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Members of the sandwich generation 
work “day jobs” to help grandparents 
and grandkids keep the family farm. 
S T O R Y  &  P H O T O S  B Y  D E S  K E L L E R

He’s helping get tools out the back of the pickup or run-
ning through the stubble of just-harvested corn. If enthu-
siasm is any indication, Ryan appears destined to take 
over, but not for another decade or more down the road.

�e trick is to bridge that time somehow by keeping 
the farm operating in the family while allowing Elroy, 
who is 69, to transition into something resembling an 
actual retirement. You see, Elroy’s son and Ryan’s father, 
Terry Panbecker, is the director of the precision agro-
nomic division for Fort Dodge, Iowa-based New Cooper-
ative. Terry plans to continue in that full-time role while 
devoting o�-hours to the family farm 45 minutes away, 
near Pocahontas.

“Terry has a very good job,” Elroy says of his son, “and 
I can understand him staying with it. He adds wistfully, 
“But you know fathers always like to have their children 
following in their footsteps.”

In a macro sort of way, Terry has been following in 
his father’s footsteps. Terry worked in the so�ware and 
precision technology divisions of two farm machinery 
companies (hint: one of them was AGCO) before taking 
the job with New Cooperative, in part, to stay close to 
the family farm.

Much of this know-how was brought to bear on the 
Panbecker farm in terms of precision technology. “To be 
fair, I’ve driven some of the technology changes on the 

farm, but Dad makes it all happen,” says Terry. �ough 
their farm wouldn’t be thought of as large these days, 
the Panbeckers have been using and bene�ting from a 
variety of precision ag tools, such as yield and planter 
monitoring, and variable-rate fertilizing.

Certainly, the high-tech comfort of modern 
machinery, along with precision farming aids, has made 
working more years less physically strenuous. Assistance 
from outside the family could also help the Panbeckers 
operate the farm and bridge the generations. �at could, 
says Terry, either be an employee or a working �nancial 
partner of some type�to get the Panbeckers to the 
point where young Ryan, or his twin sister, Nicole, might 
be involved.

There are no statistics as to how many farmers 
keep working to give heirs time to become adults or to 
acquire the means to buy them out. Still, while Terry’s 
situation does make the succession planning a bit more 
complicated, transition advice is much the same for the 
Panbeckers as other farmers. For instance, succession 
and estate planning experts recommend that goals for the 
operation be established that take the entire family into 
account. Everyone involved should list personal, family, 
business and retirement goals.

�e planning discussion can’t happen early enough. 
“Give yourself the bene�t of 10 years to make the transi-
tion,” says Joel Green, an a�orney with St. Louis-

   on the Iowa farm this warm October day. 
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