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A Summary of State Laws Regulating
Youth Operating Farm Tractors

on Highways
B. C. Doty,  B. Marlenga

ABSTRACT. Driving farm tractors on highways is hazardous for youth due to the large speed
differential between motor vehicles and agricultural vehicles, as well as recent increases in
traffic volume on many rural roads. In 1994, the state of Wisconsin enacted legislation
requiring youth who operate farm tractors on highways to complete a tractor and machinery
certification course. We were interested in finding out whether other states have similar
requirements. The purpose of this project was to collect and summarize state laws regulating
youth who operate farm tractors on highways in the U.S. A systematic method was used that
included an initial Lexis-NexisTM database search followed by internet searches in
combination with follow-up email and telephone communications when missing or unclear
results were obtained. The findings show that 14 states have legislation addressing youth who
operate farm tractors on highways. The content of these statutes varies, but includes driver’s
license or educational requirements, as well as regulations concerning the ages, locations,
and/or times of day when youth may drive farm machinery on highways. This compilation of
state laws will be useful information for agricultural safety professionals in designing
effective outreach programs. A synthesis of the findings may also lead to the development of
model legislation or inform future research efforts aimed at preventing youth farm tractor
crashes on highways.
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perating farm tractors on public highways is becoming increasingly hazardous
for both youth and adults. The traffic volume on rural roadways is growing as
more people move to the countryside and commute to nearby cities. Many roads

have been improved to allow for greater usage and higher speeds, increasing the speed
differential between slow-moving vehicles, such as farm tractors, and other motor ve-
hicles (Lacy et al., 2001). Additionally, many farmers own or lease land that is not directly
adjacent to their main farm land, meaning that tractor operators must spend more time
on the roads (Cole et al., 2000).

In 2003, more than 7,000 farm tractor/equipment injury-related crashes occurred on
roadways in the U.S., including 100 that involved fatalities (National Safety Council,
2004). There is no information available on the number of these crashes that involved
youth tractor operators. One main contributing factor cited in two vehicle crashes
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involving farm equipment is the unexpected presence of slow-moving farm vehicles on
roadways (Gerberich et al., 1996).

In an effort to begin addressing the hazards facing youth operating farm tractors on
highways, the state of Wisconsin passed Act 455 in 1994. This legislation prohibits youth
12 to 15 years of age from operating a farm tractor on a highway until they have
successfully completed a tractor and machinery certification course (Wisconsin, 2003).
Youth younger than 12 years of age are prohibited from driving a farm tractor on a public
road. In searching for similar laws in other states, it became clear that this information
was not readily available or widely known among agricultural health and safety
professionals or researchers. The main objective of this project was to collect and
summarize state laws regulating youth who operate farm tractors on highways in the U.S.

Methods
Definitions

For the purposes of this article, standard definitions cited in most states’ statutes were
used to describe several common terms. “Farm tractor” is defined as any motor vehicle
designed and used primarily as a farm implement for drawing plows, mowing machines,
and other implements of husbandry. “Highway” is defined as the width between the
boundary lines of a publicly maintained way, any part of which is open to the public for
travel.

Search Strategy
A systematic search strategy (fig. 1) was used to obtain state statutes addressing

driver’s licensing and other requirements for youth and adults operating farm tractors on
highways. A reference librarian at the Wisconsin State Law Library conducted a
Lexis−NexisTM law database search of state codes in other states, using the following
search terms:

� Tractor /20 highway
� Tractor /10 highway /10 operate
� (Driving or operating) /25 farm
� License /10 exempt /25 tractor
� Permit /s farm /p age
� Drivers /25 license /25 exempt
� Farm /3 tractor
� “Restricted license” /25 farm
� Farm /20 tractor /50 license
� Age and license and “motor vehicle”
� Age /10 license
� Agricultural /s pursuits and highway.
The strategy also included searching for references to any licensing requirements for

either youth or adults operating farm tractors or agricultural vehicles on highways. In
cases where no results were found using the Lexis-NexisTM search, the librarian posted
requests for information on LawLib (a national list-serve of law librarians).

For the remaining states where no results or unclear results were obtained using the
above methods, an on-line search of state statutes and department of motor vehicles
(DMV) internet websites was conducted looking for relevant information regarding
driver’s licensing requirements or other requirements for farm tractor operators driving
on highways. If these methods proved unsuccessful, a telephone call was made to the state
DMV to obtain the information.
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Figure 1. Search strategy for state laws regulating the operation of farm tractors on highways.

Once the state law information was gathered, each statute was examined with respect
to driver’s license requirements for farm tractor operators driving on highways and was
assigned to one of two categories based upon the findings. The categories were: (1) states
that have an exemption for farm tractor operators (i.e., a state-issued motor vehicle
driver’s license is not required to operate a farm tractor on highways), and (2) states that
do not have a driver’s license exemption for farm tractor operators (i.e., a state-issued
motor vehicle driver’s license is required to operate a farm tractor on highways).
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Additionally, each state’s laws were checked for any references to youth farm tractor
operators regardless of whether or not the state required a driver’s license to operate farm
tractors on highways.

Results
This information is not intended to be a legal interpretation of the statutes, but simply

a summary of those state laws that include requirements for youth who operate farm
tractors on highways. While the wording in many state statutes clearly indicated that
either a driver’s license is or is not required in order to operate a farm tractor on a highway,
six state statutes did not contain this unambiguous language. In these six states, the
authors relied on officials at the DMV in each state to accurately interpret their statutes
regulating youth who operate farm tractors on highways. Other researchers may receive
slightly different responses if they speak to a different official at the DMV or if they
contact the DMV at a different time.

State Driver’s License Requirements for Tractor Operators
Eight states including the District of Columbia require a state−issued motor vehicle

driver’s license for any person operating a farm tractor on highways (fig. 2). The
remaining 43 states have exemptions stating that a person does not need a driver’s license
to operate a farm tractor or implement of husbandry temporarily on a highway in the
course of conducting farm business. While New York state does not have a formal
exemption written in its statutes, the state attorney general’s opinion from 1962 states that
a driver’s license is not required for persons operating farm tractors on highways.

State Youth Tractor Operator Requirements
Fourteen states have some type of restriction for youth operating farm tractors on

highways (table 1). Six of these states require a driver’s license in order to operate farm

Figure 2. States that require a driver’s license to operate farm tractors on highways.



12(1): 51−58 55

Table 1. States with laws regulating youth farm tractor operators on highways.

State
Driver’s
License

Youth
Permit

Educational
or Testing

Requirement
Age

Requirement
Location

Conditions
Time of Day
Conditions

Connecticut x x x

District of Columbia x x x

Massachusetts x x x

New Hampshire x x x

West Virginia x x x

Wyoming x x x

Nebraska x x x

New Jersey x x x

North Dakota x x x x

Wisconsin x x x x

Hawaii x

Kansas x

North Carolina x x

Pennsylvania x x

tractors on highways regardless of the driver’s age (Connecticut, 2003; District of
Columbia, 2001; Massachusetts, 2004; New Hampshire, 2004; West Virginia, 2004;
Wyoming, 2003). The remaining eight states have legislation that includes specific
provisions regarding youth driving farm tractors or other agricultural equipment on
highways. The exact requirements vary by state, but include age, location, or time of day
restrictions, as well as educational components. The following two sections detail the
provisions of the states’ statutes that (1) require a driver’s license of those operating farm
tractors on highways, but have exceptions for youth, and (2) do not require a driver’s
license, but have restrictions for youth operating farm tractors on highways.

States that Require a Driver’s License but Have Exceptions for Youth
Two states do not have a driver’s license exemption for those who operate farm

tractors on highways. Although these states require tractor operators to have a driver’s
license, their legislation includes specific exceptions or special requirements for youth
farm tractor operators:

New Jersey − Youth between 16 and 17 years old in New Jersey who do not hold a
driver’s license must apply for an agricultural license to operate motor vehicles in
agricultural pursuits, including farm tractors, on a highway. The young person must pass
the vision, written, and road tests in order to qualify for the license (New Jersey, 2004).

North Dakota − North Dakota youth who are 14 or 15 years old must apply for a
restricted license to operate farm motor vehicles, including tractors, on a highway. The
young person must present a driver’s education completion certificate and pass the
vision, written, and road tests. The law restricts youth to only operating within 150 miles
of the farm tractor owner’s farm (North Dakota, 2003).

States that Do Not Require a Driver’s License but Have Restrictions for Youth
Six states have a driver’s license exemption for those who operate farm tractors on

highways. Although these states do not require a driver’s license, their legislation
includes special restrictions for youth who operate farm tractors on highways:
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Hawaii − Hawaii state law requires that individuals who operate farm tractors on
highways be at least 13 years of age (Hawaii, 2003).

Kansas − Youth in Kansas may only operate farm machinery on highways during the
hours between sunrise and sunset (Kansas, 2003).

Nebraska − In Nebraska, youth must obtain a farm husbandry permit to operate farm
tractors and other motorized implements of husbandry on the highway.  There are two
types of permits.  A temporary farm husbandry permit can be obtained for any person
under the age of 16 years, but at least 13 years, with a signed request from a parent or
guardian.  The temporary permit is valid for a six−month period and is nonrenewable.
A special farm husbandry permit can be obtained by youth who are at least 13 years old
and reside on a farm or those who are 14 or 15 years old and work for compensation on
a farm.  They must pass a vision, written, and driving test.  The special permit expires
when the youth turns 16 years old.

North Carolina − Youth in North Carolina who are 14 years old or younger may only
operate farm tractors on highways that are adjacent to or running in front of their farmland
(North Carolina, 2004).

Pennsylvania − Pennsylvania law requires that a person operating a farm tractor on
a highway be at least 14 years of age. Youth who are 14 or 15 years old may only operate
farm tractors on one- or two-lane highways that bisect or immediately adjoin their farm
property (Pennsylvania, 2003).

Wisconsin − In Wisconsin, children under 12 years are prohibited from driving farm
tractors on highways. Youth between 12 and 15 years of age must obtain a certificate to
operate farm machinery on highways. The young person must successfully complete a
24-hour tractor and machinery course in order to qualify for the certificate. This statute
does not apply to the operation of farm machinery on the highway on a course that is
perpendicular to the direction of the highway (Wisconsin, 2003).

Summary
The majority of U.S. states (43) do not require those operating farm tractors on

highways to have a state−issued motor vehicle driver’s license. Fourteen states, including
eight that require a vehicle driver’s license to operate tractors on highways and six among
those that do not, have specific regulations addressing youth farm tractor operators.
These policies include restrictions concerning the ages, locations, and/or times of day
when youth may operate tractors on highways. Four of these states require youth tractor
operators to obtain a special agricultural permit, license, or certification.

This article outlines state law provisions regulating youth who operate farm tractors
on highways. Agricultural safety professionals can use this information to develop and
target outreach programming aimed at preventing highway tractor crashes. These
findings, however, do not indicate whether one statute has been more successful than
another in preventing youth tractor highway crashes. Future research should focus on
evaluating the effectiveness of different states’ legislation in reducing the number of
youth tractor crashes occurring on highways. In particular, it will be important to examine
whether requiring driver’s license training or similar educational strategies are effective
methods for preparing youth to operate farm tractors on highways. The degree to which
these laws are enforced by the state and accepted within the agricultural community are
two other essential factors that should be addressed. The fact that these crashes take place
on public highways suggests that public policy may be an appropriate and effective
prevention strategy.
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