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Forging a partnership between farmers and consumers.

•Working together for Ohio's farmers•

Beth Vanderkooi

March 24, 2011

Senate Ways and Means and Economic Development
SB 90

Good morning, Senator Schaffer, Ranking Member Tavares and Members of the Senate Ways and Means and Economic Development Committee. My name is Beth Vanderkooi. I am the director of state policy for Ohio Farm Bureau. Thank you for this opportunity to testify as a proponent of Senate Bill 90. With more than 214,000 member families, Ohio Farm Bureau is Ohio’s largest general farm organization. Our members can be found in each of Ohio’s 88 counties.  Their farms are all sizes – from the smallest to the largest of farms.  They are conventional, niche, and organic farmers.  They live in cities, suburbs, and rural areas and produce virtually every kind of food, fiber, or bio-based fuel imaginable. They are advocates, foodies, and small businessmen and women. 

Agriculture is Ohio’s number one industry, employing one in six individuals and contributing $98 billion to our economy. Individuals, partnerships, and family corporations own 98 percent of Ohio’s farms. The estate tax burden falls heavily on farmers because agriculture is capital intensive. In fact, on average, about 84 percent of a farmer’s assets are held in land, machinery, or buildings. When estate taxes cost more money than a farm family has, surviving family partners can be forced to sell land, buildings or equipment to keep their operation going. In less difficult situations, estate tax planning is costly and takes away from money that could be invested in the farm, in the purchases of machinery or in other necessities from local businesses.   

Breakdown of a family farm has a large impact. In rural areas, farms are major creators of rural economic development. In areas near urban/suburban centers, farmland is likely to carry significant value, and if land is sold to pay estate taxes it is likely to be developed into housing or commercial use and forever lost to agriculture.
Ohio Farm Bureau’s state policy, which is adopted in a process that starts with the local county farm bureaus and culminates with adoption by our delegate body at the Ohio Farm Bureau annual meeting, has long advocated that the state estate tax be eliminated or that the exemption level be at least as high as the federal government’s ($5 million).  Eliminating the estate tax makes sense for family farm operations, which are generally multi-generational.  As we continue to note, while $338,000 is a lot of money when considered as a cash asset, on a farm that amounts to a home and half a tractor.  To look at that figure another way, the average per-acre land value across Ohio is $3900.  Using this math, the exemption level of $338,000 is the equivalent of about 87 acres.  Ohio’s average farm size is about 184 acres (only four counties fall under that acreage threshold: Geauga, Lake, Cuyahoga, and Summit). In an era where we are losing about 700 farms per year, the estate tax can be an incredible challenge to keeping farms operational.
We at Ohio Farm Bureau are aware that Ohio is in a time of fiscal hardship.  Repeal of the estate tax will require that state and local government identify either additional budget cuts, additional sources of revenue, utilization of cost savings measures, or some combination of the three.  Certainly our members are active in their local communities; many of them hold elected office in local governments across Ohio, and we are sensitive to state and local government funding challenges. However, our policy very clearly directs us to support elimination of the estate tax. We know that the estate tax is an unsteady source of revenue, meaning that it cannot be reliably budgeted in most communities. We also know that the estate tax is fundamentally unfair and harmful to Ohio’s farmers. The time is right to look at how we conduct and fund local governments in Ohio. The General Assembly still has significant flexibility to fund state and local governments through less punitive and more stable sources of income, and as the budget process progresses Ohio Farm Bureau has several policy positions that we will be contributing to be helpful in that effort.

Because of the prominence of this issue to Ohio’s farmers, SB 90 has been identified as a priority bill for 2011 and has been identified as a Key Vote for the 129th General Assembly. We appreciate the leadership of Senators Jordan, Obhof, Faber, Hite and the Chairman in their support of this bill, and we hope that all of you can join us in supporting this legislation.

Thank you, again, for your time this morning.  I would be happy to answer any questions that you may have.
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