began to re-emerge in 
2013.  Supplies of quality properties diminished in the active market as competition increased and land 
values began to increase.  The acreage volume associated with sales in 2013 and 2014 began to fall due 
most specifically to a lack of supply.  A slight increase in acre volume was reported in 2015. 
 

 
 

$505 
$655 

$960 $874 $785 

$1,135 
$1,361 $1,325 

$1,909 
$1,795 

$880 

$610 
$798 $776 

$1,164 

$1,465 
$1,335 

 $-

 $500

 $1,000

 $1,500

 $2,000

 $2,500

Average Land Sale Values Per Year
Annual Land Report - Norman

C. Wheeler & Assoc. - Summary 
of data compiled from annual 
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The three year sales volume of acres sold during the clearing period between 2010 and 2012 illustrates 
the transfer of over 1.1 million acres.  Volume over next three years in total fell by over 60% with sales 
between 2013 and 2015 representing about 425,000 deeded acres sold within the sale database. 
   
Unimproved per acre land values strengthened in 2013 and on average between 2013 and the end of 
2015 they ranged from $1,164 per acre to $1,465 per acre.  The three-year running average associated 
with the re-emerging market since 2013 fell at $1,321 per acre.  This represents an average land value 
which is 81% greater than that reflected by the three-year average during the clearing period of 2010 to 
2012. 
 
For 2015, the average unimproved land value associated with the Western market was $1,335 per acre.  
This falls below the average value indicated in 2014 at $1,465 per acre.  The change in market value was 
approximately 9%, downward.  However, average overall land values between specifically 2013 and 2015 
indicate a three-year increase of approximately 15%.  In reviewing data for 2015, there is no specific data 
to conclude that the market is decreasing in market value.  Market indicators overall suggests growth is 
occurring in the market and the data change on average between 2014 and 2015 is attributed to the 
underlying quality or matrix of the land assets compromising these sales.   
 
The annual averages indicated by data since 2013 are considered to be representative of current market 
trends in general and useful in understanding how the market has recovered over the past three years.  
That said, the current value within the market has not recovered to pre-recessionary highs seen in 2007.  
The current average land value at $1,335 per acre approximates values, which were documented on 
average in approximately 2005.  The year 2005 was the end of a 5 year period which reflected typical 
annual value growth.  Between 2005 and 2008 rapid run-ups were seen in the market due to speculative 
buying as reported in previous newsletters.   As reported the market bottomed in 2010 and looking back 
in the market the year 1997 reflected a similar value to that illustrated in 2010.  Interestingly these two low 
points within the market are reflective of periods when the most active buyers within the market were 
Montana ranch families or Montana ranch operations expanding into the market.  
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Generally, the data supports that in these low points within the market, the majority of buyers, that being 
80% to 90% of the buyers, were what were considered to be local or expanding in-state operators.   
 
By 2007 the matrix of active buyers was over 90% out of state investors or speculators.  In state Montana 
buyers and those considered to be more agriculturally oriented were absent from the market at this time, 
however they made a strong re-emergence in the market period between 2010 and 2012.  Since 2013 
these buyers are again diminishing in population and within the general buying market now the mix is 
approximately 50% Montana buyers and 50% outside investment buyers.  
 
Segmented Market Indications 
 
The average land values referenced to this point have been based on the overall property sales which 
contain a matrix of land types.  These may include recreational river land, recreational mountain pastures, 
and agricultural irrigated lands and pastures.  As referenced on the following chart, a bifurcation of the 
individual sale transactions into agricultural and recreational asset classes provides an additional market 
view which is somewhat more specific.   
 
The next table illustrates average annual land values associated with Montana sales in the Western study 
over the last four years.  Those average annual per acre values identified as agricultural in highest and 
best use are assets selling within the areas dominated mostly by Montana agricultural buyers, those 
being mostly in-state buyers.   
 

 
 
What is displayed as the recreational influenced agricultural lands are those which have higher 
recreational amenities.  These are typically being sold to out of state investors as long-term asset 
purchases.  They reflect additional investment considerations more specific to diversified investment 
buyers.  They are seeking land assets that provide some operating return, however in some instances 
operating return is not considered to be as important as the overall features of the property for assets 
such as riparian and water features.    These properties have recreational attributes related to National 
Forest, rivers, and water amenities and tend to reflect higher values even though they continue to be 
operated primarily for agricultural purposes based on their physical use.  Both segment show strong value 
growth. 
 

Year

Average Land 

Value 

Agricultural 

H&B Use

Argic Asset

Average Land Value 

Agricultural Lands with 

Recreational Influence 

within H&B Use

Rec Asset

2012 $640 $1,107

2013 $839 $1,264

2014 $1,006 $1,550

2015 $991 $1,741

$945 $1,518

Value growth 

land assets 

2012 to 2015 ‐ 

57% 

Average 2013 to 2015

Value growth 

land assets 

2012 to 2015 ‐ 

55% 

Rural Land Sales 640 acres or greater in deeded acres within 
locationally  influenced market - Volume based on confirmed sales - 

Land Value Expressed as Unimproved 
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In general, these properties on a cash lease basis will provide income sufficient to cover basic operating 
cost such as taxes, insurance, management, and general property upkeep.  They do not provide returns 
which will substantiate or support mortgages, capital improvements or recreational development within 
the property.  In general cash returns of 1% to 2% are expected on the larger units with an economy of 
scale.  Buyers continue to consider value stability with anticipated appreciation or value growth as the 
drivers for investment.  Most express the view that their land purchases are bought as a long term holds.  
This is supported by sales data in that we see few re-sales of properties that were bought in the clearing 
years and many purchases are rolled into long term trusts and holding entities.   Limited re-sales from the 
clearing years show as expected annual returns of 8% to 15% on a short term basis.  Sales of properties 
that have been held thought the ups and downs of the market over the past 10 years are showing returns 
of 4% to 7% on an annual basis based on re-sales. 
 
The study data finds land values associated with the sales considered to be more agriculturally oriented.  
Since 2012, they have risen from $640 per acre to a current value in 2015 of $991 per acre on average 
for unimproved lands as defined.  The overall land value is a composite of varying land classes within 
these sales which are usually diverse. They generally contain irrigated croplands and several other 
classes of land on an agricultural basis, such as sub irrigated pasture and native rangeland  The value 
growth associated with the agricultural asset market between 2012 and 2015 has risen approximately 
55% based on the data studied.   
 
Sales which have stronger recreational influence, but which continue to be considered as agricultural 
influenced, illustrate higher values running from $1,107 per acre in 2012 to a current value of $1,741 per 
acre in 2015 are illustrated.  The value growth associated with this asset class indicates value growth of 
approximately 57% between 2012 and 2015.  These lands are often single classed as in being mostly 
mountain pasture or irrigated lands with stream resources. 
 
The bifurcated market analysis shows similar and significant value growth associated with both 
agricultural and recreational land assets.  The underlying per acre values associated with these bifurcated 
asset classes reflects the influence of the highest and best use considerations.   
 
As noted, 2012 is considered the last of the clearing years.  The sale data illustrates that agricultural land 
sales reflect a three year average of $945 per acre within the Western Montana land market on an 
unimproved basis.  This three year average is derived from the years considered to be reflective of the 
current market and trends now influencing value.  
 
Sales of lands which are agricultural, but are recreational influenced, are reflecting an average 
unimproved land value over the past three years of $1,518 per acre.   
 
The three year averages reflect a bracketing of values in which the Western market is now operating, with 
the low side on average being approximately $950 per acre and the high side on average running at 
approximately $1,500 per acre on an unimproved land basis.  While values to either side of these levels 
are seen, these tend to be outliers or those sales which are considered to be have specific locational 
influences outside market norms. 
 
Size and Productivity Considerations 
 
Sales within the Western land study over 5,000 deeded acres in size reflect average land values for all 
classes studied at $993 per acre.   Sales less than 1,000 acres reflect values falling at approximately 
$1,599 per acre on average for all land classes.   
 
Some aspect of this difference can be attributed to size; however, typically smaller sales tend to have a 
greater amount of irrigated land or recreational attributes associated with them.   These higher valued 
attributes within any given sale are not averaged out across larger areas of native rangelands as is 
generally the case with larger ranch sales greater than 5,000 acres.   
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The following chart illustrates typical market values documented within the land markets for various land 
classes associated with sales studied within broad generalized classes.  Values are referenced for 
irrigated cropland, dry cropland, and native rangeland.  There are two primary classes of irrigated land in 
Eastern Montana, that being higher amenity irrigated land which can produce row crop or alfalfa and 
diked or flooded meadows often found within larger operating ranches. 
   
 

 
 
 
Within the Western market, there are more classes of irrigated cropland which vary from irrigated 
meadows found on ranches such as those in the Big Hole Valley, to flood irrigated or sprinkler irrigated 
lands associated with ranch operations.  These values provide an indication of the ratio of value seen 
within land sales based on underlying use and productivity.   
 
In general, the contributory market value of croplands remains somewhat consistent between agricultural 
and recreational assets.  The greatest variance between these assets is typically allocated or found in 
comparing their rangeland or pasture features.  Recreational assets often have rangelands that are 
timbered and adjoin National Forest.  While not necessarily more productive on an agricultural basis, they 
often reflect value premiums for the reasons noted.  The timber is not considered a commercial asset in 
most instances.  It contributes perceived value for aesthetic reasons.    
 
Within Eastern Montana, dry cropland is often used for hay production, and as such, these lands do not 
reflect a value which is considered to be as consistent with those indicated in the Western Montana study.  
The overall value for dry croplands in the Western Montana study fell at about $800 per acre on average 
in 2015.  Within the Golden Triangle area located to the north of Great Falls, sales over $1,000 per acre 
have been seen for small tracts of dry cropland. 
 
 

Land Class
2014 AVG 

General 

Indication 

 2015 

AVG  

Pivot Irrigated  $3,250 $4,500 $4,000 Softening $3,700

Wheel Move $2,250 $3,250 $3,000 Stable  $3,250

Flood $1,500 $2,500 $2,500 Softening $2,200

Irrigated Meadow  $1,000 $1,800 $1,500 Increasing $2,000

Sub Pasture $500 $1,500 $1,000 Increasing $1,350

Dry Crop  $650 $1,000 $800 Stable $850

Dry Crop ‐ North Central $700 $1,050 $900 Stable $950

Mountain Pasture $900 $1,300 $1,200 Increasing $1,484

Native Range  $600 $900 $750 Stable  $727

Land Class
2014 AVG 

 2015 

AVG  

River‐ Irrigated $2,500 $3,500 $3,200 Stable $3,500

Flood Haylands $800 $1,500 $1,500 Stable $1,500

Dry Crop  $400 $750 $650 Stable $650

Timber/Rec Pasture $400 $900 $800 Stable $800

Native Range  $300 $650 $496 Stable $500

General Value Range 

Per acre ‐ Land

Western Market

Eastern Market
General Value Range 

Per acre ‐ Land

Volume Down 
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The State of Montana, which reports land values for the state as a whole, indicates average values as 
reported below.  The averages are a blend which includes lands in both Eastern and Western Montana.   
 

 
 
The State of Montana also conducts rate surveys relative to cash rental rates associated with these 
properties and indicates expected gross returns associated with these properties based on the values 
reported within the state statistical data.   
 

 

Land Class Cash Rent 2015 Gross  return 

Irrigated $                 83.00 2.8% 

Dry Crop $                 26.00 3.2% 

Pasture $                    5.80 0.9% 
 
 
River Lands - Larger Market Sales  
 
Within the recreational asset class there are sales that contain river and riparian features that are 
considered to have fishery resources.  These assets have been exhibiting relatively stable market values 
in most instances.  It would appear that within the context of the current market class one river assets as 
allocated within larger sales are contributing sale values of approximately $7,000 to $9,000 per acre on 
average.  These are sales whose configuration allows substantial control and benefit from a major blue 
ribbon fishery.   A large percentage of these sales in past few years have been lands subject to 
conservation easement.  Within this specific market segment, the easements appear to have limited 
effect on market value.  The highest and best use value considerations of these assets are not related to 
development. 
 
What are considered to be class two river properties are contributing at approximately $5,000 to $6,500 
per acre within this market and recreational assets sales confirmed therein.  These are sales on 
secondary rivers but with recreational designated or influenced recreational areas. 

Irrigated  Dry Crop Pasture 

2015 $2,960 10% gain  2015 $810 35% gain  2015 $650 23% gain 

2104 $2,950 2104 $800 2104 $640

2013 $2,780 2013 $710 2013 $580

2012 $2,690 18.5% loss 2012 $680 2012 $570

2011 $2,690 2011 $630 2011 $530 30% loss

2010 $2,690 2010 $600 2010 $530

2009 $2,800 2009 $600 Bench 2009 $760 High

2008 $3,300 High 2008 $580 2008 $740

2007 $2,500 2007 $560 2007 $630

State of Montana Statistical Reporting 
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Wetlands and riparian lands considered to have good fishery resources and enhancement potential, are 
contributing about $4,000 per acre within the context of sales within the Western market in general.   
 
When one bifurcates the market into recreational and agricultural asset sales as described earlier, what is 
seen is the contributory value of river property on agricultural highest and best use lands falls at 
approximately $2,500 per acre, with the contributory value of wetland falling at approximately $1,500 per 
acre.  The wetland moves to sub-pasture consideration for grazing within this market and the river assets 
are often considered primarily as an irrigation water source.  These properties contain rivers which are not 
considered to be primary fisheries and are often subject to low seasonal flow conditions.   
 
Conservation Easements  
 
In studying market data related to sales of lands subject to conservation easement, the data is often 
infrequent and in many areas inconclusive as to market discounts.  In areas which are strongly governed 
by agricultural use, it appears that the effects of conservation easements on market value have 
diminished or been mitigated by the increasing value of cattle and commodity prices.  As such, there is 
not a strong differentiation exhibited within these markets at this time.   
 
As prices are lower on a historical basis and speculation not evident, few Conservation Easement 
projects are seen.  The biggest easement players the last few years have been long-term Montana 
families encumbering lands for cash payments derived from federal programs or bond initiatives with the 
intention of continuing agricultural practices.    
 
In markets in which the recreational influences affect value it appears that encumbered properties may be 
reflecting value discounts at sale running from 10 to 15% when compared to the general market.   
 
There are submarkets in urban areas in which conservation easements continue to reflect stronger 
discounts on rural lands values at sale.   There are a few sub markets in which conservation easement 
encumbered sales appear to be reflecting value premiums.  
 
The premiums associated with properties being sold under conservation easement are often related to 
smaller river properties below the acreage threshold of this report or lands sold in neighborhoods that 
reflect strong conservation activity on a historical and ongoing basis.  These premiums are not considered 
to be indicative of the fact the property is encumbered but rather indicative of the quality of the underlying 
asset or its location.  
 
Many higher amenity properties were encumbered by easement in the active market years as these 
properties tended to be those which were purchased by recreational investors and speculators seeking 
tax write-offs.   These often involved properties with very high water or locational amenities associated 
with them.  These properties are often found in tight markets and being re-exposed into a market not 
governed by speculation.  Buyers consider the division and building allowances permitted to be sufficient 
to uphold the underlying value of the property as a recreational agricultural asset at this time.   
 
When there was strong, speculative buying within the market, encumbered properties reflected steep 
discounts at sale as most lacked the ability to be subdivided or sold in various tracts.  In general, most 
properties placed under conservation easements, particularly larger tracts within the context of the 
Western Montana, were allowed somewhat permissive divisions and also multiple build rights.  Typically 
these properties were not restricted to open space and most easements easement did not encumber or 
reduce the agricultural use of these properties.   
 
Data indicates in some instances buyers are willing to accept these properties at market based on their 
restricted legal uses as long as the underlying physical use of the property for agricultural and 
recreational use is not diminished aside from the ability to conduct subdivision. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Hopefully, the data set forth herein will assist users in analyzing market trends relative to Western and 
Eastern Montana.   
 
As noted, the data provided herein is not intended to represent an appraisal or a valuation of any specific 
property.  It is provided as a courtesy to clients of Norman C. Wheeler & Associates for their personal 
use.  The replication or production of this data in other formats is not permitted, and the users must 
understand that this information is predicated on a substantial amount of data and other factual 
information contained within the working files of Norman C. Wheeler & Associates.  The averages 
expressed herein should not be construed to represent appraised market values specific to any one 
property, but they are indicative of trends which are considered to be consistent and well documented 
within this market.  Further information or consulting services are available.   
 
Thank you for your continued interest and support. 
 
 

Norman C Wheeler & Associates ~ Established 1958 
ncwheeler.com 
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