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Ve are pleased to have the opportunity to participate in
this National Conference on Rural Development and to discuss
one initiative in rural development in the Northeastern United
States. Industrialization and urban development came early to
our region. Land in farms-incredsed in most of our states
during the 1800's and then started to decline. ' A pesk was
reached in 1870 in New York, earlier in Hew England, later in
Pennajlvania and West Virginia. Pub11c 1utervent1cn in
decisions on land use, and the role of publiec funds in the
purchase end development of natural resources are old and
famlllar topics for dlscu5510n and debate.

The purpose of this paper is to show how the land grant
umiversity and Cooperative Extension together with local
governments and local leadership have interacted with each
other and the State government in developing the concept and
 reality of agricultural districts in New York. BRural develop-
"ment is a process. The will and energy to move forward must
" come from within the people and region where it occurs. It

can not be imposed from cutside. But assistance and encourage-
ment from without can hasten the process along. Our experience
in the development of agricultural districts clearly illus-
trates some of the components necessary for such 1nst1tut10pal
or economic change.
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(1) Individuals and larger groups must believe that they
and others will gain from participation.

{(2) ILoecal initiative and incentive must be present.

(3) Opportunity for differing views to be presented
nust be provided.

(4) A sense of community for participants should result.

(5) A review process which provides for change after
experience should be incorporated.

No matter how well-intentioned and carefully developed, a
program which does not incorporate.local people, local ideas,
and local capital is not likely to reach its potential in rural
development .. :

The Concept of Agricultural Districts

The concept of agricultural districts grew out of common
concerns from rural and urban people in the State. The pattern
of land use in many counties is haphazard and confused. Urban
scatteration'has led to speculation and false expectaiions about
windfall gains in the land market. Absentee owners of excellent
agricultural land stopped production allovwing cora gtubble and
weeds to substitute Tor carefully tended crops which once pro-
vided the necessary raw materials for nearby processing and food
manufacturing plants. '

Discussion of these problems by agricultural leaders,
extension staff, college scientists and legislators, both county
and state, led Governor Rockefeller to appoint the New York State
Commission on Preservation of Agricultural Land in 1966. It
consisted of 16 agriculitural, indusirial and business leaders
from all parts of the state. In the Governor's words, 'The con-
flicts, incompatibilities, and economic and aesthetic loss created
by urban gpravl can only grow greater in the Tuture mless an
effort is underiaken now to avert these c:c:wmc-:qw»:mcesn"~L

lpp 1 - Commission Report, Preserving Agricultural Land in Hew
York State, State of New York, February 1968.




The Commission held hearings to educate itself and-the
people of the State. The years of work by faculty and staff
at the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences provided the
factusl basis for nmuch of the Commission‘s'reporﬁn . Early work
on land classification on & county basis was translated into
state maps on the viability of land for commercial agriculture.
The state land purchase programs of the 1920's and 1930%s-
reflected cooperation between local government, citizen groups,
and the State to convert abandoned farm land into rotentially
useful larger units for conservation and recreation. County
agents worked with farmers and county planners to illustrate
the basic problems faced by individual communities. The report
of the Commission ranged over many ilssues: planning, taxation,
agricultural zoning, and exerc1se of the rlghts of eminent
domaln. It was W1dely read

The GOVernor formed an Agricultural”Resources Commisgion -
in the Executive Branch to replace the initial commission when
it completed its report. Out of the discussion and recommen=- .
detions following the commission's report an Agzricultural
Districts Act was passed by the State Legisiature in May 1971.
It starts with a Declaration of Legislative Findings and Intent.

"It is the declared policy of the State to conserve
and protect snd to encourage the development and
improvement of its agricultwral lands for the pro-
duction of food snd other agricultural products.
It is also the declared poliey of the State to con~
serve and protect agricultural lands a8 valued
- natural and ecological resources which provide
'._needed open spaces for clean alr sheds, as well
as for aesthetie purposes. The constitution
of the State of New York directs the legis«
lature to provide for the protection of agris
cultural lands. Agriculture in many parts of
the State is under urban pressure from expanding
metropolitan areas.  This urban pressure takss
the form of secattered development in wide belts
arcund urban areas, and brings conflicting land
uses into Juxbaposition, creates high cosgts for
public services, and stimulates land speculation.
When this scattered development extends into
good Tarm areas, ordinances inhibiting farming
tend to follow, farm taxes rise, and hopes for
speculative gains discourage investments in farm
improvements. Many of the agricultural lands
in New York State are in jeopardy of being lost
for any agricultural purposes. Certain of these



lands constitute unigue and irreplaceable
1and resources of state-wide importance. It is
the purpose of this erticle to provide a means
by which agricultural land may be protected and
enhanced as a viable segment of the State's
economy and as an economic and environmental
resource of major importance.”

Such & statement reflects the combined efforts of the
legislators who introduced the bills, the Commission menbers
who brought together the wide range of suggestions and ideas
from- all over the State and {rom other areas, Cooperative
Extension resources in individual counties where this public
policy issue was debated and reviewed in public meetings, and
College staff who provided objective analysis of alternative
proposals and likely outcomes. The potential for success or
failure for the new law was established by the education and
study that preceded it. The background work had been done.
The true test was gtill ahead.

The Nature of the Law

The Act amends the Agriculture and Markets Law of the
State with two major provisions. The first describes an
agricultural district and the steps required to create one.
The second explains how the districts will function and the
special provisions of law which apply within each district.

The philosophy behind the steps required to form an agri-
cultural distriet are particularly important. They recognize
clearly the importance of community interaction at every level |
and the substantial interest of many different groups in public
decisions about land use. In brief the steps are as follows:

(1) The process starts only when landowners propose form-
ation of a district. A minimum of 500 acres of contiguous land
area must be involved. Most of the land area must be in comnercial
agriculture. The State Agricultural Resources Commission or
Cooperative Extension may be called upon for assistance in
explaining the law and helping local citizens to prepare a
proposeal. ‘ :

(2) The proposal is presented to the county legislative
body. : .



(3) The legislative body in turn refers the proposal to
its agricultural advisory committee and the county planning.
board for review and appvalsal.

{4) The agrlcultural adv1sory committee and planning
board report their recomnendations and modifications, if any,
to the county 1eglslatureo :

(5) One or more public hearings are held to which all
landowners in the area are specifically invited and others
interested in the county or area may participate.

(6) After the hearings the County leglslature approves
or rejects the proposal with moalflcatlons,

(7) The approved proposal is then submitted by the County
to the State's Commissioner of Environmental Conservation.

(8) The Office of the Commissioner submits the proposal
for review to the State Agricultural Resources Commission and
the State Office of Planning Services. The site proposed is
visited and reviewed in detail by a State team of professionals
and recommendations offered to the Department of Environmental
Conservation.

(9} The Commissioner may then certify the plan, or a
modification of it, as eligible for a district.

(10) Once certified the proposal is returned to the
county legislative body. If the proposal was modified a .
second public hearing must be held.

(11) The county legislative body approves the proposal
for a district and the provisions are put into effect.

(12) A public review of each district must be held every
eight years with definite action taken to renew, modify or dis-
band the district.

In summary these steps demonstrate that an agricultbtural
district cannot be created or destroyed without conscious action
by many interested groups, meny vith quite dissimilar concerns.
The process reflects concern for checks and balances, Loeal
1n1t1at1ve is central to: the process. '

The second part of the Act describes the ways in which
an agricultural district differs from other areas. It's pro-
visions state that:



{1) Local governments may not restriet or regulate farm -
structures or farming practices ‘beyond .the requirements of health
and safety. This recognizes the rlghts of farmers to produce
within the limits of State and Federal 1aws wmthout harags~
ment from local ordinances.

{(2) BState agencies must modify administrative regulations
and procedures to encourage the maintenance of commercial
egriculture.  Thisensures thet agriculture can be heard vhen-
the State makes public decisions with respect to land use issues
such as stream bank protection or waste disposal. :

{3} _The right of public agencies to acquire land within
the district by eminent domain is modified, though not removed.
Alternative areas must be considered for major highweys, power
plants or reservoirs anﬁ ev1dence presented that an acceptable:
substitute is not available. : :

{4) The right of public agencies to advance funds for non-
farm development, such as sewer and water, may be restricted.
or delayed. Generally developers cannot finance water and
sevage systems without local government assistance. :

(5) The power of public service districits to tax farm land
within agricultursl districts for sewer, water, lights and non-~
farm drainage is restricted. '

(6) Farm property tax assessments may be based on agri-
cultural values rather than market values 1if the farmer reguests
it and quaiifies ag a commercial farmer. Annual applications
sre required. If any land is converted %o nen~farm purposes,
farmners are required to pay a roll back for up to five years of
any taxes from which they gain exemption tnder the law.

Two other provisions of the agricultural districts
legislation deserve mention. First, individual farmers who are
not in agricultural districts mey apply for agricultural value
assegssments., If granted they must sigh an eight year commii-
ment te keep their land in farming and must renew thig commit-
ment each year for enother eight years to keep their agri-,
cultural assessment. Violating the commitment results in a
larger penalty than the simple five-year tax roll back for
farmers within a district. Second, the Comm1551oner of
Envirommental Conservation, three yvears after the Act takes
effect, may create dlstrlc s covering land areas of 2000 acres
or more 1f.‘ IR : ' :



(1) the Agricultursl Resources Commission determines the
erea is predominately of unigue and irreplaceable agrlcultural
land and recommends crestion of 2 district, . :

(2) the district would help attaln state environmental
objectives,

(3) the Director of Planning Services certifies the.
district as consistent with overasll state plans,

() the Director of the Budget gives approval.

v,

Experience with Asricultural Districts

A little over two yvears have elapsed since this new _
legislation took effect. About 100 districts have been formed
and certified or are now in varicus stages of review. They
cover nearly one million of the State's 30 million acres.

Of greater importance they include 15 to 20 percent of the
State's best farm areas as identified by the State Commission .
on the Preservetion of Agricultural Land. . They are widely
dispersed across the State where ‘urban sprawl and scaebter-
ation are substantial concerns. Orange County, an old
established agricultural area within 75 miles:of downtown
Manhattan, has the largest area in districts. This county's
planning commission and urban oriented legislature have
enthusiastically encoursged the formation of districts to
maintain the strong contribubtion asgriculiure makes to the
locsl economy and provide open space and -environmental
balance. The smallest lund area commitbed to districts to
date has been in the largely rural counties of Northern New
York where urban pressure is less pronounced.

Some of the impacts of agricultural districts were
quite predictable. Cthers were not. iost inpressive from
our point of view has been the regular interaction eof State
. Departments and agencies which resulted. The detailled
steps required to form a district regularly involves repre-
sentatives of Envirommental Conservation, Planning Services,
Transportation, and Bqualization and Assessment with Agri-
culture and Markets and. the Agricultural Resources Comwiesion.
Tt is Environmental Conservation, not Agriculture, that
supervises and certifies the formetion of districts. In
meny respects at the State level 1t is thelr program. Hence,
when the Agricultural Resources Commission meets, repre-
sentatives of all the olther interested agencies, and
especlally Environmental Conservetion, are on hand to enter




into discussion. Plans for locating limited access highways,
reservoirs, power sites and parks are reviewed with a concern
for agricultural land. The State's central planning process has
& mechanism which includes representation from commercial agri-
culture and envirommental conservation.

Respect for lccal initiative is central to the process. It's
hard to start a distriet without local interest. County govern-
ment has more then cne opportunity to consider what the district
will mean before taking final action. Extension has taken an
important leadership role in working with landowners, county
planners, and the county legislature in reviewing districts,
understanding the procedures involved and holding pubiic meetings
whenever necessary. Checks and balances have been carefully
built into the system. Experience with zoning on one side and
eminent domain on the other have helped to encourage this more
open and representatlve decision-making process.

Few farmers within-districts have exercised their options
for asgriculbtural assessments so far. This mey change as time
passes. But -most land owners within districts have more central
concerns than taxation. One is to establish both community
identity and some guarantee that new sgricultural Investment can
be used over a period of years for preduction. Pressure for a
nutiber of the first districts in New York came from the threat
of new highways, reservoirs and power plants. There is no
guarantee that these public projects will not be bullt within.
the districts. But there is assurance that other alternatives
must be considered carefully first. Already there is some
evidence that people within districts have a new sense of
identity with respect to each other and commercial agriculture.

It is too eariy to make many Judgments on the impact of
districts on local communities, rural landowners who are not
farmers, local business and indtstry as well as environmental
interests. Concerns remain on how digtricts will affect the
local base for taxation and the property taxes of landowners
outside districts. Conversely, it seems clear thet more urban-
oriented people now receghize that commercial sgriculture also
contributes importantly to local communities. Commmities
benefit most when agriculture and other economic development
proceeds simultaneously. Attractive open space 1s a by product
of districts which nearly all recognize.



Concluding Comments

The cholces we make on how to use owr scarce natural
resources are central tc the development process. Land
speculation and urban sprawl are substantial issues in many
places we used to consider rural. Govermment - local, state,
and federal - must be partners in the decision-making process.
The land grant university and Cooperative Extension has a
unique opportunity to lead and perform itsg central role of
education. TPublic decision-making on complex issues like land
use is always difficult. But important initiatives, like
agricultural distriets, succeed when they are solidly based
on facts, research, experience working with landowners and
local govermments, and a true sense of public service.

If rural development is to improve the welfare of both
rural and urban peoprle it cannot be directed to the narrow
self interest of special groups. Farmers cannot benefit
over iime at the expense of theilr rural neighbors. Highway
users cannct run roughshod over others who want to use the
valleys instead of the hiilsides. Planning is more of an
art than a sclence. Public planning will suvrvive only if
long run interests of many different forces in the community
are heard. New development should complement the 0ld ~ not
replace it. A vieble comrercial agrisulture can and does
contribute to loeal econcmies and deserves an opportunity to
compete. The last thing most communlties need is idie land,
out of production today on the hove that 1t will compete in
a nevw use in some unknown tomorrow,

Every state must develop its own ipsititutional struecture
that works. To date the concept of agricultural districts in
Hew York has had an impressive beginning.



