
M any of the same questions that sur-
face when selling a home apply to 
selling a farm, except that the pos-

sibilities of finding ways to spend money 
are exponentially greater. However, own-
ers should perform the same cost/benefit 
calculation: Will this improvement pay 
for itself and more with an increase in 
property value? Will it make an otherwise 
unattractive property salable to an equine 
buyer? If the answer to either of these 
questions is no, then it probably is not 
worth doing.

Absent from this article is the scenario 
in which the buyer will most likely strip 
the existing dilapidated structures and 
put in roads, barns, and other improve-
ments that are exactly what he or she 
desires. It makes no sense to make any 
presale improvements for this type of 
property. This kind of situation involves 
a high-end buyer with architects and 
engineers experienced in equine property 
development. In this case the buyer is 
simply looking for location and land. Pre-
sale improvements will do little to change 
the property’s sale price. Exceptions to 

this might include structures of historical 
significance, such as the barn where a 
famous horse was foaled or raised.

“Most older farms or large pieces 
of property have a ‘history’ that, if 
researched through deeds and other 
sources, can make for interesting stories 
and add a provenance to the buildings 
or land,” says Larry Schwering, a well-
known architect with equine projects in 
Kentucky, New York, and Virginia. The 
idea of owning a piece of history can be 
very appealing to some buyers. 

But, for the rest of us, creating curb 
appeal is important. Equine proper-
ties are emotional purchases in most 
cases. Few of us have horses as a purely 
economic endeavor. We love our riding, 
the way our horses look, and the way our 
farm looks. Therefore, the first place to 
start making improvements is on all the 
deferred maintenance: painting, trim-
ming, landscaping, and minor repairs. 
Make your place look well-taken-care-of. 
Minor repairs include fixing a bad spot in 
the barn siding (rather than replacing all 
of it) or fixing potholes in the farm road 

(rather than repaving the whole thing). 
The general consensus seems to be that 
this kind of improvement generally more 
than pays for itself. After that it gets more 
complicated—and expensive.

The following tips are based on my life-
time in the contracting business, building 
and remodeling all types of farms, and 
Schwering’s expertise in the design com-
munity and as a farm owner himself.

First Impressions
The following are immediate improve-

ments you can make to your horse prop-
erty to boost its curb appeal for potential 
buyers:
1.    Keep visible areas neatly trimmed 

with basic landscaping, such as a 
flowers, to make a favorable first 
impression.

2.    Mow paddocks and repair or touch 
up visible fencelines. It might make 
sense to replace aging fencing around 
the entrance and lane to the barn. 
Depending on the style of fence, you 
might need to repaint around the 
entrance area.
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Before You Sell
Barn and farm improvements small and large can boost  
your property’s appeal to buyers
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Consider doing minor repairs and 
maintenance to make sure your farm 
looks well-cared-for to prospective 
buyers.



3.    Repair or replace exterior water-
ers if needed. If too costly, remove 
 nonfunctional waterers rather than 
have obviously nonfunctional equip-
ment on display. Place Class I sand or 
all-weather footing around the water-
ers and other high-traffic, mud-prone 
areas to improve appearance.

4.    Make your barn’s exterior look nearly 
as inviting as a house. In addition to 
the minor siding fixes, repair trim. Fix 
broken or missing windows. Remove 
damaged or sagging gutters; don’t 
replace them unless absolutely neces-
sary to prevent flooding around the 
buildings. Paint aisle entry doors and 
lubricate their hardware.

5.    Make the barn interior clean and 
inviting. Be sure all the lighting is in 
good order and bright. Most horse 
people spend a lot of time in their 
barn, so basic housekeeping matters.

6.    Keep stalls in good shape. Consider 
investing in rubber floor mats if you 
haven’t or if yours are in bad shape, 
as most horse owners appreciate this 
feature. Make sure footing is level and 
that stalls do not have drainage issues. 
Applying fresh shavings to stalls be-
fore a showing is also a nice touch. 

7.    Make sure feeders are functional and 
attractive. If not, you can replace 
them relatively inexpensively.

8.    If you have waterers in the barn, 
make sure they are clean and working 
properly. If they are too expensive to 
repair, then remove the system. Oth-
erwise, if you do not have waterers 
and the associated plumbing already 
in your barn, it probably does not 
make economic sense to have them 
installed.

9.    Be sure stall doors are at least freshly 
painted and operating smoothly. If 
not, consider replacement; for a large 
barn, though, this can be costly.

10.  Make your tack room inviting. Horse 

people love their “stuff.” It should ap-
pear neat and smell like oiled leather, 
not muck boots. Keep the floor clean 
and uncluttered, and hang a few horse 
photos or artwork on the walls.

Value-Added Projects 
If you have a smartphone, use it to 

take a photo of your barn and property 
and then look at the big picture. Imagine 
what the potential buyer will see as pros 
and cons. If you feel that upgrading any 
aspect of your farm will be necessary to 
attract the right buyer, then consider this 
next tier of improvements. Many buyers 
want to feel like they can move horses 
right in without undertaking major proj-
ects to make the facility usable.
1.    Repave an asphalt drive that is in very 

poor condition. Although expensive, 
the entrance drive onto the farm 
is critically important to that first 
 impression.

2.    Replace fencing. Nothing says a 
prosperous horse farm like beautiful 
fences and a gated entrance. Just how 
far to go with these improvements 
might depend on what the surround-
ing equine properties look like and 
where the entrance to the farm lies, 
but it should include road frontage 
and the lane to the barn. 

3.    Reroof your barn if the existing roof is 
leaky and beyond repair. An obviously 
bad roof is a real buyer turnoff. If you 
can repair the roof adequately without 
affecting the barn’s aesthetics, then 
compare the cost of new vs. repair. 
You might be surprised how close the 
estimates turn out to be.

4.    Re-side the barn—if the existing sid-
ing is beyond repair—and paint. Like 

Mow paddocks and repair or touch up visible fencelines, particularly around your farm’s entrance.

Keep your barn interior clean and 
inviting, and add fresh bedding to 
your stalls before showings.



the roof, this is a more drastic step 
that gives an otherwise unattractive 
building value. You might also need to 
paint and install new gutters.

5.    Completely rework stalls. Steam clean, 
repair, or replace stall walls, doors, 
feeders, mats, etc. This might also 
include adding stalls if yours was 
a mixed-use barn previously. Stalls 
are generally the reason for having a 
horse barn and are, therefore, critical-
ly important. At the same time, look at 
feed storage and tool storage areas. 

6.    Make the tack room attractive. This 
might involve new flooring or walls 
and new hardware for hanging 
saddles, bridles, and equipment. Nice 
cabinets and countertops help create 
the well-organized and functional look 
that most of us imagine in our ideal 
tack room.

7.    Resurface the barn aisle. This area 
gets heavy use and often shows it. 
Rubber pavers, exposed aggregate 
concrete, or drain-through asphalt 

(also called popcorn asphalt) all make 
suitable nonslip surfaces. Consider 
including the area just outside the 
barn aisle at the entrance.

8.    Rework or replace the main barn aisle 
doors. This is another item that can 
have a real impact on first impres-
sions. They tend to be large and 

heavy and probably best addressed by 
 professionals. 

9.    Replace lighting. This can have a huge 
impact on the interior spaces. Low- 
energy, low-temperature LED lighting 
has become the expectation in newer 
structures and will make your barn 
look more modern, as well as safer. 
Part of this work should include a re-
view of the wiring in general (that it’s 
safe and in good repair) and location 
and convenience of outlets.

10.  Improve ventilation. Experienced 
horse owners know that adequate 
natural barn ventilation is necessary 
for animal health and comfort. Make 
sure eave and ridge vents are obvious, 
functional, and not blocked by im-
properly installed siding or bird nests.

11.  Add barn fans. This is more of a geo-
graphical issue, mostly in high-heat 
areas. In the South, that big gable fan 
might be almost a necessity.

Finishing Touches
There is no question that the barn is 

the center of most horse people’s uni-
verse. However, if your property includes 
other horse-related structures or equip-
ment, don’t overlook them. If they are in 
poor condition it might make sense to 
remove rather than replace them, as their 
existence might not have much effect on 
sale price. Examples include run-in sheds, 
round pens, walkers, and the old shed out 
back full of wasp nests that is ready to fall 
down. The exception might be an equip-
ment storage building for tractors or hay. 
Address these structures cosmetically, but 
without making expensive renovations.

“Just like a vehicle has an owner’s 
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Don’t overlook the state of other structures on your property, such as storage buildings and sheds.
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manual, you may wish to prepare a simi-
lar document for each structure—a sort 
of operations and maintenance manual,” 
says Schwering. “This manual could 
contain cut sheets on all of the equip-
ment contained in each building (i.e., stall 
door units, waterers, fans), identifying 

the manufacturer, place of purchase, and 
how/where replacement parts can be ob-
tained. Also identifying those businesses 
that have either installed and/or serviced 
the existing equipment and providing 
contact information for same can offer 
some assurances to the buyer that if there 

is a problem later, there are service pro-
viders familiar with your equipment.”

A clear-eyed assessment of your farm 
and barn, along with a sense of what other 
equine properties are selling for in your 
area, will help guide your decisions on 
making improvements before you sell. h
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What If You’re the Buyer?
Your perspective on a property is different if you are the buyer. 

If you’re in the market, try to judge a potential farm purchase as 
rationally as possible while understanding the emotional aspect of 
this kind of transaction. The seller and the real estate community, 
including the agent representing you, want to sell the property. Your 
job is to be clear-eyed about your needs and your ability to correct 
deficiencies.

“While it may be difficult to ascertain to the untrained eye, buyers 
should look for signs of structural deficiencies,” says Larry Schwering, 
an architect with equine projects in Kentucky, New York, and Virginia. 
“They can be very expensive, and those repairs may not result in 
much aesthetic improvement. Deflection of roof lines or above wide 
openings can be an indication of potential damage. Review by a 
qualified design professional might be a worthwhile investment.” 

It is a bit like having a mechanic check out a car before you buy it.
“As with any piece of property, the buyer needs to be prepared 

to inquire about issues that may not be obvious at first glance 
like underground storage tanks, septic systems, building materials 
containing asbestos (especially if the buildings are older), and lead-
based paint,” he adds. “If possible, drive around the farm after a rain 
to identify site drainage issues.” 

Additionally, age and condition of site utilities such as power, gas, 
and water lines might not be immediately apparent and should be 
reviewed. Old shutoff valves rarely remain functional and are a com-
mon problem.

Buyers might also want to consider the possibility for future expan-
sion of existing structures, especially the barns, which Schwering 
says tend to be modular in their size and therefore relatively easy to 
expand at each end. 

“Look at the lay of the land at the ends of the structures or even 
the possibility of expanding perpendicular to the center,” he says. 
“This solution may be less expensive in the long run than the con-
struction of a total new barn, especially if all other support spaces are 
already in place (hay storage, tack, restroom, etc.).”—David Preston
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