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Foreign agricultural land ownership 
 

Executive Summary  
Laws that place constraints on ownership of agricultural land by nonresident aliens or foreign owners 
and businesses are not unanimous across the states. These laws range from general prohibitions on 
such ownership to a total absence of provisions dealing with this subject. Missouri law restricts aliens 
and foreign businesses from acquiring by grant, purchase, devise or descent, agricultural land in the 
state and law caps are in place for foreign ownership of agricultural land at 1% of the state’s total 

agricultural acreage. HB1136 specifies that no alien or foreign business can acquire agricultural 
land in the state of Missouri. Missouri is joining the other 33 states that have placed or are 
introducing laws that place constraints or prohibit foreign individuals or businesses to acquire or hold 
agricultural land.8,18  

 
Highlights  

● Foreign investors control — either through direct ownership or long-term leases — more than 
35 million acres of U.S. agricultural land. That area is about the size of the state of Iowa. 

● In terms of acreage, Missouri ranks near the middle (30th) with 324,658 acres of foreign-owned 
of agricultural land. 

● Missouri is ranked 35th in the nation for the percent of its agricultural land that is held by 
foreign holders relative to all its privately owned agricultural land, with 0.96% of its land being 
foreign-held. 

● Six states —Iowa, Hawaii, Minnesota, Mississippi, North Dakota and Oklahoma have laws 
banning foreign ownership of agricultural land. 

● Although Missouri has had regulatory restrictions in place, foreign-held agricultural land 
grew by 25,501 acres in 2019. 

● Iowa, who completely banned foreign investors from owning ag land in their state was the 
only state in the nation who saw a decrease in foreign-ownership of ag land by 7,688 acres in 
2019. 
 

Limitations 
● Laws limiting or governing foreign ownership of agriculture land vary from state to state, and 

who enforces those laws is often unclear. 
● Due to inconsistent national data and differences in states’ requirements, it is difficult to 

determine exactly who owns U.S. agricultural land or how many agricultural businesses are 
owned by foreign investors in whole or in part. 

 
 
Research Background 
 

Composition of the U.S. land ownership 

There are 1.9 billion acres of land in the U.S. and the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

categorizes land into six types: pasture/range, forest, cropland, urban, special use and miscellaneous 

use.15  

Missouri Rev. Stat. § 442.566 defines agricultural land as “any tract of land in this state 

consisting of more than five acres, whether inside or outside the corporate limits of any municipality, 

which is capable, without substantial modification to the character of the land, of supporting an 
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agricultural enterprise, including but not limited to land used for the production of agricultural crops 

or fruit or other horticultural products, or for the raising or feeding of animals for the production of 

livestock or livestock products, poultry or poultry products, or milk or dairy products.”18 According 

to USDA’s Agricultural Foreign Investment Disclosure Act (AFIDA), which collects data on 

agricultural land that is held by foreign owners, “agricultural land” is “any land located in one or 

more states and used for agricultural, forestry, or timber production purposes…” and it requires 

reports when one of the following occurs:  (1) when a foreign person “acquires or transfers any 

interest, other than a security” in agricultural land; (2) when any interest in agricultural land, except 

a security interest, is held by any foreign person on the day before the effective date of the Act; (3) 

when a nonforeign owner of agricultural land subsequently becomes a foreign person; and (4) when 

non-agricultural land owned by a foreign person subsequently becomes agricultural. According to the 

agency, foreign holdings of U.S. agricultural land increased modestly from 2009 through 2015, on an 

average of 0.8 million per year. Since 2015, foreign holdings have increased an average of nearly 2.3 

million acres, ranging from 0.8 million acres to 3.4 million acres per year. The most significant increase 

in acres between 2009 and 2019 were in forest land, cropland, and pasture. During this time period, 

forest land holdings increased from roughly 13.1 million to 17.6 million acres, cropland increased 

from roughly 2.8 million to 9.1 million acres, and pasture land increased from approximately 4.6 

million acres to about 6.9 million acres.9 

 
Figure 1. County Concentration of Foreign Holdings of Agricultural and Non-Agricultural Land as of December 31, 2019, USDA.9 

 

According to the same data, foreign investors control — either through direct ownership or 

long-term leases — over 35 million acres (or roughly equivalent in size to the state of Iowa) and are 

valued at more than $52.2 billion. 1,9 This number continues to grow; in 1998, approximately 10 million 

acres of American agricultural land were foreign-owned, compared to 27.3 million acres in 2014. 

Canada owns 6.87 million acres of American agricultural lands; then follows the Netherlands (4.87 
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million acres), Germany (1.94 million acres), the United Kingdom (1.7 million acres), Italy (1.4 million 

acres), and France (1.04 million acres). Additionally, China owns about 146,000 acres, equivalent to 

more than 400 American farms.14 Of the agricultural land under foreign ownership, 54.9% is 

forestland; 23.6% is pastureland and 21.5% cropland.12 

The two states with the most foreign agricultural land ownership and investment are Texas, 

where over 4.4 million acres are foreign-controlled, and Maine, with more than 3.4 million acres in 

foreign-controlled agricultural land (Figure 1). According to the latest APHIS data (December 2019), 

18.9% of the private land in Maine is owned by foreign investors (See Table 1 at the end of 

document). With the exception of Maine, foreign investment in U.S. agricultural land is concentrated 

in the South and West. 

In terms of acreage, Missouri ranks near the middle (30th) with 324,658 acres of foreign-

owned of agricultural land.9 Missouri is ranked 35th in the nation for the percent of its agricultural 

land that is held by foreign holders relative to all the privately owned agricultural land, with 0.96% 

of its land being foreign-held (See Table 1). 

 It should be noted that although Missouri has had regulatory restrictions in place, foreign 

held agricultural land grew by 25,501 acres since last year (from December 31, 2018 to December 31, 

2019), while Iowa, who completely banned foreign investors from owning land in their state was 

the only state in the nation who saw a decrease in foreign-owned land by 7,688 acres in the same 

period.9 Figure 2 shows the trend over the last 15 years in Missouri. 

 

 
Figure 2. Foreign Held Agricultural Land in Missouri (Acres) over time; MOST analysis based on AFIDA annual data9 

 

Gaps in the foreign ownership data collection and law enforcement 

Laws limiting or governing foreign ownership of agricultural land vary from state to state, 

and who enforces those laws is often unclear. Moreover, while purchases are tracked, it is unclear 

whether sales of foreign-held agricultural land are consistently documented. According to the 
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Midwest Center for Investigating Reporting there is little double-checking of the data, resulting in 

missing owners and typos in numbers. For example, foreign entities who buy land in the U.S. are 

supposed to self-report their control over U.S. agricultural land. However, USDA collects the data and 

enforcement of the law is inconsistent. As documents obtained under the Freedom of Information Act 

indicate, the federal government has not assessed a fine under the act since 2014. In addition, based 

on the same federal database, about 1.3 million acres, worth $386 million, do not list the country 

associated with the owner, and about 333,000 acres, worth $65 million, do not list the owner. Overall, 

while the AFIDA database has errors and often has incomplete information, it still is a strong indicator 

of the quantity of land being sold to foreign interests.7 

The lack of national coordinated legislative effort may result in a chaotic and ineffective 

structure.4 It is difficult to determine exactly who owns U.S. agricultural land or how many 

agricultural businesses are owned by foreign investors in whole or in part. 

On the state and local level, however, legislative actions have been taken to ensure that AFIDA 

is not the only responsible agency for enforcing the regulations, and for collecting and reporting the 

ownership data. One example comes from Minnesota, where agriculture commissioners are 

appointed to have the power to investigate, declare and commence legal actions against actions in 

their district courts if violations in one or more counties are found.  

 

Concerns related to foreign agricultural land ownership  

Between 2004 and 2014, the amount of agricultural land held by foreign investors doubled 

from 13.7 million acres to 27.3 million acres — an area roughly the size of Tennessee.7 Today 2.2% of 

all privately held U.S. agricultural land and about 1% of all U.S. land is owned by foreign entities.10 

While representing only about 2% of total agricultural land, the value of the foreign-owned 

U.S. agricultural land soared from $17.4 billion (in today’s dollars) to $42.7 billion during that same 

time period, according to the USDA.7As the share of foreign owners of U.S. agricultural land 

increases,11 policymakers at various levels of the government have attempted to legislate effective guides 

for foreign investment. From a national perspective, the number of U.S. acres that foreign holders have 

can be considered minimal. However, land purchases are not evenly distributed among counties or 

states, and not all land is equally valuable.6  

Additionally, efforts to restrict or ban foreign ownership of U.S. agricultural land from being 

owned by foreign persons or investors cite the issue of food security and national security – that 

potentially disloyal parties should not be owning the U.S. real estate food base.10 The Government 

Accountability Office report which created the Agriculture Foreign Interest Disclosure Act (AFIDA) 

stated that foreign investment of U.S. agricultural land is a threat because it may increase the price of 

agricultural land beyond the reach of local residents and allow foreign interests to control domestic 

food prices.13 

 

Similar legislation  

While there is no bar on foreign ownership of agricultural land at the federal level, a majority 

of states have some sort of restriction, most of which are relatively minor. The states with the most 

extensive restrictions tend to be in the center of the country (e.g., Iowa).  
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Six states-Hawaii, Iowa, Minnesota, Mississippi, North Dakota and Oklahoma-have laws 

banning foreign ownership of agricultural land,1 with Iowa having the most restrictive limitation 

on nonresident alien ownership of any state in the United States.  

Moreover, the Oklahoma law states that non-U.S. citizens cannot acquire or own land, and if 

they acquire it “by devise or descent,” they have to dispose of it within 7 years. Corporations can’t 

buy, acquire, deal or trade in real estate unless it is in incorporated cities and towns, and its laws ban 

foreign corporations from engaging in or owning or leasing farming or ranching operations.19 One 

exception for owning, holding or taking real estate in Oklahoma is when it is necessary for carrying 

out business for which any corporation has been lawfully formed in the state. 

The Iowa restriction provides that a “nonresident alien, foreign business, or foreign 

government, or an agent, trustee or fiduciary thereof, shall not purchase or otherwise acquire 

agricultural land in this state.”10  

Aliens and corporations are prohibited in Nebraska from acquiring a title to or taking any 

lease or holding of any land that extends the period of five years.2 Under the Minnesota law, no 

natural person (unless a United States citizen or a permanent resident alien of the United States) can 

acquire, directly or indirectly, any interest in agricultural land, including leaseholds. Also, foreign 

corporations cannot, either directly or indirectly, acquire or obtain any interest in title to agricultural 

land unless at least 80 percent of each class of stocks issued is owned by United States citizens or 

permanent resident aliens.17 Arizona’s current laws limits the amount of land to 160 acres of public 

agricultural land or 640 acres of state grazing land that can be purchased by an individual, corporation 

or association. Corporations that aren’t registered to conduct business in the state also can’t purchase 

state land.20 

States including Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida have no restrictions at all or place 

the same restrictions on foreign individuals or entities as they do on domestic ones.  

Currently, Missouri law restricts aliens and foreign businesses from acquiring by grant, 

purchase, devise or descent, agricultural land in the state and law caps are in place for foreign 

ownership of agricultural land at 1% or less of the state’s total agricultural acreage.7,18 The 2021 

HB506 and SB243 bills apply further requirements, such as that no more than 1% of the total aggregate 

agricultural acreage in any county may be owned by foreign ownership, while HB1136 prohibits the 

acquisition of agricultural land by any alien entity. 

Table 1. U.S. Agricultural Landholdings of Foreign Investors by State as of December 31, 2019 

Ranking State 
Total Land 

Area of 
State 

Privately 
Held 

Agricultural 
Land 

(Acres) 

Foreign 
Held 

Agricultural 
Land  

Proportion of 
Foreign Held to 
Privately Held 

Agricultural 
Land (Percent) 

1 Maine 19,751,680 17,955,835 3,389,160 18.9% 

2 Hawaii 4,110,720 1,803,038 166,424 9.2% 

3 Washington 42,588,160 22,014,053 1,520,603 6.9% 

4 Alabama 32,476,160 28,760,792 1,756,180 6.1% 

5 Florida 34,513,280 21,849,568 1,266,436 5.8% 

6 Louisiana 27,879,680 23,870,712 1,372,479 5.7% 

7 Michigan 36,354,560 24,098,445 1,341,170 5.6% 

8 Nevada 70,288,640 9,753,158 508,142 5.2% 

9 Oregon 61,438,080 25,420,956 1,215,126 4.8% 
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10 Colorado 66,379,520 36,521,116 1,480,872 4.1% 

11 Arkansas 33,323,520 28,129,519 1,105,014 3.9% 

12 Arizona 72,726,400 7,833,746 282,890 3.6% 

13 Georgia 37,059,840 30,823,101 1,090,729 3.5% 

14 New Mexico 77,667,840 33,526,570 1,176,637 3.5% 

15 South Carolina 19,269,760 15,570,166 481,475 3.1% 

16 New York 30,216,960 22,328,715 677,153 3.0% 

17 Oklahoma 43,946,880 38,326,752 1,145,797 3.0% 

18 Texas 167,550,080 153,626,848 4,432,142 2.9% 

19 Mississippi 30,020,480 26,201,244 720,412 2.7% 

20 California 99,813,760 41,823,058 1,096,042 2.6% 

21 Ohio 26,206,720 21,566,008 485,433 2.3% 

22 Illinois 35,573,760 30,536,400 635,395 2.1% 

23 North Carolina 31,175,040 25,115,607 507,445 2.0% 

24 Tennessee 26,378,880 21,324,793 422,016 2.0% 

25 Kansas 52,361,600 49,188,971 937,964 1.9% 

26 West Virginia 15,409,920 13,238,151 245,119 1.9% 

27 Wisconsin 34,758,400 25,855,696 476,241 1.8% 

28 Indiana 22,954,880 19,752,052 324,012 1.6% 

29 Pennsylvania 28,682,880 20,388,401 331,215 1.6% 

30 Vermont 5,920,000 5,029,649 81,634 1.6% 

31 Wyoming 62,144,000 25,067,954 396,352 1.6% 

32 Minnesota 50,950,400 34,530,621 520,741 1.5% 

33 Montana 93,153,280 54,197,503 800,086 1.5% 

34 Maryland 6,255,360 4,260,408 51,391 1.2% 

35 Iowa 35,756,160 33,340,369 386,597 1.2% 

36 Virginia 25,340,160 20,577,489 235,350 1.1% 

37 Nebraska 49,198,080 45,610,153 517,613 1.1% 

38 Utah 52,572,160 11,438,482 119,192 1.0% 

39 Missouri 44,087,040 36,030,827 345,658 1.0% 

40 South Dakota 48,566,400 37,939,910 306,601 0.8% 

41 North Dakota 44,144,640 38,548,498 302,715 0.8% 

42 Idaho 52,958,080 15,889,108 117,265 0.7% 

43 New Jersey 4,746,880 1,969,337 14,441 0.7% 

44 Alaska 366,048,640 57,446,991 270,325 0.5% 

45 
New 

Hampshire 
5,739,520 4,251,738 16,835 0.4% 

46 Kentucky 25,425,920 22,089,269 78,631 0.4% 

47 Delaware 1,250,560 920,172 2,814 0.3% 

48 Massachusetts 5,017,600 2,306,458 4,796 0.2% 

49 Connecticut 3,100,800 1,516,094 1,861 0.1% 

50 Rhode Island 668,800 307,509 15 0.0% 
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