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to the allocation of a portion of this
grant, to the study embodied in this
report.

In consultation with the
Dutchess County Cooperative
Extension Service, the Dutchess
County Planning Department, the
Dutchess Land Conservancy, and
leading county farmers, it was
determined that as the county's
agriculture responds to changing
demographics and economic shifts,
the needs of the farm community, as
well as its personality, wilt undergo
dramatic changes. Being able to
anticipate what the future holds for
farming in the county - the size of the
farm sector, crops to be grown, land
ownership - would allow resources,
public and private, to be targeted to
programs, policies, and initiatives to
support the changing face
and needs of agriculture.

To contribute to this goal, AFT
endeavored to compile a portion of
the background data necessary to
assess the future of agriculture in
Dutchess County. Therefore, this
report supplies the results of a survey
of farmers conducted in the Dutchess
County towns of Red Hook and
Northeast. The objective of the
survey was to gather the opinions of
active farmers regarding future
trends and directions for agriculture
in the county. The farmers were
surveyed, in person, about their own
business plans, their thoughts on the
next generation of county farmers,
threats to local agriculture, and what

INTRODUCTION

I n 1985, the American
A Farmland Trust (AFT)

gratefully accepted a grant from
the Highwinds Foundation of
Mount Kisco, New York to devote
special attention to projects in
the Hudson Valley region. Long
known for its scenic beauty and
importance as an avenue of
commerce, the Hudson Valley
has supported a productive
agricultural industry as well.
Good soils, a hospitable climate,
and proximity to urban markets
have contributed to a thriving
agriculture. Recently, however,
the valley's beauty and closeness
to the New York metropolitan
area have spawned an increase
in population and economic
growth. This growth, coupled
with a changing farm economy,
has raised serious concerns over
the future of the region's agricul-
ture. The support of the
Highwinds Foundation has
afforded AFT the opportunity to
focus on some of these concerns.

In implementing the
challenge presented by the
Highwinds Foundation's grant,
AFT sought the advice of local
agriculture and community
leaders to suggest how these
resources might best be used to
address agricultural issues in
the valley. Discussions with
leaders in Dutchess County led



programs would benefit agriculture
in the future.

The towns of Red Hook and
Northeast, located in the northern
end of the county, represent a cross-
section of the type of farmers and
farms operating in the county. Red
Hook is primarily an area of diver-
sified, smaller farms growing fruits
and vegetables. Northeast is home
to dairy farms; the predominant
type of agriculture in Dutchess
County.

This survey does not pretend
to be a comprehensive study of the
thoughts and opinions of the agri-
cultural community throughout
Dutchess County. It is rather a
snapshot of the county's farm popu-
lation. Fifty-three farmers in the
two towns were identified; thirty-two
agreed to be interviewed. This is not
a scientific survey but rather a
coalescing of thoughts, ideas, and
concerns garnered during kitchen
meetings with each farmer; some
lasting up to three hours.

It is our hope that the opin-
ions of those interviewed, as a repre-
sentative sample of farmers in the
county, will help direct future local,
county, and state policies and pro-
grams to promote and support a
continuing productive and stable
agricultural economy in Dutchess
County.
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BACKGROUND/
SETTING

L
ocated in the "heart" of
the Hudson River Valley,

Dutchess County is comprised
of 20 towns 130 municipali-
ties) totaling 825 square
miles, including 20 square
miles of the Hudson River.
The county is bordered to the
north by Columbia County,
the State of Connecticut to the
east, Putnam County to the
south, and to the west by the
Hudson River.

The area is graced with
an attractive and varied
landscape, which supports a
diverse mix of urban centers,
rural villages and hamlets,
and scattered farmsteads.
Reflective of this diversity in
land uses and types, the
county's economy is a mixture
of agriculture, industrial /
manufacturing interests, and
service-oriented businesses.

The county's scenic
amenities and high quality of
life, along with its close prox-
imity to the New York metro-
politan area, have contributed
to an economic prosperity and
growth that threaten to dimin-
ish the very qualities of the
area that have made it so
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attractive. Since the 1950's, the
county's population has grown
dramatically, increasing by 80
percent between 1950 and 1980,
from 136,781 to 245,055. Cur-
rent estimates predict a popula-
tion of 326,000 by the year
2010.

This population growth
and accompanying economic ex-
pansion has begun to take its
toll on the county's land base.
The Dutchess County Planning
Department estimates that in
recent years close to 1,800 acres
of forests and farmlands per
year have been converted to resi-
dential, commercial, or indus-
trial uses. As an indicator of
this transition, the number of
housing units in Dutchess
County increased by 25.6 per-
cent, from 69,126 to 86,852,
over the ten-year period of 1970
to 1980.

The county is conveniently
linked to the greater metropoli-
tan area by the Taconic State
Parkway, Interstate 84, and
commuter rail service along the
Hudson River. Approximately
17,000 workers commute to jobs
outside Dutchess County, com-
pared to 15,500 workers that
enter the county for employ-
ment. Within the county, 33%
of the labor force is employed in

"Business / Repair / Profes-
sional / Recreational" indus-
tries, followed by 28% in "Manu-
facturing" and 17% in "Whole-
sale & Retail Trade".

Agriculture in Dutchess
County is characterized by a
wide variety of farms, both in
size and products. This diver-
sity includes traditional dairy
farms, fruit and vegetable
operations, livestock farms such
as sheep and beef, and new
pursuits including horse farms
and wineries. The county's agri-
culture industry generated ap-
proximately $44.0 million from
the direct sale of farm products
in 1984.

The region's varied climate
and topography gives some ex-
planation for the wealth of
agriculture found in Dutchess
County. Shielded by the Cat-
skill Mountains to the west and
northwest, and tempered by the
maritime influences of the
Atlantic Ocean, the area enjoys
a moderate climate with favor-
able temperatures and sufficient
rainfall for agriculture. The
presence of the Hudson River
has the localized effect of
extending the growing season in
a narrow band along its shores.
This results in adding approxi-
mately 10 days on both ends of



production along the major stream
valleys and throughout the north-
ern and eastern communities.

Dairy farming is the predomi-
nant agricultural pursuit in Dutch-
ess County with dairy products
typically accounting for over one-
half of the total agricultural com-
modities produced by county
farmers. The dairy industry, which
experienced a slight increase in the
number of farms in the early
1980's, has seen the loss of 46
farms since 1982. Twelve of those
farms were involved in the U.S.
Department of Agriculture's Dairy
Termination Program instituted in
1986.

The livestock industry,
including dairy, contributed close
to $34.0 million (77%) to the
county's total value of agricultural
products in 1984. This represents
a 65% increase over 1974 figures.
Horse farming, which is also
included in this total, added
significantly to this sharp upsurge.
Due to a combination of New York
State incentives and proximity to
major race tracks, the number of
horse farms throughout Dutchess
County has been on the increase.
Beef farming has also been on the
rise in the county. In 1986,
Dutchess County ranked second
among all New York counties in the
number of head of beef cows.

the frost-free season in the
western part of the county.

Topographically, the
county can be roughly divided
into two regions. The area to
the west of the Taconic State
Parkway is characterized by
numerous small hills, 20 to
300 feet in height, sloping
down to the Hudson River.
The region to the east of the
parkway, by comparison, is
much rougher with higher
hills, 500 to 1,000 feet in
height. Agricultural activity in
Dutchess County is concen-
trated in the numerous inter-
vening valleys on the deepest,
most productive soils.

The soils of Dutchess
County are predominantly of
glacial origin. The USDA Soil
Conservation Service estimates
that at one time 15% of the
county was covered by prime
agricultural soils and 32% of
the area was covered by soils
classified as important for
agricultural production. Al-
though it is estimated that
upwards of 50% of the county's
best agricultural soils have
been lost to development,
significant concentrations of
prime and important soils
remain in agricultural



Fruit and vegetable
farming represented, on
average, approximately 11% of
the total value of agricultural
products produced in Dutchess
County over the 5-year period
of 1980-1984. Most of the
county's fruit and vegetable
farms are concentrated in the
Towns of Red Hook and
LaGrange.

Participation of county
farmers in New York State's
Agricultural District Law has
been very high. In 1986, the
county's farmers enrolled over
100,000 acres of the county's
farmland in the program.

Red Hook and Northeast

The northern Dutchess
County towns of Red Hook and
Northeast represent a micro-
cosm of the types of farms and
farm landscapes present in the
county. Red Hook, situated
along the Hudson River in the
gentler landscape of the west-
ern half of the county, is home
to a diverse mix of agricultural
pursuits. With fruit and
vegetable farms predominating,
Red Hook also supports a few
dairy, sheep, and beef farms.
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In contrast, Northeast,
located in the eastern highlands
of Dutchess County, is a solid
dairy town. A full one-third of the
dairy farms in the county are
found in the town of Northeast.

Although experiencing some
changes, both towns can be
described as having a strong agri-
cultural presence. Red Hook
currently has 2,818 acres in-
cluded in a county agricultural
district. This represents 12% of
the town's total area. Northeast
has 16,669 acres included in the
agricultural district program.
This is the highest total for any
single town in the county and
represents 60% of the town's total
area.

Both towns have experi-
enced an increase in the non-
farm growth evident throughout
the county; growth that raises
concerns over the future of agri-
culture in these towns and in the
county. Looking at population
and housing statistics as indica-
tors of growth, Red Hook
experienced 10.6 and 23.2
percent increases, respectively,
from 1970 to 1980. Over the
same period, Northeast saw a
5.4% increase in population and a
13.9% increase in housing.
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SURVEY RESULTS

Red Hook

f 24 farmers identified in
%-or Red Hook, 15 responded

to our survey. Seven of these
farmers produce vegetables and
/ or fruits (orchards); 3 grow
forage crops for sale to either
local dairy farmers or to horse
owners; 2 are dairy farmers; 2
raise beef and / or hogs; and 1
farmer raises sheep.

All but 3 of the respon-
dents are long-time owners of
their farms (10+ years) with 6 of
the farms being in the current
owner's family for 30 or more
years. The farms in Red Hook
are predominantly 100 to 200
acres in size.

With the exception of the
dairy and sheep farmers, all
farmers surveyed rely on local
or retail markets to sell all or a
portion of their products. In
addition, over half of the re-
spondents market a portion of
their products on a wholesale
basis either in-county or, in a
number of cases, to markets or
packagers out of Dutchess
County and New York State.

Equipment, feed and
other supplies were all readily

available from local dealers within
Dutchess County. A few relied on
establishments located in Colum-
bia County.

When applicable, the princi-
pal sources of operating and land
credit were the Farm Credit Serv-
ice and USDA Farmers Home Ad-
ministration. A few farmers bor-
rowed from local, private lending
institutions.

All but 3 respondents'
incomes are supplemented, to
varying degrees (5% - 99% of total
income), by off-farm income.

When questioned as to their
intent (or a family member's) to
continue their farm operations for
at least another 5 years, all but
one farmer (who was uncertain re-
garding his future) responded
positively. Many commented on
how they enjoy the work and the
lifestyle, although a few expressed
concern regarding development
and financial pressures.

Property taxes, low profits,
and a lack of quality farm labor
were identified as the three major
threats to agriculture in Red Hook.
As to whether or not agriculture
has a future in Red Hook and
Dutchess County, 7 farmers





responded negatively and 8 posi-
tively. A majority of Red Hook
farmers who see a future for
farming in Dutchess County
believe it lies in small, privately
owned farms, raising diversified
crops (vegetables and fruits).

A majority of the Red Hook
farmers would consider shifting to
a new crop if there was an oppor-
tunity for higher profits. However,
the initial cost of such a switch
was identified by most as being
the major obstacle to such a move.

The need for more local
markets (i.e. farmers markets) was
noted by many of the farmers sur-
veyed. In addition, most of the re-
spondents indicated an interest in
producing and marketing their
own value-added products if it
could be shown to be profitable.

The Red Hook farmers
identified the state's Agricultural
District Law and resulting
use-value taxation, the need for
greater marketing and promo-
tional efforts, and the identifica-
tion of new markets as the three
most important incentives to
ensure a sound future for agricul-
ture in Red Hook and Dutchess
County. All but one farmer indi-
cated that their farms are located
in an agricultural district and are,
therefore, taxed at use-value.

Other incentives identified
were strong right-to-farm guar-
antees, responsible planning
and zoning, and educational
programs on new crops and
marketing techniques.

Finally, in their closing
comments a number of farmers
expressed concern regarding
low profits and high costs (i.e.
taxes), and the fact that in-
creased development pressures
are making farming more
difficult and expensive. The
need for new markets for their
products and direct marketing
was emphasized, as was the
importance of a public educa-
tion campaign to enlighten the
county's non-farm population to
the benefits and importance of
farming to the local economy
and quality of life.

Northeast

Of 29 farmers identified in
Northeast, 17 responded to our
survey. Unlike Red Hook,
where there is a diversity of
farming operations, all but 2 of
the responding farmers in
Northeast are dairy farmers.
One farmer raises beef and
lambs, and one grows forage
crops for sale to local dairy
farmers.
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All but 4 of the respondents
are long-time owners of their farms
(10+ years), 6 of the farms having
been in the current owners' families
for 30 or more years. The farms in
Northeast, being mostly dairy, are
on average larger than those in Red
Hook (200 to 400 or more acres).

Most of the hay and feed corn
grown by Northeast's fanners goes
to support their dairy operations.
However, a few of the respondents
indicated that some of their hay is
sold to local horse owners. In
addition, two farmers raise breeding
stock; one raises beef and lambs for
meat and wool for local sale; and,
one has a roadside stand at which
he sells corn and pumpkins. All of
the farmers responding sell their
milk to the Agrimark milk coopera-
tive.

Equipment, feed and other
supplies were all readily available
from local dealers in Dutchess
County. A few relied on establish-
ments in Columbia County and
across the state line in Connecticut.

When applicable, the predomi-
nant source of operating credit was
with the Farm Credit Service.

In contrast to the farmers in
Red Hook, only two Northeast farm-
ers supplement their income with
off-farm income.

Most of the farmers
questioned (73%) intend to
remain in farming for at least
another 5 years. Of the 4
farmers who indicated that they
are not going to continue
farming; age, debt obligation,
attractive offers of purchase,
and inability to purchase
additional needed land, were
listed as contributing factors.
All but one of these farmers
intends to sell their farm for
development purposes.

Only one of the farmers
surveyed applied to the USDA
Dairy Termination Program.
Their bid was unsuccessful.
Reaction to the program was
mixed. Some farmers felt that it
has had a positive effect on milk
surpluses, though many see it
as only a short-term remedy.
One farmer considered the
program to have been a 'grace-
ful out" for some dairy farmers,
and one commented that it
forced a lot of dairy fanners to
think of new farming ventures.

Low profits, property taxes,
and lack of quality farm labor
were listed by the Northeast
farmers as the major threats to
agriculture. High feed and seed
costs, and pressure from real
estate developers were cited as
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contributing factors.

As to whether or not
agriculture has a future in
Northeast and Dutchess County,
the farmers surveyed were
almost evenly split, though a few
more believe that there is a
future for farming in Dutchess
County than believe Northeast's
agricultural industry will survive.
Increased development and
accompanying problems (i.e.
nuisance complaints, increased
traffic, contamination of residen-
tial wells by agricultural pesti-
cides) were cited as potential
threats to Northeast's agricul-
tural industry. As in Red Hook,
most believe that if there is a
future for agriculture in the
county, it lies in small, privately
owned farms raising diversified
crops. A few also expressed a
belief that there will be a shift to
smaller-scale dairy operations.

A majority of the farmers
surveyed indicated that they
would consider shifting to a new
crop if there was an opportunity
for higher profits, though the
high initial cost of such a move
was identified by most as a
potential obstacle. Those
farmers who would not consider
such a shift cited their age and a
desire to remain in dairying as
reasons.

A need for local milk
processing facilities and farm
cooperatives was noted by a
number of Northeast farmers. In
addition, a majority of farmers
surveyed indicated an interest in
producing and marketing their
own value-added products if it
could be shown to be profitable.

As in Red Hook, the state's
Agricultural District Law and
resulting use-value taxation, and
marketing and promotional
efforts were high on the list of the
most important incentives to
ensure a sound future for
agriculture in their town and
county. Responsible local plan-
ning and zoning rounded-out the
priority list.

Other important needs or
incentives identified for a healthy
agricultural industry in Northeast
and Dutchess County were
stronger right-to-farm guarantees
and a continued commitment to
vocational agriculture education.

Finally, all but two of the
Northeast farmers surveyed
indicated that they have no
regrets about having pursued a
farming career and that they
would do it all over again. "It's a
good life" was a typical comment.
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Common Themes

In general, the survey shows
a strong commitment on the part of
the farmers surveyed to agriculture
and the lifestyle it affords.
However, this commitment is
tempered by the realization that
low profits, high operating costs,
lack of quality farm labor, and
development pressures pose
serious threats to their industry.

Although a majority of
farmers in both Red Hook and
Northeast believe there is a future
for farming in Dutchess County,
most feel it lies in small, privately
owned farms growing a diversity of
crops (vegetables, fruits, beef, etc).
A majority of the farmers surveyed
would consider shifting to a new
crop and / or producing and
marketing their own value-added
products if such a move could be
shown to be profitable. However,
most consider the high initial cost
of such a shift prohibitive.

New York's Agricultural
District Law and its resulting
benefits (i.e. use-value taxation and
right-to-farm guarantees) were
overwhelmingly identified by the
survey's participants as being very
important to the continued viability
of agriculture in Dutchess County.
In addition, marketing and

promotion, the development of
new markets, and responsible
planning and zoning were
highlighted as necessary to a
secure future for the county's
agriculture.

The availability of equip-
ment, supplies, or feed and seed
was not a major concern.
Support services are for the
most part available readily and
locally. This, along with the
strong commitment to the Agri-
cultural District Law, suggests a
stable farm economy for the
moment. The number of farms
in these two towns, along with
the land in production and
related agricultural services,
seem to strike that slim balance
or critical mass necessary to
support a healthy agricultural
economy.

The farmers expressed a
number of concerns related to
an increase in non-farm devel-
opment in their areas. These
ranged from the threat of
nuisance suits and other
residential complaints, to van-
dalism, to direct pressure to
sell. The problem with finding
quality farm labor could be
related to a shift in these
communities to a non-
agricultural economy.
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To address these concerns,
the farmers identified such items
as local planning and zoning
responsive to the needs of
agriculture, right-to-farm protec-
tions, and an educational cam-
paign to inform a growing non-farm
population of the needs and impor-
tance of local agriculture. Many
farmers, especially in Northeast,
expressed an interest in a purchase
of development rights program
similar to those in place in
Connecticut and Massachusetts as
representing a viable alternative to
traditional development.

Finally, there was general
agreement that educational
programs to support agriculture in
the future will be important.

OBSERVATIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

A s much as our discussions
with the farmers in the towns

of Red Hook and Northeast can
reflect future agricultural trends in
Dutchess County, a few general
observations and recommendations
can be made.

1 .	It is clear that continued
support for the presence of
agricultural districts in the county
is imperative. The current protec-
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tions for farming and use-value
taxation guaranteed under the
Agricultural District Law are
strong incentives for the agricul-
tural community. There is a need
to further strengthen the law
to provide greater right-to- farm
guarantees and protections from
unwanted land uses (i.e. landfills,
utility transmission corridors,
etc.) within districts.

2. The need was identified to
explore new markets for the
area's agriculture, both for
currently produced products
and new products. Identifica-
tion of new, profitable
markets could influence current
farmers to consider shifts in
their operations. The benefit /
costs of such a shift would be the
limiting factor for today's genera-
tion of farmers. However, the
potential for any new agricultural
ventures in the county would
depend on the existence of new
market opportunities.

Encourage the establish-
ment of farm cooperatives to
better market and distribute
locally-grown agricultural
products.

To promote the development
of new farming operations, a local
source of grants and low-interest
loans should be explored. These
monies could not only be used to

assist farmers with starting new
ventures but could also be used
to attract new agriculturally-
related industries to the county.

Hand-in-hand with the
development of new markets
would go educational programs
on new cropping and marketing
techniques.

3. Efforts at the county and
local levels to promote Dutchess
County agriculture should
augment any state promotional
programs. Further efforts to
promote the tourism value of the
county's farms and farm
products should be encouraged.

4. To address the growing
concerns over non-farm develop-
ment in the county and its
impact on agriculture, energy
should be devoted to promoting
local planning and zoning that is
responsive to the needs of the
farm community. A broad
campaign to educate the
non-farm population in Dutchess
County on the importance of
agriculture economically,
culturally and scenically, should
be undertaken. This should
include education on the
mechanics of farming in an
effort to avoid conflicts with
the residential sector.

16



New owners of residential
units in agricultural areas
should be formally apprised of
the presence of agricultural
operations. This notice will serve
to inform them of the rights of
their farm neighbors and exis-
tence of state and local laws
protecting farm operations. A
package of educational materials
for residential owners should be
considered.

In an attempt to head-off
rising land values and to offer an
alternative to development, the
establishment of a countywide
purchase of development rights
(PDR) program should be consid-
ered. The existence of a PDR
program will not only protect
valuable farmland but will
provide capital to local farmers
to improve and expand their
operations, and, quite possibly,
provide the financing necessary
to shift to new crops and tech-
niques.

5. In recognition of an increas-
ing number of non-farm owners
of farmland, a campaign should
be initiated to inform these new
landowners of the importance of
keeping farmland in production,
of the importance of good soil
conservation practices, and to
encourage these new owners to
make their land available to the
farm community through long-
term leases.

6. Continued support for
agricultural education programs
should be encouraged. This
includes educational support for
farmers, programs for the non-
farm community, and vocational
agriculture.

7. To address the difficulty of
finding quality farm labor,
a countywide clearinghouse
to match laborers with
farmers should be considered.
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Copies of the actual questionnaire used for
this report are available upon request.
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