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The Agricultural Foreign Investment Disclosure Act (AFIDA) requires the 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) to collect data on foreign investor ownership 
of American agricultural land. However, data collection has long been crippled by 
poor management and compliance. Decades of neglect of the AFIDA program 
have prevented Congress and the general public from understanding the increase in 
foreign ownership of U.S. agricultural land over the past four decades. 

A review of the available data reveals several accessibility problems that make it 
difficult for interested parties to analyze foreign ownership of agricultural land. 
Until recently, the majority of USDA’s AFIDA reports were not available online, 
requiring a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request to get access. The reports 
are poorly formatted, requiring manual data retrieval. Finally, the data fields are 
not standardized and lack transparency on transaction prices. These flaws prevent 
Americans from easily understanding what foreign entities are purchasing U.S. 
farmland.

An analysis of the publicly available AFIDA datasets reveals trends in U.S. agriculture 
that policymakers should consider amid ongoing national security debates. The share 
of American farmland under foreign ownership has risen from 1.2 percent in 2004 
to 2.9 percent in 2020. Chinese investment in particular has increased dramatically: 
in 2010, Chinese investors owned $81 million dollars in American agricultural land 
($96 million in 2020 dollars); in 2020, they owned $1.8 billion, representing a 2,220 
percent increase. National security leaders have raised concerns about specific 
foreign purchases of American agricultural land. In 2022, lawmakers have proposed 
reforming the AFIDA program, including through the appropriations process, to 
improve transparency about foreign agricultural purchases. 

Executive Summary
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As Congress considers strengthening AFIDA, lawmakers and the Biden 
administration should take steps to improve transparency of foreign 
investment in U.S. agriculture. Improving the access and management of this 
data would give Congress and the public the ability to understand how foreign 
investors are purchasing American agricultural land.
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The Chinese company Fufeng Group recently made headlines for purchasing 300 
acres of land in North Dakota. The purchase prompted comments from the Senate 
Intelligence Committee’s Chairman Mark Warner (D-VA) and Vice Chairman Marco 
Rubio (R-FL), who expressed concern that the property is near an American military 
base that handles American military communications around the globe.1

This situation is far from unique. American agricultural land is being purchased by 
foreign entities—most importantly, Chinese entities, as the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture (USDA) reported in its 2018 history of Chinese investment in the U.S. 
agricultural industry.2 However, there is still significant uncertainty regarding the nature 
of these purchases.

The first step in understanding and responding to the foreign purchase of U.S. land is 
having clear and reliable information about which organizations, in which countries, are 
buying what land. Understanding the full scope of foreign investment in agriculture in 
the United States, however, is a challenge. USDA collects data on foreign investments 
in our agricultural industry, in accordance with the Agricultural Foreign Investment 
Disclosure Act (AFIDA), but the data has severe flaws that limit its value. Addressing 
this national security priority will require, among other steps, USDA effectively 
enforcing AFIDA and Congress using its legislative, oversight, and appropriations 
powers to ensure transparency about foreign investment in American agriculture.  

This paper reviews the history of AFIDA and its enforcement, discusses the problems 
with the current AFIDA data, analyzes the trends in foreign land purchases over time, 

1 Eamon Javers, “Chinese Company’s Purchase of North Dakota Farmland Raises National Security Concerns in 
Washington,” CNBC, July 1, 2022, https://www.cnbc.com/2022/07/01/chinese-purchase-of-north-dakota-farmland-
raises-national-security-concerns-in-washington.html.

2 Fred Gale and Elizabeth Gooch, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, EIB-192, “China’s Foreign 
Agriculture Investments” (2018), https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=88571.

Introduction 

https://www.cnbc.com/2022/07/01/chinese-purchase-of-north-dakota-farmland-raises-national-security-concerns-in-washington.html
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/07/01/chinese-purchase-of-north-dakota-farmland-raises-national-security-concerns-in-washington.html
https://www.ers.usda.gov/publications/pub-details/?pubid=88571
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and concludes with recommendations for how USDA and Congress can increase 
transparency and keep Americans better informed about the foreign acquisition of 
U.S. agricultural land.

BACKGROUND AND HIS TORY

Protecting American agriculture has been a longstanding national security priority. 
In the 1970s, many lawmakers were concerned about the potential national security 
implications of foreign ownership of U.S. agricultural land. Of particular concern was 
the possibility that the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) 
nations were purchasing too much U.S. agricultural land with the revenue earned 
from high oil prices. At the time, the General Accounting Office (GAO) found that 
while OPEC countries were not buying significant amounts of U.S. agricultural land, 
the lack of transparency regarding these purchases prevented Congress and the 
public from understanding whether purchases posed a threat to national security and 
the U.S. food supply.3

Seeking to establish transparency about foreign ownership of U.S. agriculture, 
Congress passed and President Carter signed into law AIFDA in 1978, requiring 
foreign persons and entities who buy, sell, or hold interest in American agricultural 
land to disclose these transactions to USDA.4 Under the law, foreign owners are 
required to submit an FSA-153 form no later than 90 days after a given transaction 
occurs.5 The FSA-153 form must be submitted by foreign holders of American 
agricultural land on a yearly basis, and includes information about the type of owner 
holding the given parcel and how the parcel is used. 

The congressional debate from 1978 reveals lawmakers’ intent in passing AFIDA. 
Speaking on behalf of his cosponsor Senator Malcolm Wallop (R-WY), Senator 
Alan Cranston (D-CA) explained the purpose of the bill in a floor speech before  
its passage:

Since hard data on the extent of foreign investment in farmland is undependable 
or unobtainable in many areas of the Nation, it is difficult to judge the impact 
of these land purchases on American agriculture. … The Agricultural Foreign 

3 Government Accountability Office, CED-79-114, “Foreign Investment in U.S. Agricultural Land—How It Shapes Up,” 
(1979), https://www.gao.gov/assets/ced-79-114.pdf.

4  Agricultural Foreign Investment Disclosure Act, H.R.13356, 95th Cong. (1978).
5  U.S. Department of Agriculture, Farm Service Agency, “FSA-135” (2010), https://forms.sc.egov.usda.gov/

efcommon/eFileServices/eForms/FSA153.PDF.

https://www.gao.gov/assets/ced-79-114.pdf
https://forms.sc.egov.usda.gov/efcommon/eFileServices/eForms/FSA153.PDF
https://forms.sc.egov.usda.gov/efcommon/eFileServices/eForms/FSA153.PDF
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Investment Disclosure Act of 1978 will clear up the existing confusion on the extent 
of foreign ownership of U.S. farmland and the consequences of these land holdings 
on agriculture.6

Despite its promising goals, however, AFIDA has been plagued by transparency 
problems practically since it was signed into law. As early as 1979, GAO noted 
problems with AFIDA compliance: investors did not need to report transactions if 
the law was not publicized, and investors who did not wish to be identified could avoid 
compliance.7 GAO also criticized USDA’s management of AFIDA, finding that there 
was no cost-effective way to ensure accuracy in the FSA-153 forms, and that these 
forms were often filled out incompletely or incorrectly. 

A decade later, in 1989, GAO published a report on foreign investment, finding further 
problems with AFIDA.8 When auditing a subset of ownership data, GAO found that 
the data was incomplete, and it found multiple unreported purchases that USDA 
agreed should have been reported. GAO also noted that USDA did not identify the 
ultimate beneficial owner of foreign-owned agriculture, since USDA determined at the 
time that it did not have the authority to disclose ownership. This was the last time that 
GAO reviewed USDA’s management of and compliance with AFIDA. 

6 124 Cong. Rec. 23065 (daily ed. July 27, 1978), https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GPO-CRECB-1978-pt17/pdf/
GPO-CRECB-1978-pt17-5.pdf.

7 Government Accountability Office, CED-80-37, “Implementation of the Agricultural Foreign Investment Disclosure 
Act of 1978” (1979), https://www.gao.gov/products/ced-80-37.

8 Government Accountability Office, NSIAD-90-25BR, “Foreign Investment: Federal Data Collection on Foreign 
Investment in the United States” (1989), https://www.gao.gov/products/nsiad-90-25br.

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GPO-CRECB-1978-pt17/pdf/GPO-CRECB-1978-pt17-5.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/GPO-CRECB-1978-pt17/pdf/GPO-CRECB-1978-pt17-5.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/products/ced-80-37
https://www.gao.gov/products/nsiad-90-25br
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More than three decades later, many of the problems that GAO highlighted in its 
1979 and 1989 reports persist. As a 2017 report by the agriculture-focused Midwest 
Center for Investigative Reporting revealed, there are several ongoing problems 
with AFIDA transparency.9

The report found that with complex corporate structures (which often include 
multiple limited liability companies (LLCs)), an organization can avoid AFIDA filing 
requirements. It also raised questions about USDA’s management of the AFIDA 
filing and disclosure process. Additionally, while the quality of USDA’s data still 
depends on the foreign investor’s compliance to accurately fill out the form, many 
forms appear to be filled out incorrectly. USDA admitted that it does not review 
the filings or take steps to require accurate filings. A USDA program manager 
explained that her office “does not review the filings for completeness or accuracy” 
and “does not investigate to see if companies with foreign ownership file these 
forms because of a lack of staff and resources.”10

These problems have persisted because Congress has not focused significant 
attention on AFIDA, USDA’s management of the program, or foreign investors’ 
compliance since 1978. A search for AFIDA in the Government Publishing Office’s 
database yields only a single 2012 congressional hearing held on the law.11

9 Johnathan Hettinger, “USDA Fails to Monitor Foreign Owners of Farmland,” Midwest Center for Investigative 
Reporting, September 25, 2017, https://investigatemidwest.org/2017/09/25/usda-has-not-enforced-act-tracking-
foreign-investment-in-farmland-since-2014/.

10 Ibid.
11 “Search Results: AFIDA,” U.S. Government Publishing Office, GovInfo, accessed August 3, 2022, https://bit.

ly/3JwrQz7.

Lax Management and Compliance 
After Four Decades 

https://investigatemidwest.org/2017/09/25/usda-has-not-enforced-act-tracking-foreign-investment-in-farmland-since-2014/
https://investigatemidwest.org/2017/09/25/usda-has-not-enforced-act-tracking-foreign-investment-in-farmland-since-2014/
https://bit.ly/3JwrQz7
https://bit.ly/3JwrQz7
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After decades of neglect, there is growing interest in reforming AFIDA. Since 
2017, bipartisan legislation has been introduced to strengthen AFIDA, improve 
transparency, and increase federal reviews of foreign investment in U.S. agricultural 
land.

For example, Senator Chuck Grassley (R-IA) introduced the Food Security is 
National Security Act of 2017, which would have amended the Defense Production 
Act of 1950 to require the Committee on Foreign Investment in the United States 
(CFIUS) to cover agricultural transactions when analyzing transactions for national 
security risks.12 It also would have added the Secretary of Agriculture and Secretary 
of Health and Human Services to CFIUS. The bill was introduced, but nothing else 
happened in the process. Senator Grassley provided the following explanation of his 
introduction of the bill:

As we think about the future and the growing global population, it’s 
important to consider who will control the food supply. Today, there may 
not be a food shortage in the world, only distribution problems that are 
more the result of politics not logistics. In the decades to come, it may be 
a different story.13

12 Food Security is National Security Act of 2017, S.616, 115th Cong, (2017). See Anshu Siripurapu, “What Is the 
Defense Production Act?” Council on Foreign Relations, last updated December 22, 2021, https://www.cfr.org/in-
brief/what-defense-production-act.

13  U.S. Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry, “Senators Stabenow and Grassley Introduce 
Bipartisan Legislation to Protect American Agricultural Interests in Foreign Acquisitions,” March 14, 2017, https://
www.agriculture.senate.gov/newsroom/dem/press/release/senators-stabenow-and-grassley-introduce-bipartisan-
legislation-to-protect-american-agricultural-interests-in-foreign-acquisitions.

Recent Reform Proposals 

https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/what-defense-production-act
https://www.cfr.org/in-brief/what-defense-production-act
https://www.agriculture.senate.gov/newsroom/dem/press/release/senators-stabenow-and-grassley-introduce-bipartisan-legislation-to-protect-american-agricultural-interests-in-foreign-acquisitions
https://www.agriculture.senate.gov/newsroom/dem/press/release/senators-stabenow-and-grassley-introduce-bipartisan-legislation-to-protect-american-agricultural-interests-in-foreign-acquisitions
https://www.agriculture.senate.gov/newsroom/dem/press/release/senators-stabenow-and-grassley-introduce-bipartisan-legislation-to-protect-american-agricultural-interests-in-foreign-acquisitions
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In 2021, Senator Grassley co-sponsored another bill, the Food Security is National 
Security Act of 2021, with Senators Debbie Stabenow (D-MI), Joni Ernst (R-IA), and 
Jon Tester (D-MT). Earlier this year, Senator Grassley explained his motivation for the 
legislation, which is the same as the 2017 version of the bill: “[T]ransparency brings 
accountability. … There’s growing concern laws on the books are being circumvented 
with complex business structures to skirt compliance.”14 Senator Tester explained his 
motivation for introducing the legislation: “This legislation will help ensure that foreign 
investments in American agriculture are thoroughly vetted so we can protect our 
producers and consumers, and it will prevent bad actors from calling the shots when 
it comes to our nation’s supply chain.”15 The legislation was introduced but has not yet 
been considered by the Committee. 

Other members of Congress have introduced legislation with a similar focus. In 
2021, Senators Tommy Tuberville (R-AL) and Cynthia Lummis (R-WY) introduced 
the Foreign Adversary Risk Management Act, which would modify the Defense 
Production Act of 1950 to include agricultural supply chains as critical infrastructure.16 
It would also add the Secretary of Agriculture to CFIUS and require the GAO to 
conduct a report on any foreign influences in American agriculture. Congressmen 
Ronny Jackson (R-TX-13) and Filemon Vela (D-TX-34) released a version in the House 
as a companion bill.17

In February 2022, the House passed the America COMPETES Act, which included 
language to reform AFIDA.18 The bill would require USDA to publish a database listing 
agricultural lands owned by foreign investors and report on the impact of foreign 
investment in agriculture in the U.S. The bill would also remove the 25 percent fair 
market value cap of fines associated with failure to report or misreporting, allowing the 
USDA to levy larger fines. However, the CHIPS and Science Act that President Biden 
signed into law on August 9th, 2022 did not include these provisions.19 

In July 2022, the Senate Committee on Appropriations released the FY 2023 
appropriations bill for the Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug 

14 Chuck Grassley, “Q&A: Foreign Ownership of U.S. Farmland,” Medium, February 4, 2022, https://medium.com/@
ChuckGrassley/q-a-foreign-ownership-of-u-s-farmland-26f641f83d63.

15 Office of Senator Grassley, “Grassley, Stabenow, Ernst, Tester Introduce Bipartisan Legislation to Protect American 
Agricultural Interests in Foreign Acquisitions,” October 28, 2021, https://www.grassley.senate.gov/news/news-releases/
grassley-stabenow-ernst-tester-introduce-bipartisan-legislation-to-protect-american-agricultural-interests-in-foreign-
acquisitions. 

16 Foreign Adversary Risk Management Act, S.2931, 117th Cong. (2021).
17 Office of Congressman Ronny Jackson, “Rep. Jackson Introduces FARM Act, Combats Foreign Interference in 

Agriculture,” October 7, 2021, Pampa News, https://www.thepampanews.com/stories/rep-jackson-introduces-farm-act-
combats-foreign-interference-in-agriculture,6348. 

18 United States Innovation and Competition Act of 2021, H.R.4521, 117th Cong. (2021).
19 Supreme Court Security Funding Act of 2022, H.R.4346, 117th Cong. (2021).

https://medium.com/@ChuckGrassley/q-a-foreign-ownership-of-u-s-farmland-26f641f83d63
https://medium.com/@ChuckGrassley/q-a-foreign-ownership-of-u-s-farmland-26f641f83d63
https://www.grassley.senate.gov/news/news-releases/grassley-stabenow-ernst-tester-introduce-bipartisan-legislation-to-protect-american-agricultural-interests-in-foreign-acquisitions
https://www.grassley.senate.gov/news/news-releases/grassley-stabenow-ernst-tester-introduce-bipartisan-legislation-to-protect-american-agricultural-interests-in-foreign-acquisitions
https://www.grassley.senate.gov/news/news-releases/grassley-stabenow-ernst-tester-introduce-bipartisan-legislation-to-protect-american-agricultural-interests-in-foreign-acquisitions
https://www.thepampanews.com/stories/rep-jackson-introduces-farm-act-combats-foreign-interference-in-agriculture,6348
https://www.thepampanews.com/stories/rep-jackson-introduces-farm-act-combats-foreign-interference-in-agriculture,6348
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Administration, and Related Agencies.20 The bill would require the Secretary of 
Agriculture to report to Congress on foreign investments in U.S. agriculture and the 
impact on the nation, and would require USDA to improve transparency by publishing 
additional information. The bill text states: 

The Secretary, as part of the report on foreign landholding required under the 
Agricultural Foreign Investment Disclosure Act (Public Law 95–460), shall report 
to Congress on foreign investments in agricultural land in the United States, 
including the impact foreign ownership has on family farms, rural communities, 
and the domestic food supply: Provided, That beginning 180 days after the 
enactment of this Act, the Secretary shall publish all prior year disclosures of 
foreign investments in agricultural land in the United States on an interactive public 
USDA database and update every 90 days thereafter: Provided further, That all 
disclosures of foreign investments in agricultural land on the USDA website shall be 
disaggregated by: (1) in any case in which such foreign person is an individual, the 
citizenship of such foreign person; and (2) in any case in which such foreign person 
is not an individual or a government, the nature of the legal entity holding the 
interest, the country in which such foreign person is created or organized, and the 
principal place of business of such foreign person.

On the same day, Senators Grassley and Tammy Baldwin (D-WI) released the 
Farmland Security Act, which would require USDA to release all data on foreign 
investments in American agriculture on a dashboard and provide an annual report 
analyzing the impact of foreign ownership in American agriculture.21

State policymakers are also focusing new attention on the risks of foreign investment in 
U.S. land. For example, Florida Governor Ron DeSantis recently argued that business 
interests with ties to the Chinese Communist Party should be unable to buy American 
real estate.22 At the state level, according to the National Agricultural Law Center, 14 
states have limits or prohibitions on foreigners owning agricultural land.23 Additionally, 
only 15 states have reporting requirements for foreign owners of agricultural land. 

These recent proposals indicate that members of Congress are once again concerned 
about the potential national security risks of foreign ownership of U.S. agricultural land, 
just as lawmakers were in the 1970s.

20 Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug Administration, and Related Agencies Appropriations Act, 2023, 
S.4661, 117th Cong. (2022), p. 114-115.

21  Farmland Security Act, S.4667, 117th Cong. (2022).
22 Ariel Zilber, “Ron DeSantis Blasts China for Buying Up U.S. Farmland: ‘It’s a Huge Problem,’” New York Post, July 25, 

2022, https://nypost.com/2022/07/25/ron-desantis-blasts-china-for-buying-up-florida-farmland/.
23 Nick Spellman and Micah Brown, “Statutes Regulating Ownership of Agricultural Land,” National Agricultural Law 

Center, accessed August 3, 2022, https://nationalaglawcenter.org/state-compilations/aglandownership/.

https://nypost.com/2022/07/25/ron-desantis-blasts-china-for-buying-up-florida-farmland/
https://nationalaglawcenter.org/state-compilations/aglandownership/


12    |

As interest in reforming AFIDA grows, USDA’s current procedure for collecting 
and publishing AFIDA data should be the focus of oversight and legislative change 
to improve transparency. A review of publicly available AFIDA reports reveals the 
following challenges:  

• Not all AFIDA data is publicly available. Although GAO has described FSA-
153 files as  “public information,” it is difficult to acquire these forms, as one 
must go to a local Farm Service Agency office or to USDA’s headquarters to 
access the information in person.24

• Until recently, past annual AFIDA reports were not publicly available. Until 
midsummer 2022, USDA published only AFIDA annual reports since 2004, 
leaving unpublished the older AFIDA annual reports going back to 1978.25 To 
address this issue, the author filed a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) 
request for the older reports, but the request failed because, according to a 
USDA FOIA officer, the reports were still paper documents. Nevertheless, 
USDA recently uploaded the pre-2004 AFIDA reports to the internet. 

• Available reports are inconsistent, unreliable, and difficult to use. All the data 
is in PDFs, requiring manual transcription to extract data points of interest to 
analyze the information. Certain tables exist only in the post-2009 AFIDA 
reports. Data is unreliable because USDA relies on form filers to provide 
accurate information. Finally, the pre-2010 are formatted in a way that is more 
difficult to scrape than typical PDFs.26

For a list of figures and reports included in the 2009 and 2010 annual reports, 
illustrating the differences in information presented, see Appendix A.

24  Government Accountability Office, “Foreign Investment in U.S. Agricultural Land,” p. 11.
25 “Agricultural Foreign Investment Disclosure Act (AFIDA),” U.S. Department of Agriculture, Farm Service Agency, 

accessed August 3, 2022, https://www.fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/economic-and-policy-analysis/afida/index. 
26 To study the AFIDA annual reports from 2010 to 2020, the author used Tabula to extract tables and convert them to a 

CSV file. The PDFs from 2004 to 2009 are image based, making Tabula unusable; for tables in the older datasets from 
which Tabula could not extract the data, the author collected the data manually.

Flaws in Current Publicly Available 
AFIDA Information 

https://www.fsa.usda.gov/programs-and-services/economic-and-policy-analysis/afida/index


13    |

As noted earlier, each AFIDA report has only a year’s worth of data in it, requiring 
one to compile the reports’ data to create a multi-year analysis. Several organizations, 
however, have published analyses of AFIDA data based on the high-level annual 
reports provided by USDA. 

A 2019 Congressional Research Service report found that current law imposes no 
restrictions on ownership of private U.S. agricultural land by foreign investors, and 
that these investors are often eligible for USDA farm benefit programs. As the report 
noted, 

USDA reports foreign persons and entities held an interest in 35.2 million acres 
of U.S. agricultural land in 2019, accounting for 2.7 percent of all privately owned 
agricultural land. USDA reports that foreign holdings of U.S. agricultural land 
have increased by an average of 2.3 million acres per year since 2015.27

The Congressional Research Service also broke down ownership at the national level, 
finding that the largest holder of foreign agricultural land was Canada, which owned 
29.6 percent of all foreign-owned agricultural land. China at the time owned only 0.7 
percent of foreign-owned agricultural land. 

In a study of the 2020 dataset, the Center for Strategic and International Studies 
focused on the various threats that foreign acquisitions pose to the United States, 
ranging from Saudi companies drilling for water in Arizona to Chinese ownership 

27  Renée Johnson, Congressional Research Service, IF11977, “Foreign Farmland Ownership in the United States” (2021), 
p. 2, https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF11977.

Analysis of AFIDA Annual 
Report Data 

https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/IF/IF11977
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interests in the pork industry.28 The authors, Jamie Lutz and Caitlin Welsh, also 
considered the current state of AFIDA reform, noting that “policymakers have 
signaled no efforts to improve state- or national-level information on foreign 
purchases of U.S. farmland, leaving the true picture obscured.” 

Building on these analyses, Lincoln Network extracted data from all the publicly 
available reports on USDA’s AFIDA website to create a multi-year analysis of 
foreign ownership of American agricultural land, rather than simply an analysis of 
a single year’s AFIDA report. (For interactive versions of the following charts, see 
the footnotes linking to publicly available charts). Presenting a multi-year analysis of 
data from multiple reports provides insight into how foreign investment in American 
agricultural land has changed over time. (Data for charts starts in either 2004 or 
2010, depending on whether pre-2010 data exists on the subject.) 

The available data shows a gradual increase in the amount of agricultural land owned 
by investors from foreign countries since the mid-2000s.29 Foreign ownership of 
American agricultural land has more than doubled, from 1.2 percent in 2004 to 2.9 
percent in 2020.

28 Jamie Lutz and Caitlin Welsh, “Foreign Purchases of U.S. Agricultural Land: Facts, Figures, and an Assessment of 
Real Threats,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, September 8, 2021, https://www.csis.org/analysis/
foreign-purchases-us-agricultural-land-facts-figures-and-assessment-real-threats. See Johnathan Hettinger, Robert 
Holly, and Jelter Meers, “Foreign Investment in U.S. Farmland on the Rise,” Midwest Center for Investigative 
Reporting, June 22, 2017, https://investigatemidwest.org/2017/06/22/foreign-investment-into-u-s-farmland-on-
the-rise/; and Rob O’Dell and Ian James, “These Seven Industrial Farm Operations Are Draining Arizona’s Aquifers, 
and No One Knows Exactly How Much They’re Taking,” AZCentral, December 5, 2019, https://www.azcentral.
com/in-depth/news/local/arizona-environment/2019/12/05/biggest-water-users-arizona-farms-keep-drilling-
deeper/3937582002.

29 “Percentage of American Farmland Owned by Foreign Entities (2004-2020),” Flourish, https://public.flourish.
studio/visualisation/8458398/.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/foreign-purchases-us-agricultural-land-facts-figures-and-assessment-real-threats
https://www.csis.org/analysis/foreign-purchases-us-agricultural-land-facts-figures-and-assessment-real-threats
https://investigatemidwest.org/2017/06/22/foreign-investment-into-u-s-farmland-on-the-rise/
https://investigatemidwest.org/2017/06/22/foreign-investment-into-u-s-farmland-on-the-rise/
https://www.azcentral.com/in-depth/news/local/arizona-environment/2019/12/05/biggest-water-users-arizona-farms-keep-drilling-deeper/3937582002/
https://www.azcentral.com/in-depth/news/local/arizona-environment/2019/12/05/biggest-water-users-arizona-farms-keep-drilling-deeper/3937582002/
https://www.azcentral.com/in-depth/news/local/arizona-environment/2019/12/05/biggest-water-users-arizona-farms-keep-drilling-deeper/3937582002/
https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/8458398/
https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/8458398/
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The growth in foreign ownership has not been equal across states. The percentage of 
agricultural land under foreign ownership ranged from Maine’s 19.5 percent to Rhode 
Island’s 0.0 percent.30 The below table shows the proportion of foreign-held to privately 
held land in 2010 and 2020, the change over time, and the number of acres foreign 
investors owned in a state. Growth in foreign ownership is calculated as the difference 
between the 2010 and 2020 percentage for a state.

 
 

30 “Top States by Change in Foreign-Held Agricultural Land (2010-2020),” Flourish, https://public.flourish.studio/
visualisation/10817269/.

https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/10817269/
https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/10817269/
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The public AFIDA reports also break down the value of land owned by investors from a 
given country.31 Canada ranks first because of Canadian lumber interests in the United 
States: forestry land counts as agricultural land in AFIDA, and Canadian-owned forests 
in Maine and elsewhere are accounted for when calculating the total value of acres 
owned by the country’s investors.

One country of recent concern is China, which the USDA devoted a report to in 
2018.32 Chinese investment in U.S. agriculture has increased dramatically since 2010. 
In 2010, Chinese investors owned $81 million dollars in American agricultural land 
($96 million in 2020 dollars). In 2020, they owned $1.8 billion, representing a 1,875 
percent real increase. In total value of acres owned, China has been among the top 10 
foreign investors since 2014, when Shanghui/WH Group, a private Chinese company, 
purchased Smithfield Foods and acquired over 140,000 acres of land in the U.S.

The below table shows the top 10 countries in 2020 by the total value of the acres their 
respective investors held in the U.S.33 

31 AFIDA reports track whether a given property has investors from multiple countries with direct interests in the land. 
Some properties can be owned by both an American and a foreign investor. If the ownership structure is simple, the owner 
name is listed as the U.S. and the foreign country. If the ownership structure is more complicated, the AFIDA report lists 

“999 - No Predominant Country Code” as the owner of a given parcel; these cases totalled $1 billion in 2020. When an 
FSA-153 form does not have the foreign owner directly listed, the report lists “998 - No Foreign Investor Listed”; these 
cases totalled $6.1 billion in 2020. Only one American-foreign country ownership relationship, U.S./Canada, is present 
among the top 10 foreign investors by value for 2020.  

32  U.S. Department of Agriculture, “China’s Foreign Agriculture Investments.”
33 “Value of Land Owned by the Top 10 Foreign Investors by Country (2020),” Flourish, https://public.flourish.studio/

visualisation/9319249/.

https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/9319249/
https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/9319249/
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The overall value of acres owned by foreign investors has increased as well, from $37 
billion ($43 billion in 2020 dollars) in 2010 to $67 billion in 2020, representing a 180 
percent increase.34

The annual reports also provide data on annual acquisitions overall through the “U.S. 
Agricultural and Non-Agricultural Land Acquisitions by Country of Foreign Investor” 
table in post-2009 annual reports.35 Compared to ownership, acre acquisitions by 
foreign investors have been volatile, ranging from 0.5 million in 2015 to 3.4 million in 
2019 and declining to 2.6 million in 2020.

34 “Total Value of Foreign-Owned Agricultural Land (2010-2020),” Flourish, https://public.flourish.studio/
visualisation/8541726/.

35  “Total Acres Acquired Per Year (2010-2020),” Flourish, https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/8522076/.

https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/8541726/
https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/8541726/
https://public.flourish.studio/visualisation/8522076/
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Another noteworthy AFIDA report addresses acquisitions broken down by country. 
Post-2009, AFIDA reports have had a table for “U.S. Agricultural and Non-
Agricultural Investors, Parcels, Acres and Value by Country of Foreign Investor,” which 
provides statistics on foreign holdings in American agriculture by country of foreign 
investor. The below table lists the acquisitions data aggregated by country.36 

In summary, the high-level data is valuable for providing a general sense of the increase 
in foreign investment in American agriculture. A deeper understanding of AFIDA, 
however, will require an analysis of the database on which the reports are based.

36  “Top Countries by Value of Held Agricultural Land (2010-2020),” Flourish,   https://public.flourish.studio/
visualisation/10918707/.
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Analyzing Nonpublic AFIDA Data 

To better understand what data may be available but not publicly reported, the author 
filed a FOIA request with USDA on January 19th, 2022.37 The FOIA request was for 
the parcel-level AFIDA database that lists every agricultural parcel in the United States 
owned by foreign investors. 
 
In the past, the parcel database was public: the AFIDA report covering 1997, for 
example, describes how to access the parcel level AFIDA data (see Appendix B).38 As 
USDA does not list “foreign ownership” on the USDA data products page, USDA 
apparently took down the dataset and required interested parties to FOIA USDA to 
get access to this database.39

USDA’s response to the FOIA request was remarkably prompt—Lincoln received the 
datasets two months after submitting its request—given that FOIA backlogs have 
increased drastically.40 Lincoln received several files from USDA: individual Excel files 
from 2016 to 2020 representing each year’s version of the AFIDA database, PDFs 
explaining the column names for the 2015-2019 data, and a separate PDF for the 
2020 data. 

37  To access the files, see “AFIDA Datasets,” GitHub, https://github.com/lincolnlabs/AFIDA-Data.
38  Charles H. Barnard and Jacqueline Stokes, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, SB-943, 

“Foreign Ownership of U.S. Agricultural Land Through December 31, 1997” (1998), https://www.fsa.usda.gov/Assets/
USDA-FSA-Public/usdafiles/EPAS/PDF/foreign_ownership/foreign_ownership_of_us_agricultural_land_dec_31_1997.pdf.

39  “Data Products,” U.S. Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, last updated August 30, 2021, https://
www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/.

40  According to GAO, “From fiscal years 2012 to 2020, backlogs increased by a total of 97 percent.” The average and 
median number of days for USDA to fully respond to a complex FOIA request are 54 and 183. James R. McTigue, GAO-
22-105845, “Freedom of Information Act: Selected Agencies Adapted to COVID-19 Challenges but Actions Needed 
to Reduce Backlogs” (2022), https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-22-105845.pdf; and U.S. Department of Agriculture, 

“Freedom of Information Act Annual Report FY 2021” (2022), https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/usda-
fy21-annual-foia-report.pdf.

https://github.com/lincolnlabs/AFIDA-Data
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/Assets/USDA-FSA-Public/usdafiles/EPAS/PDF/foreign_ownership/foreign_ownership_of_us_agricultural_land_dec_31_1997.pdf
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/Assets/USDA-FSA-Public/usdafiles/EPAS/PDF/foreign_ownership/foreign_ownership_of_us_agricultural_land_dec_31_1997.pdf
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/
https://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-22-105845.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/usda-fy21-annual-foia-report.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/usda-fy21-annual-foia-report.pdf
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A review of the nonpublic AFIDA database reveals the following problems:

• The database has information not included in publicly available annual 
reports. For example, the AFIDA database contains the specific owner name 
of a given parcel, along with the type of entity that owns a given property. 
The AFIDA database also tracks the price that a property was purchased 
for versus its current price, making it possible to track appreciation or 
depreciation in property value.

• Nearly half of all transactions lack a transaction price. From 1900 to 2021, 
out of the 40,323 parcels listed in the AFIDA database, 19,778 (49 percent) 
have a purchase price of zero.  

• Ownership transparency is limited. Despite USDA requiring filers to list 
three tiers of ownership on FSA-153 forms, only one level of ownership is 
listed in the AFIDA database.41 USDA also does not list the owners’ addresses. 
According to the 2020 database, there are 40,323 parcels in the AFIDA 
database. There are records showing acquisition years before 1978, but their 
accuracy is unknown. A majority of parcels (27,077) were purchased after 
2000, and nearly half (19,235) were purchased after 2010. Out of the 
40,323 properties listed, 31,661 are not owned by corporations or are owned 
by non-American corporations. While USDA does provide a codebook to 
identify the difference between those and corporations made in the U.S., it 
does not provide information on the location of foreign corporations. 

• Data is not standardized. Many fields within the AFIDA database are not 
standardized. The Federal Information Processing Series (FIPS) codes for 
several states (Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, and 
Connecticut) do not follow the same FIPS schema as the rest of the states 
contained in the database, and names for owners are not in standardized 
cases.42 The acquisition year field has data quality issues: while only a few 
years are blatantly wrong (for example, a “3” or “209”), the errors raise the 
question of how many years are off because of minor typos. These issues  
are never fixed because, as noted earlier, USDA does not review filings  
for accuracy.  
 

41 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Farm Service Agency, 1-AFIDA (Revision 2) “Foreign Investment Disclosure” 
(2005), https://www.fsa.usda.gov/Internet/FSA_File/1-afida_r02_a02.pdf.

42  FIPS codes are a common tool to ensure uniform state identification in datasets.

https://www.fsa.usda.gov/Internet/FSA_File/1-afida_r02_a02.pdf
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USDA’s decision not to publish the AFIDA database directly prevents Congress 
and the public from understanding who owns American agricultural land. With data 
from the AFIDA database, it would be far easier to inform the public about foreign 
land acquisitions. For example, in 2021, Forbes published an investigation into why a 
Chinese billionaire bought 140,000 acres of land in Texas.43 Had USDA publicized the 
AFIDA database, this story could have been reported in 2017 or 2018. Data would 
have been present in 2019 to reveal that one of the billionaire’s companies bought 
tens of thousands of acres in Val Verde County, Texas, for more than $90 million. 
The AFIDA annual reports provide valuable high-level analyses, but without granular 
county data, it is impossible to track these kinds of developments.

43 John Hyatt, “Why a Secretive Chinese Billionaire Bought 140,000 Acres of Land in Texas,” Forbes, August 9, 2021, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnhyatt/2021/08/09/why-a-secretive-chinese-billionaire-bought-140000-acres-of-
land-in-texas/?sh=5208712a78c3.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnhyatt/2021/08/09/why-a-secretive-chinese-billionaire-bought-140000-acres-of-land-in-texas/?sh=5208712a78c3
https://www.forbes.com/sites/johnhyatt/2021/08/09/why-a-secretive-chinese-billionaire-bought-140000-acres-of-land-in-texas/?sh=5208712a78c3
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Given national and state-level policymakers’ concerns about foreign investment in 
American agricultural land, USDA and Congress should take immediate steps to 
improve transparency. 

USDA should: 

• Enforce Section 3503. Within the AFIDA bill text, one of the powers granted 
to the Secretary of Agriculture is the power to monitor the reports’ accuracy.44 
Given that data quality issues have caused longstanding compliance and 
transparency problems, determining the accuracy of the forms is essential.

• Publish human-readable data. USDA should provide the tables in a more user-
friendly format, such as Excel or CSV files, rather than PDFs. As the Office of 
Management and Budget has noted, “Open data are consistent with principles 

… of such data being public, accessible, machine-readable, described, reusable, 
complete, timely, and managed post-release.”45

• Improve accessibility. Despite GAO stating that FSA-153 forms are “public 
information,” accessing these forms is still an in-person process. USDA should 
upload all these forms to the internet to make them searchable for interested 
parties. 
• Build a dashboard. USDA should provide an easily usable dashboard 

to make it simple for end users to track trends in foreign investment in 
American agriculture. 

44  Agricultural Foreign Investment Disclosure Act, 7 U.S.C. § 3503 (2018).
45  Circular No. A-130, “Managing Information as a Strategic Resource” (2016), https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/

sites/default/files/omb/assets/OMB/circulars/a130/a130revised.pdf.

Recommendations for 
USDA and Congress 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/omb/assets/OMB/circulars/a130/a130revised.pdf
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/omb/assets/OMB/circulars/a130/a130revised.pdf
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Congress should use its legislative, oversight, and appropriations powers to strengthen 
AFIDA and improve transparency:

• Pass authorizing legislation to update and strengthen AFIDA. While members 
of Congress have announced bills that reform AFIDA—from adding the 
Secretary of Agriculture to CFIUS to banning land purchases from China, 
Russia, Iran, or North Korea—none of these bills has been made law. Congress 
should consider and pass authorizing legislation to reform AFIDA in 2022. 
Looking forward to the 118th Congress, the expiration of the FARM bill 
provides an opportunity to reform AFIDA and strengthen oversight of foreign 
purchases of agricultural land. 

• Provide appropriations to the USDA to manage and enforce AFIDA. USDA 
may need additional funds to effectively enforce AFIDA and to manage data. 
Congress should prioritize USDA funding for the Natural Resources Group 
within USDA that manages AFIDA.46

• Require USDA to use FY 2023 appropriations to improve transparency. 
The Senate’s FY 2023 Agriculture, Rural Development, Food and Drug 
Administration, and Related Agencies Appropriations bill would require the 
USDA to take immediate actions to improve transparency about this program. 
Congress should include this language in its FY 2023 appropriations to improve 
transparency.   

• Conduct oversight of USDA’s management of AFIDA. Congress should use 
its oversight powers to request information from USDA on the state of the 
program. Congress should also ask the Comptroller General to review AFIDA, 
given that GAO’s last review was published in 1989.

46  The 2022 USDA budget explanatory notes for the Farm Services Agency, and the FY 2022 budget summary for USDA, 
do not seem to have a budget for the Natural Resources Analysis Group. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Farm Services 
Agency, “2022 USDA Explanatory Notes—Farm Service Agency” (2022), https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/
documents/26FSA2022Notes.pdf; and U.S. Department of Agriculture, “United States Department of Agriculture FY 
2022 Budget Summary” (2022), https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/2022-budget-summary.pdf.

https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/26FSA2022Notes.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/26FSA2022Notes.pdf
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/2022-budget-summary.pdf
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For more than four decades, USDA and Congress have struggled to enforce a law 
requiring foreign investors to accurately report their agricultural holdings. The failure 
of government oversight has undermined national security by making it difficult to 
understand the full scope of foreign agricultural land ownership. 

As Congress considers strengthening AFIDA,47 USDA has an opportunity to 
modernize the reporting of this data. Improving the access and management of this 
data would give Congress and the public the ability to understand how foreign investors 
purchase American agricultural land.  

47 See Congressional Research Service, “Foreign Farmland Ownership in the United States,” p. 2-3.

Conclusion 
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APPENDIX A 49

49  U.S. Department of Agriculture, “Farm Service Agency, Foreign Holdings of U.S. Agricultural Land Through February 
28, 2009” (2010), p. ii, https://www.fsa.usda.gov/Assets/USDA-FSA-Public/usdafiles/EPAS/PDF/afida_2010.pdf; and 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Farm Service Agency, “Foreign Holdings of U.S. Agricultural Land Through December 
31, 2011” (2012), p. ii, https://www.fsa.usda.gov/Assets/USDA-FSA-Public/usdafiles/EPAS/PDF/afida_thru_12312011.pdf.

https://www.fsa.usda.gov/Assets/USDA-FSA-Public/usdafiles/EPAS/PDF/afida_2010.pdf
https://www.fsa.usda.gov/Assets/USDA-FSA-Public/usdafiles/EPAS/PDF/afida_thru_12312011.pdf
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APPENDIX B48

48 U.S. Department of Agriculture, “Foreign Ownership of U.S. Agricultural Land” (no page number).
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