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FARMLAND USE IN AN URBAN ENVIRONMENT:
STATUS, TRENDS AND POLICY ISSUES

Nelscon L. Bills#*

New York's land resources have always taken on importance
in the production of agricultural commodities. Today, farmers
own or lease more than 9 million of the State's 30.6 million
acre land area; this land is used to produce feed for the
Nation's third largest dairy herd and to produce field, fruit
and vine crops valued in excess of $2.5 billion each year (NYS
Agricultural Statistics). Farm businesses also support indus-
tries that process raw farm commodities and supply inputs
needed for commercial farm production.

Since early settlement, developments in the nonfarm sec-
tor of the state and national economies have greatly affected
the use of New York land for agricultural purposes. In more
recent years, these developments and their influence on New
vork agriculture have become a focal point for public policy.
Numérous programs have been undertaken to promote the wise
management of farmland resources. For example, New York is
nationally recognized for efforts to protect agricultural
lands and promote a viable farm sector through formation of
agricultural districts. Efforts to implement and refine such

programs, however, have stemmed from specific social,

*Associate professor in the Department of Agricultural Eco-
nomics, Cornell University. Richard Boisvert and Bernard
gtanton made helpful comments on an earlier draft. Paper pre-
sented at the New York Farm Bureau's conference on Farmland
Planning and Preservation, Cobleskill, NY, on July 28, 1988.
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political, economic ang environmental considerations. These
considerations change over time and necessitate continual
review and debate over appropriate public policy initiatives.

The purpose of this paper is to facilitate such discus-
sions by highlighting trends in the utilization of land for
farming purposes in New York and identifying some of the
issues which surround the continuance of agriculture in urban-
izing situations. Available evidence on conversion of farm-
land to urban uses is also éummarized and interpreted. A con-
cluding section deals with the implications of these trends

and issues for public policy on farmland resources,

Trends in Agriculture and Rural Land Usel

New York is one of the Nation's most populous states and,
by conventional measures, is among the most urban as well.
Yet, only about 2.7 million acres,lless than 10 percent of the
State's 30.6 million acre land base, are built-up to accommo-
date residential, commercial, industrial and transportation
uses (figure 1). & majority of the land area (55 percent) is
now classified as forestland. This acreage includes parks and
forest preserves and a substantial land area which has
reverted to ﬂatural cover after it was released fronm Crop or
pPasture use. Farm operators now produce cropé on 20 percent
of all land and use 13 percent for livestock pasture.

Current patterns of land use mirror the influence of sev-

eral pervasive social, economic and demographic forces dating

1 This section is based on New York Agriculture 2000
(Boisvert and Bills),
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back at least to the turn of the century. 1In 1500, roughly 70
percent of the State's pPopulation was classified as urban
because they resided in incorporated places with a Population
of 2,500 or more. The remainder were ccunted as rﬁral and
resided in open country -- on farms for the most part -- or in
small villages or hamlets. Immigration, along with movement
from rural areas to expanding job opportunities in urban, com-
mercial and industrial sectors, wholly confined net population
growth between 1500 ang 1920 to urban areas, while_rural New
York lost population (figure 2).

In contrast, rural New York has shared in the State's
population growth since the 1920s. Although overshadowed in
absolute numbers by population increases in larger urban
places, well over one million new residents were added to
rural areas between 1920 and 1950. After World War II, New
York and other states in the Northeast led the Nation in the
populatlon explosion in areas adjacent to large central
cities. These population concentrations (now commonly known
as suburbia or the urban fringe) occurred on land once rural,
but now converted to use for urban-related residential, com-
mercial or industrial burposes. 1In 1950, about 5 percent of
New York's total population resided on the urban fringe; but
the recent 1980 Population Census counted hearly 5.5 million
New Yorkers (about 31 percent) on the urban fringe (U.s.
Department of Commerce, 1982).

Since 1950, the Census has increased the land area clas-

sified as urban to account for new population Cconcentrations
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on the urban fringe but outside the boundaries of incorporated
cities ang villages. The citizens found there are counted as
urban. Such data accufately reflect the dynamics of popula-
tion'growth but tend to mask changes that are of special
importance to rural land use policy. By recombining Census

data for 1950-80 to generate an accounting‘of population

of 2,500 or more (as in figure 2), we can show that open coun-
try and small hamlets have experienced population growth
which, on a percentage basis, has been more rapid than else-
where in the State since 1930. 1In fact, since 1960 net popu-
lation growth has been confined almost exclusively to these
"rural" areas.

Along with Population growth, rural New York has also
been reshaped by structural change in agriculture, espeéially
over the last 50 years. Advances in agricultural Productiv-
ity, combined with altered supply/demand relationships in the
larger agricultural economy, have led to substantial with-

- drawals of land from farm use, declining farm numbers, and the
formation of larger, more specialized farm production units.
At the turn of the century, agriculture was the predominant
land use in New York, with 74 percent (almost 22,6 million
acres) of the land area being actively farmed in 1910. The
most recent Agricultural Census reported just over 9.million
acres of land in farms (figure 3). Withdrawals of land from

farm use were especially abrupt after Worlg War II but
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stabilized in the 1970s when production responded to increases
in farm commodity prices.

Farm numbers have followed a similar trend over the past
50 years (figure 4), but the decline has been even more dra-
matic, reflecting the consolidation of smal}l farms into larger
and more efficient units, Average farm size stayed relatively
unchanged through nearly the first half of the century, but
increased rapidly after World War II (growing from 118 acres
in 1945 to 214 acres in 1974). There has been little change
in farm size over the past decade.

Rapid productivity increases and farm consolidation have
helped keep New York producers competitive in regicnal,
national ang international markets. Today, businesses engaged
in the production of food, feed ang other farm commodities in
New York geﬁerate total cash receipts approaching $3 billion.
After adjusting for commodity price differentials to convert
to constant 1947 dollars, this represents about $1.8 billion,
a substantial 59 bercent increase in the real value of farnm
broduction since the 1950s (figure 5). 1In contrast, the
annual value of output on New York farms, in constant dollar
terms, ranged in the vicinity of $1.1 to $1.2 billion in the
1930s and 1940s. on a per acré basis, the real value of farm
production (1967 dollars) has increased from $69 to $191 over

the past 30 years.

Urban Land Conversion

The broad trends mentioned above help illustrate the

interplay between rural lang use, population growth and
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11
economic development in the wider New York economy. By sone
measures —-=- such as land in farms or farm numbers =- One might
infer that population growth and nonfarm development has
largely come at the expense of the New York farm sector. Con-
tinual increases in the volume of agricultural production and
even more striking gains in the productivity of land remaining
in a farm use, on the other hand, provide important evidence
f£o the contrary. We do know thét farm operators have achieved
these production increases while utilizing far less land and
labor inputs. Conversely, farm businesses are now far more
dependent upon a wide variety of purchased items -- such as
machinery, land improvements, seed, fertilizer, fuel, elec-
tricity and chemicals.

Throughout this transition in the structure of the farm
sectﬁr, nearly 13 million acres (over 40 percent of New York's
total land area) has been released from agricultural use but
only a fraction of this land has been converted to a built-up
use. The overwhelning majority of these resources have

remained idle and, over time, have reverted to natural cover.

' In the aggregate, a return to forestland has been New York's

nfast growth" land use since the early 1800s.

Regardless of this general trend, conversion of farmland
to residential, commercial, industrial or transportation uses
has a direct bearing upon public policy for agricultural land.
Too often, land well suited for crop production has the physi-
cal and topographical features which alsc make it well suited

for conversion to a residential, commercial, industrial or
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transportation use. Possibilities for farmland conversion are
also enhanced by patterns of land settlement. In New York, as
well as in many other parts of the Nation, settlement tended
to occur in close proximity to land which could be turned to a
productive agricultural use. Urban growth since the turn of
the century has largély reinforced this settlement pattern.
Today, some of New York's most productive farmland is situated
near metropolitan centers; this land is directly in the path
of major road transportation corridors and residential, com-
mercial and industrial development. In contrast, New York has
much land which is isolated from urban development but which
is far less productive in an agricultural use.’

These relationships between patterns of agricultural land
use and urban development are generally supported by empirical
studies which estimate per capita land use changes. From a
comparison of air photos available for 1951 and 1966 in 78
sample towns in Upstate New York, Allee et al. concluded that
each additional resident involved the conversion of 0.19 acres
to an urban use. Of this amount, 0.08 acres per person, or 42
percent, came 'from land which was formerly uséd for crops. 1In
contrast, active cropland was the original use of 29 percent
of the total land area in the sample towns. Another 0.1 acres
came from "open land"; one cannot be certain, but some of this
land could have been Cropland recently idled in anticipation
of conversion to an urban use.

The Allee study is now out of date, but the empirical

relationships found in that analysis are generally supported

w
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by more recent studies by the USDA's Economic Research Ser-
vice. An analysis of land use changes between 1560 and 1970
in selected "fast growth" counties in the Northeastern states
showed that cropland contributed a disproportiocnately large
share of acreage converted to urban uses; this relationship
was attributed to the fact that cropland often has features --
such as moderate slope, good drainage and limited waste area
-- which make it especially amenable to urban development
(Zeimetz et al.). A more recent USDA study, based on 1970-80
photography for fast growth counties, estimates that urban
land consumption -- the amount of open land converted to a
developed use -- for the Northeastern states amounted to 0.22
acres per person; 60 peréent (.13 acres) on average had bheen
used for crops, pasture or some other agricultural purpcse
(Vesterby and Brooks).

Unfortunately, the studies mentioned above do not provide
up-to-date estimates which can be tailored to local situations
in New York. We could benefit from more research on this
theme. However, the available evidence does allow some crude
calculations of the amount of New York cropland converted to
urban'uses in the recent past. The calculations can then be
compared to the total amount of cropland released from a farm
use.

The point of departure is an estimate of population
increases in New York. The State incurred a net population
loss of 3.8 percent between 1970 and 1980 and, according to

Census estimates, a very modest 1 percent increase over the




14
1980-84 period. Net population losses over the entire 1970-84
period, however, have been confined to 87 minor civil
divisions =- the five boroughs of New York City, 61 incor-
borated cities, and 21 towns which can be defined as wholly
urban; the remaining 910 minor civil divisions in New York
realized a net 1970-84 population increase of about 706,000
(Hirschl, Brown and Lyson). If per capita cropland convérsion
falls in the rénge of 0.8-0.13 acres per person, as the evi-
dence implies, population growth between 1970 and 1984 may
have displaced between 56,500 and 92,000 acres of cropland.
On an average annual basis, this suggests that direct cropland
decreases attributable to urban conversion fall in the range
©f 4,000 to 6,500 acres per year. In comparison, New York's
total cropland base decreased from 6.3 to 5.9 million acres,
an average annual decrease of 31,300 acres per Year, between
1969 and 1982 (Frey, 1973; Frey and Hexen, 1985). Thus,
direct conversion to built-up uses may have accounted for 13
to 20 percent of the decrease in the State's cropland base

since the early 1970s.

‘The Side Effects of Urban Growth

Most observers agree that direct land conversion, while
the clearest manifestation of urban pressure on farming,
understates the impact of growth and development on New York
agriculture. Urban expansion often wields more subtle impacts
on the maintenance of a viable farm sector. These impacts are
thought to be of considerable ihportance because they encour-

age good faruland to be withdrawn from or underutilized for
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farming many years before it is needed for a residential, com-

mercial, industrial or transportation use.

Uncertainty

Farm operators are also investors. They own several mil-
lion acres of farm real estate and continually weigh decisions
on capital expenditures for land and building improvements.
Like all other investors, farmers are not immune to the specu-
lation that can build up around the timing and location of new
urban-related development in their communities. Investments
in the farm business may be postponed or forgone completely if
farmers develop high expectations for future conversion of
their 1aﬁd to residential, commercial or industrial use.
Postponing or forgeing investments in such land improvements
as silos, barns, fences or drainage works can be entirely
rational if a farmer anticipates the discontinuance of his
business before the improvements are fully depreciated. These
investments often add no value to the real estate if the land-
is converted to a nonfarm use. Conversely, investments of
this kind, especially when livestock production is involved,
are essential if farm businesses are to remain competitive in
regional and national commodity markets.

An uncertain environment for farming, sometimes referred
to as the "impermanence syndrome," was central in the
deliberations that led to New York's agricultural district
law. Studies conducted in the 1960s indicated that specula-
tion over nonfarm growth disrupts farming in belts of urban

influence around New York's central cities. For example,
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Conklin and Dymsza analyzed farming patterns near Rochester
and Syracuse and found an increasing frequency of large
investments in land improvements as distance to city
increased. The Conklin and Dymsza study also showed that
localities within the State differ substantially in their
capacity to adjust enterprises and maintain high levels of
farm production in the face of urban expansion. Dairy farms
require relati;ely large investments in land improvements, and
some dalry farmers were sitﬁated on land which appeared to be
suited to alternative cash crops instead of dairy crop produc-
tion. Analysis of enterprise adjustments over the 1959-69
period, however, suggested that farm cperators near Rochester
produced more high-valued cash créps and were more likely to
be successful in a metropolitan area when compared to farm
operators near Syracuse. The authors concluded that the
Rochester-Syracuse differences stemmed from competitive advan-
tages due to climate, soils, topography and greater availa-
bility of irrigation water. They also argued that natural
cropland advantages near Rochester were reinforced by an accu=-
mulation of management skills and infrastructure required to

sustain the production of higher-valued fresh market crops.

Critical Mass

Farm businesses depend upon some very specialized ser-
vices. Included are requirements for machinery, machinery
parts and repairs, fertilizers, pesticides and processing out-
lets for raw farm products =-- services provided by agribusi-

ness firms. Farming in any single locality must occur on a
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scale that allows these support firms to generate enough busi-
ness volume to service their farm clients at a reasonable
cost. Otherﬁise, the services will disappear locally and farm
operators are confronted with the time and expense of securind

needed services at a greater distance.

Discontinuities in Land Use

Farming in urbanizing situations is carried out in close
proximity to other land uses. Farm businesses can be
adversely affected by immediate contact with land devoted to
residential, commercial or industrial uses. Farming opera=
tions required to produce Crops and livestock seem to be rou-
tine to farm operators put may aggravate otherwise well-
intended nonfarm neighbors. For example, nearly one-third of
the farm operators contacted in a study near Buffalo indicated
that residential development was a disturbing influence on
farm businesses due to complaints about farm odors, noise and
the presence of mud and manure on roads (Hexem, Bills and
Ball).

Development in the vicinity of active farming can also
increase the frequency of problens associated with trespass;
farm machinery, livestock, crops and farm buildings can often
be tempting targets for vandalism. Development inevitably is
accompanied by incfeased traffic congestion on local roads and
highways, thus increasing the hazards involved in moving farm

machinery in order to conduct field operations.
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Property Tax Liabilities

Property tax levies are the most important source of rev-
enue for local governments in New York. 1Increased expendi-
tures by these units of local government have generated
increasingly large tax liabilities for agriculture. Unlike
other industrial'sectors, farm operators have few, if any,
opportunities to shift higher Property tax bills forward to
consumers through higher prices for raw farm commodities or
backwards through more favorable prices for pProduction inputs.

Tax increases on farm real estate can be particularly
abrupt in localities influenced by urban growth and develop-
ment. Assessments on open land in these situations can be
increased to reflect its value in a developed use. Tax rates
can also increase as local elected officials strive to obtain
the revenues needegd to fund expanding needs for public goods
and services. Tax lev1es in these 51tuatlons are sometimes
thought to be large enough to induce direct conversion of
farmland to a developed use or idle it Prematurely while
development opportunities continue to ripen,

Criticism of the pProperty tax persists despite legislated
efforts to reduce the tax burden on farm real estate. Cur-
rently, new farm improvements are exempted from tax 1ev1es for
a ten-year period. 1In addition, New York's agricultural dis-
trict law provides that qualified farmland owners can apply
for an exemption on that part of the value of their land that

is attributable to speculative or developmental purposes,
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Landownership and Control

Throughout New York, farm consolidation and expansion in
farm size have been accompanied by a decrease in the incidence
of full ownership -- a situation where the farm operator owns
all the land operated as a farm. Currently, about 55 percent
of New York farmland is operated by part owners; one-fifth of
all farmland is owned by individuals or corporations who do
not operate a farm (U.S. Department of Commerce).

Although empirical evidence is limited, the pattern of
farmland rental and the characteristics of nonfarm landlords
appear to vary along a gradient of distance to New York's
larger central cities, For example, Bryant studied farm
rental and sale markets in Wayne County {(near Rochester) and
found that the number of farm operators who depend on rented
land is inﬁersely related to distance to the central city.
That study also implied that about 95 percent of all owners of
rented farmland in Wayne County were either rural nonfarm res-
idents or absentee ownhers.

Cchanges in the composition of landownership in urbanizing
situations means that the commercial farmers who remain must
gain access to increasing amounts of land via land rental mar-
kets. They must negotiate these arrangements with landlords
who often have limited familiarity with production agriculture

and uncertain planning horizons for the use of their land.

Comments
several conclusions follow from the previous discussion

and provide some basis for debating new priorities for



20
state-sponsored farmlang Protection initiatives. Rural
population growth in New York has been a reality for many
decades. There is little reason to believe that the influx of
population intg areas once rural will abate in the foreseeable
future. Population growth and attendant employment expansion
induces cohversion of farmland to new, developed uses and can
produce debilitating side-effects for the farm businesses that
remain. |

Yet, after more than 300 years of settlement, less than
10 percent of New York's land area is built-up to accommodate
urban and trénsportation uses. 1In fact, urban development has
accounted for only a small fraction of the land rezgzzslse «
agricultural uses since the turn of the century. The bulk of
the acreage released is obsolete for farming purposes and has
reverted to natural cover after remaining idle for many years,
It is now classified as forestland. Reduced agricultural land
use has principally come in the wake of major structural
adjustments in the New York farm sector. These structural
adjustments have, for the most part, condentrated commercigl
farming on land which is best suited to crop production and
the most responszive to technological advances in a modern
agriculture. Impressive increases in productivity have been
realized for land remaining in farm use.

Looking to the future, it also seems clear that a frac-
tion of the State's current farmland base is at risk because
it is situated near corridors of urban expansion and is, due

to its physical and topographical features, prone to future
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development. Research has consistently shown that development
is tilted toward land devoted to a crop use.

T+ should also be emphasized that the vulnerability of
good farmland to outright conversion is greatly affected by
factors at ﬁork in the farm sector and in the wider economy.
In general, the stage is set for such land use changes when
the farm economy is plagued by low incomes and sluggish demand
for raw fafm commodities and when the nonfarm economy is
expanding. predictions are dangerous, put much of the 1980
decade has been characterized by just such conditions -- stag-
nant farm incomes and expansion in the nonfarm sector of the
New York economy. These conditions tend to disadvantage poli-
cies and programs designed to encourage the maintenance of
farmland in its current use.

Equally significant ijs the fact that the economic health
of New York agriculture is largely determined by its competi-
tive position in regional and national markets for farm com=
modities and by farm policies enacted by the U.S. congress.
These considerations are almost entirely beyond the scope of
state and local programs and policies for rural land use.

This means that such policies, regardless of the gkill demon-
strated in their design, do not necessarily secure the future
of New York agriculture.

Conversely, the vitality of agriculture iz dependent upon
guick and ready access to high-quality 1and resources. FPro-
grams and policies which facilitate these arrangements are to

the advantage of all New York citizens. A challenge is to
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fashion effective policies for growth management -- programs
which accommodate the State's very real needs for housing and
economic development without compromising prospects for a

dynamic and competitive agriculture.
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