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Vermont — STATE PROGRAM 
Statewide program — Formed in 1987 — (Franklin County information illustrates local planning 
patterns.) — researched by Teri Ptacek 
 
OVERVIEW — The Vermont Housing and Conservation Board (VHCB) is unique in combining in 
one agency and under a single state law the multiple purposes of farmland protection, 
affordable housing, natural resource protection, and historic preservation. In acquiring 
agricultural easements, VHCB partners with the Vermont Department of Agriculture and other 
entities, especially the statewide Vermont Land Trust and other nonprofits. The state provides 
funds and oversight, and the other agencies acquire, manage, and co-hold the easements. The 
Vermont program was the first in the nation to receive federal dollars for easements under the 
1990 pilot Farms for the Future program. The funding of some acquisitions is assisted by 
mitigation funds from the urban development of farmland. Franklin County is one of the two top 
areas of the state in easement activity.  
 
EASEMENT ACTIVITY — 100,651 agricultural acres on 318 parcels. Most easements are co-held 
by the Vermont Land Trust or the Upper Valley Land Trust. The largest easement 
concentrations are in the Champlain Valley, including Franklin County with 37,600 agricultural 
acres under easement. 5,183 easement acres were acquired with the assistance of mitigation 
funds. Dairy farms make up the bulk of the farmland protected statewide. 
Goals: No specific program goals. 
Other Easement Programs: More than 300,000 acres of all types are protected through state 
funding. Statewide and regional land trusts also hold easements funded by other sources. The 
Vermont Land Trust holds more than 400,000 easement acres of woodland, resource and 
agricultural lands.  
 
FUNDING 
Acquisition Spending to Date: $56.8 million by VHCB on agricultural easements.  
Revenues: 68 percent from state funds and the remainder from federal funds—the pilot Farms 
for the Future in 1993–1995 and since 1996, the Federal Farmland Protection Program. State 
funds come mainly from a property transfer tax which generates about $2.5 million annually for 
farmland protection. Not included in the spending total above are approximately $15 million in 
foundation support and private fundraising and $4.8 million in the value of landowner donations. 
Approximately $1 million has been received from developers since 1991as mitigation for the 
conversion of 634 agricultural acres in 58 projects—the funds are applied with other dollars to 
place easements on farms in the same areas.  
Other Arrangements: The VHCB has spent more than $142 million for all its programs.  
 
GOVERNANCE — The VHCB has nine members—five citizens appointed by the Governor and 
four heads of state agencies. The VHCB’s Agricultural Committee and a six-member 
Agricultural Advisory Committee, appointed by the Commissioner of Agriculture, are involved in 
the detailed review of easement applications.  
 
STAFF AND OPERATING BUDGET — Three full-time persons work on the farmland protection 
program out of a total VHCB staff of almost 30 persons. The annual operating budget for 
farmland protection is about $275,000.  
 
ORIGINS — The Vermont Housing and Conservation Trust Fund Act in 1987 established the 
VHCB and its multiple programs. This legislation was promoted by a coalition of advocates for 
affordable housing, conservation and historic preservation. An initial $3 million supported the 
program, which was augmented the following year with a legislative appropriation of $20 million.  

Data are for 2002 unless otherwise indicated. 161 
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ACQUISITION PROCESS AND STRATEGY — Landowner applications are sponsored by a state 
agency or land trust. The VHCB conducts a two-stage review process, pre-application and full-
application. The Vermont Land Trust also has criteria for determining which applications to 
sponsor. In applying the numerous qualitative criteria noted below, the review bodies exercise 
full discretion. 
Rating of Parcels: Not quantitative, see below. 
Other Criteria: Minimum eligibility include parcels actively farmed, conformance with local 
plans, and easement sale price under $1,400 per acre. The full review has these priorities, in 
order of relative importance and with multiple factors in each category: (1) Land resource, (2) 
Location, (3) Farm Infrastructure and (4) Management. Consideration is also given to other 
preservation goals and to leveraging other funds.  
 
CONNECTIONS TO LOCAL PLANNING AND LAND USE POLICIES — Local planning and land use 
policies are town functions. Other than asking for letters of support from local governments, 
there are no formal connections between the state easement program and local land use and 
policies. In Franklin County, every town has a comprehensive plan and zoning ordinance, 
usually supportive of farming. 
Zoning: Varies statewide, with some towns lacking zoning. Typical zoning density in rural areas 
is one unit to two acres. 
 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
2000 Population: 608,827 statewide (45,417 Franklin County population) 
1990–2000 Population Change: +46,069; +8 percent statewide (+5,437, +13.6 percent 
Franklin County) 
  
AGRICULTURAL LAND 
1.2 million acres statewide: Approximately half is cropland. Franklin County has 190,215 acres, 
half in cropland. 
Conversion to Urban Use: 4,800 acres from 1992–1997. (National Resource Inventory) 
 
OTHER AGRICULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS 
1997 Market Value: $476 million statewide; $99.6 million Franklin County 
Number of Farms: 5,828 
Principal Commodities: Dairy, cattle and calves 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MAP NARRATIVE — EASEMENT GEOGRAPHY 
Most state-funded easements have been acquired by the Vermont Land Trust, as identified on 
the map. The majority of protected farms are in the western Champlain Valley, particularly in 
Addison and Franklin counties, the top agricultural counties in the state. They are located south 
and north, respectively, of the urbanized Burlington area. Franklin County has significant blocks 
of contiguous easement parcels, as demonstrated in the detailed inset map. Not shown are a 
group of agricultural easements in the Connecticut River Valley in east-central Vermont put 
together by the Upper Valley Land Trust with state and other funding.  

Data are for 2002 unless otherwise indicated. 162 
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VIEW MAP: Vermont —STATE AGRICULTURAL LAND TRUST
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Virginia — VIRGINIA BEACH CITY 
Citywide program — Formed in 1995 — researched by Suzanne Heflin  
 
OVERVIEW — Virginia Beach is the only city in the United States that operates a significant 
agricultural easement program. And although it is the largest city in Virginia, with a population 
exceeding 400,000, Virginia Beach also encompasses in its borders a large agricultural area—a 
result of its incorporation 40 years ago through merger with a rural county. The Green Line, a 
sharp urban boundary, separates the northern urban area from the southern agricultural parts of 
the city. The city is running out of developable land in the urban area, however, resulting in 
pressure to build homes south of the boundary. The easement program is funded exclusively by 
local revenues and uses Installment Purchase Agreements (IPA) to purchase development 
rights. With ample funds, the program has moved quickly to acquire a significant volume of 
easements in the seven years of its existence.  
 
EASEMENT ACTIVITY — 6,346 acres in 106 properties: estimated 65 percent cropland, 30 percent 
woodland and 5 percent pasture. 
Goals: 20,000 acres in the Agricultural Reserve. 
Other Easement Programs: None within the city limits. The Navy owns land surrounding the 
Air Station that is actively farmed, however the property is not under easement. 
 
FUNDING 
Acquisition Spending to Date: Almost $13.5 million. 
Revenues: Annual appropriations from city general funds and a dedicated portion ($.015) of the 
city real estate (property) tax. The IPAs run for 25 years.  
 
GOVERNANCE — The Agriculture Reserve Program is administered by the city’s Agriculture 
Department. The program is overseen by the Virginia Beach Agricultural Advisory Commission, 
a five-member citizens board appointed by the city council.  
 
STAFF AND OPERATING BUDGET — One full-time administrator and one office assistant. The 
annual operating budget is approximately $130,000. Legal and fiscal expertise is provided the 
program by other departments of city government.  
  
ORIGINS — Organization of the Agricultural Reserve Program in 1995 was preceded by a series 
of efforts to protect the city’s farmland from development. In 1979, the Urban Service Boundary, 
the "green line", was established in response to local concerns over rapid growth and water 
shortages. An update of the city’s comprehensive plan in 1994 produced the Rural Preservation 
Plan, intended to preserve agricultural and environmental areas and that shifted standards for 
residential building in rural areas from road frontage to soil suitability for septic tanks. A major 
argument for persuading the city council in 1995 to pass the ordinance creating the Agricultural 
Reserve Program was that it would reduce public infrastructure costs.  
 
ACQUISITION PROCESS AND STRATEGY — The Advisory Commission determines the eligibility 
requirements, sets purchase priorities and advises the city council in easement 
acquisitions. The Agriculture Department reviews applications and orders appraisals for 
qualified properties. The city manager makes purchase offers and the City Council approves 
acquisitions. All acquisitions are located in the Agricultural Preserve Area south of the Green 
Line. Currently because of sufficient funds, the quantitative rating system is bypassed and 
eligible (see other criteria) applications are processed on a first come, first serve basis.  
Rating of Parcels: Quantitative. When used, the formal rating system with 100 maximum points 
gives top priority to natural resource values, farm management, agricultural quality and 
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contiguity. Development potential, development proximity, strategic location and urgency are 
given less weight.  
Other Criteria: Ten acres minimum, location below the Green Line with the exception of one 
transition area, development potential, location in certain zoning districts, not reserved for open 
space or recreational uses and absence of certain soil types. 
 
CONNECTIONS TO LOCAL PLANNING AND LAND USE POLICIES — Easement acquisitions, confined 
to the Agricultural Reserve Area south of the Green Line, complement the city’s overall growth 
policies. The line is a firm growth boundary that directs urban development to the north and 
prevents the extension of sewer and water service to the south. A transition area serves as an 
entryway to the Agricultural Reserve Area, allowing recreational use and low density housing. A 
city Open Space Program purchases easement and fee simple interest in park and open space 
areas in the northern part of the city.  
Zoning: Under the Rural Preservation Plan, zoning in the Agricultural Reserve Area (30,300 
acres south of the green line) is based on soil type—one unit to 15 acres base. Higher densities 
may be obtained with a conditional use permit under Alternative Residential Development 
provisions. The development plan must be approved and clustering is encouraged. Only three 
developers to date have obtained higher densities through this provision.  
 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
2000 Population: 425,257 
1990–2000 Population Change: + 32,168 residents; + 8 percent 
 
AGRICULTURAL LAND 
30,300 acres included in the Agricultural Reserve Area.  
Conversion to Urban Use: Comparative conversion data not available. 
 
OTHER AGRICULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS 
1997 Market Value: $13.6 million Number of Farms: 147 
Principal Commodities: Livestock, agronomic crops, fruits and vegetables 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MAP NARRATIVE — EASEMENT GEOGRAPHY 
All easements—Agricultural Reserve Properties—are located in the southern portion of the city, 
below the Urban Service Boundary or Green Line. No easements are contiguous to the line. 
The North Landing River/Intercoastal Waterway runs north-south dividing the agricultural 
Reserve area into roughly one-third to the west and two-thirds to the east. Most of the 
easements are concentrated in the western one-third of the agricultural reserve, where 
significant blocks of preserved farmland are forming. Easements located in the eastern two-
thirds of the Agricultural Reserve Area are widely dispersed. The Transition Area (green 
crosshatching) separates the Agricultural Reserve Area from the urbanized part of the city.  

Data are for 2002 unless otherwise indicated. 166 
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VIEW MAP: Virginia—VIRGINIA BEACH CITY AGRICULTURAL LAND TRUST 

Data are for 2002 unless otherwise indicated. 167 
 

http://www.aftresearch.org/PDRdatabase/va_beach.pdf


A National View of Agricultural Easement Programs:  Profiles and Maps — Report 1 — September 2003 

Data are for 2002 unless otherwise indicated. 168 
 



A National View of Agricultural Easement Programs:  Profiles and Maps — Report 1 — September 2003 

Washington — KING COUNTY 
Countywide program — Formed in 1979 — researched by Don Stuart 
 
OVERVIEW —With more than 1.7 million residents, King is the most populous county in the 
nation with a substantial agricultural easement program. The county covers 1.4 million acres, 
including the urbanized Seattle area on the west and mountains and national forest land on the 
east. County government created one of the earliest easement programs in the nation when 
voters approved a $50 million bond issue in 1979. Almost all of the funds were spent in an initial 
spurt of easement purchases in 1984–1985 that acquired more than 95 percent of all acres to 
date. Only sporadic acquisitions have taken place since then. Washington does not have a state 
government funding source for farmland protection, so virtually all of King’s purchases have 
been supported by its bond issue and other local revenues. Easements are concentrated in a 
small number of agricultural preserve districts that contain the most productive agricultural areas 
in the county. King County also has had a transfer of development rights (TDR) program since 
1993, although transfers have primarily protected forest and other nonagricultural lands.  
 
EASEMENT ACTIVITY —Approximately 13,000 acres in 196 parcels. Most easements (12,658 
acres in 187 parcels) were initially acquired in three rounds of purchases in 1984–1985, with 
few acquisitions since then. 
Goals: No specific program goals. 
Other Easement Programs: Several land trusts are focused on other open space lands. The 
county has purchased in fee and placed easements on several farms in strategic locations.  
 
FUNDING 
Acquisition Spending to Date: $58 million spent on agricultural easements. 
Revenues: Initial revenues for the program came from the original $50 million bond issue which 
was almost completely spent in 1984–1985. Acquisitions since that time have been funded by 
smaller sources, including interest funds and a portion of the Farms and Forests Initiative—a 
later bond issue. A small amount of federal funds also has been used. Landowner donated 
easements total 27 acres.  
 
GOVERNANCE — This program is staffed by the King County Department of Natural Resources 
and Parks and is treated as one of King County’s “Agriculture Programs.” A seven member 
selection committee appointed by the County Council oversaw the initial acquisition process. In 
1995, the King County Agriculture Commission was established to advise the County Council 
and Executive on ways to enhance and promote commercial agriculture in King County.   
 
STAFF AND OPERATING BUDGET — A single staff person operates the program, currently 
emphasizing stewardship activity. Information on the operating budget is not available.  
 
ORIGINS — Concerned that nearly half of the county’s farmland had been taken out of 
production in the previous 20 years, a Farmlands Study Committee was appointed in 1976 by 
the county government. The Committee recommended a purchase of development rights (PDR) 
program. With the strong support of the elected County Executive, a bond issue was put before 
the voters. It took three elections before the required 60 percent voter majority, with a minimum 
turnout of 40 percent of the last general election, was achieved. The measure, providing $50 
million in bond money, passed in November 1979. In the meantime, the King County Office of 
Agriculture, created to administer the program, designated priority zones for easement 
acquisitions. Litigation held up the first acquisitions until 1984. An initial TDR program for just 
the county’s unincorporated areas was adopted in 1993. A more expansive TDR arrangement 
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that included receiving areas in cities was formed as a pilot activity in 1998 and made 
permanent in 2001.  
 
ACQUISITION PROCESS AND STRATEGY — From the first, the program has used non-quantitative 
discretionary factors to review applications and has emphasized geographical targeting. The 
focus is on a small number of Agricultural Production Districts, defining the most productive 
agricultural lands and created through the county’s planning process at the outset of the 
program. Three area-based priorities were initially established: (1) Farmland located within the 
Sammamish, Lower Green and Upper Green River Valley Agricultural Production Districts; (2) 
Farmland in designated areas of the Snoqualmie Valley and the Enumclaw Plateau, and 1,500 
acres in other areas in parcels larger than 40 contiguous acres; and (3) All other farmland within 
established agriculture districts and designated agricultural lands of county significance. In the 
first two acquisition rounds, only properties of the first and second priorities were considered. All 
three priorities were considered in the third round. The County Agriculture Commission 
evaluates applications and purchase decisions are approved by the County Council.  
Rating of Parcels: Not quantitative, see below. 
Other Criteria: Priority is also given to offers below appraised value, active agricultural use, 
relative development threat, parcels in contiguous farming areas and service as urban 
separators.  
 
CONNECTIONS TO LOCAL PLANNING AND LAND USE POLICIES — Pertinent county policies include 
an Urban Growth Boundary (encompassing 460 square miles of the county’s total of more than 
2,000 square miles) and a requirement in the Comprehensive Plan that land taken out of an 
Agricultural Production District through city annexation be replaced within the district by land of 
equal or better agricultural value. Agricultural easements in some locations have blocked city 
expansion in certain directions. 
Zoning: In agricultural districts, residential densities are one unit to 10 acres (1:10) for parcels 
under 35 acres and 1:35 for larger parcels.  
PDR Arrangements: Sending parcels are in agricultural or other rural areas and receiving 
parcels are in unincorporated urban areas or within specific city areas covered by county-city 
agreements. The county funds a TDR bank and also can pay for community amenities to 
compensate for the increased densities created in receiving areas.  
 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
2000 Population: 1,737,034  
1990–2000 Population Change: +229,729 residents; +15 percent 
 
AGRICULTURAL LAND  
41,653 acres: 58 percent cropland 
Conversion to Urban Use: Comparative conversion data not available. 
 
OTHER AGRICULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS 
1997 Market Value: $94 million Number of Farms: 1,091 
Principal Commodities: Dairy products, nursery and greenhouse crops, cattle 
 
 
MAP NARRATIVE — EASEMENT GEOGRAPHY  
Easements are highly concentrated in the Agriculture Protection Districts located in the 
Sammamish River, Snoqualmie River, Lower Green River, Upper Green River and Enumclaw 
Plateau areas. Contiguous easement blocks flank scenic highways in the Snoqualmie and 
Upper Green districts. 

Data are for 2002 unless otherwise indicated. 170 
 



A National View of Agricultural Easement Programs:  Profiles and Maps — Report 1 — September 2003 

 
 
 
 
 

VIEW MAP: Washington—KING AGRICULTURAL LAND TRUST
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Washington — SAN JUAN COUNTY 
Countywide program — Formed in 1990 — researched by Don Stuart and Al Sokolow  
 
OVERVIEW — Located at the northwestern corner of the State of Washington, San Juan is a 
county of four major islands and many smaller ones to the north of the Juan de Fuca Strait that 
connects Puget Sound with the Pacific Ocean. It is the smallest county in the state in area, with 
less than 175 square miles, and one of the smallest in population. Relatively isolated—Seattle is 
an hour and a half away by ferry—San Juan is a destination for retirement and recreation 
seekers. Protecting farmland is one of several preservation purposes of the county 
government's Citizens Conservation Land Bank, that also include lands of scenic, natural 
resource, recreational and historic values. Both easements and fee purchase properties are 
acquired by the Land Bank, using only local funds including a voter approved property transfer 
tax. The Land Bank actively seeks citizen views through public forums and other vehicles.  
 
EASEMENT ACTIVITY — 1,027 agricultural acres on nine parcels, primarily used for cattle and 
sheep grazing. The total for all preservation purposes is about 1,700 easement acres on 26 
parcels. Farm easements, at an average of 114 acres, are larger than other easements, many 
of which are valued for their shoreline frontage. Fee purchased properties total 950 acres in 26 
parcels. Some are agricultural properties—the program's intention is to sell these to farm 
operators with easements on them. 
Goals: No specific program goals. 
Other Easement Programs: In addition to the county's Farmland Legacy Program, the San 
Juan Preservation Trust, established in the 1970s and operating in three counties, also acquires 
easements on agricultural lands, although generally for visual and natural resource use. An 
estimated 800 easement acres acquired by the trust in San Juan County are in active 
agricultural use.  
Total Agricultural Easements in County: Approximately 1,800 acres. 
 
FUNDING 
Acquisition Spending to Date: $1.8 million on agricultural easements—$2.6 million for all 
easements. Agricultural easement costs have averaged about $1,800 per acre. The bulk of the 
program's funds—$16 million—has been spent on fee purchases at an average cost of about 
$16,800 per acre.  
Revenues: Relying exclusively on local funds, the program has two major revenue sources: (1) 
a 1 percent real estate excise tax (a property transfer tax) which generates about $1.7 million 
annually; and (2) a local option property tax, allowed by state law as the "Conservation Futures" 
tax, which produces about $200,000 a year. Voters, by almost a 60 percent majority, approved 
the 1 percent tax for 12 years in 1990 at the start of the program, renewing it in 1990 by a 73 
percent majority for a second 12-year period. Eight easements have been acquired through 
landowner donations.  
Other Arrangements: A first-time bond issue of $5 million was approved by the Board of 
County Commissioners in the fall of 2002 to accelerate the pace of acquisitions. 25 percent of 
projected annual revenues from the dedicated taxes are committed to retire the bonds. 
 
GOVERNANCE — Oversight of the program is in the hands of the citizens Land Bank Commission 
composed of seven members appointed for four-year terms by the elected County Board of 
Commissioners. Members represent the four main islands. The program's staff is a separate 
unit within county government and reports to the elected board. 
 
STAFF AND OPERATING BUDGET — Three staff members—Executive Director, Land Steward and 
Program Assistant. The annual operating budget is about $170,000.  
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ORIGINS — Rapid new home construction in the late 1980s stimulated citizen interest in 
additional land conservation measures, especially the possibility of securing a public source of 
funds to complement the work of the nonprofit San Juan Preservation Trust. Several persons 
traveled to the east to investigate easement programs in that region. The Land Bank program 
was formed in 1990 when San Juan voters approved the County Board-initiated measure to 
adopt the 1 percent real estate excise tax. Also during this period, the county government 
conducted a visual preference survey of residents that resulted in the adoption of the Open 
Space and Conservation Plan. The first easement was acquired in 1993. 
 
ACQUISITION PROCESS AND STRATEGY — The Land Bank Commission annually prepares an 
Expenditure and Acquisition Plan that designates parcels for easement or fee purchase. Final 
approval is given by the elected county board. Landowners are invited to submit applications in 
the annual process. Preparation of the plan involves a public hearing and other efforts to obtain 
citizen comments about specific acquisitions. Based on the use of general qualitative criteria 
(see below), the county has considerable discretion in selecting parcels for acquisition. Some 
geographical targeting occurs because of the ordinance requirement that expenditures be 
related to funding sources; this results in locating the largest share of acquisitions on San Juan 
Island, the part of the county with the most real estate activity.  
Rating of Parcels: Not quantitative, see below. 
Other Criteria: Five factors are specified in the program's ordinance: (1) important conservation 
resource; (2) parcel vulnerable to adverse change; (3) adequate protection of the identified 
resource; (4) effective use of limited funds; and (5) general public support. 
 
CONNECTIONS TO LOCAL PLANNING AND LAND USE POLICIES — The Land Bank program is seen 
by county officials as a component of their growth management strategy, especially through the 
Open Space and Conservation element of the Comprehensive Plan that identifies landscape 
areas worthy of preservation.  
Zoning: Residential densities in Agricultural Resource Districts range from one unit to 10 acres 
(1:10) to 1:40.  
 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
2000 Population: 14,077 
1990–2000 Population Change: +4,042 residents; +40 percent 
 
AGRICULTURAL LAND  
16,887 acres: 68 percent cropland 
Conversion to Urban Use: Comparative conversion data not available. 
 
OTHER AGRICULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS 
1997 Market Value: $2.6 million Number of Farms: 174 
Principal Commodities: Livestock products, cattle, nursery and greenhouse crops 
 
 
 
 
 
MAP NARRATIVE — EASEMENT GEOGRAPHY (Map not available) 
Easements and fee owned parcels are located on the four major islands in a generally 
dispersed pattern. Some concentrations of agricultural easements and fee owned lands are 
located in the San Juan Valley on San Juan Island and Crow Valley on Orcas Island.  
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Washington — SKAGIT COUNTY 
Countywide program — Formed in 1997 — researched by Don Stuart 
 
OVERVIEW — Skagit County's Farmland Legacy Program ranks second among agricultural 
easement programs in Washington state in the number of acres acquired, following only King 
County. With 73,000 acres cultivated in a water-rich coastal area, Skagit is one of the state's 
leading agricultural counties. The county lies along Interstate 5, halfway between two powerful 
urban economies—Vancouver, British Columbia, to the north and the Seattle metropolitan area 
to the south. Residential areas of the county are within a one-hour commute from downtown 
Seattle; most of the highly productive agricultural lands are near the interstate. A key feature of 
Skagit's easement program is a market-based formula that establishes the prices paid for 
easements as an alternative to appraisals. Easement acquisition funds are primarily generated 
from local taxes since there are no state government funds In Washington for this purpose. 
 
EASEMENT ACTIVITY — 2,500 agricultural acres in 39 transactions. Easements cover a variety of 
crops and dairy farms. Average easement size is 64 acres.  
Goals: No specific program goals, but a general objective of protecting a critical mass of 
agricultural lands.  
Other Easement Programs: Two private land trusts acquire easements. The Skagit Land Trust 
holds 1,615 acres in 35 easements, mostly protected for non-agricultural values. Skagitonians 
to Preserve Farmland holds about 2,000 acres of agricultural easements in the county.  
Total Agricultural Easements in County: Approximately 4,500 acres. 
  
FUNDING 
Acquisition Spending to Date: $2.25 million 
Revenues: Annual revenues from property taxes (a local option tax known as Conservation 
Futures) come to just over $500,000. Additional funds for acquisitions have come from grants 
and federal matching funds.  
Other Arrangements: The Skagit County Commission is currently considering issuing bonds to 
accelerate the pace of acquisitions and thus take advantage of current property values and 
federal funding.  
  
GOVERNANCE — This program is managed as a separate department of county government. 
The director reports directly to the elected governing body, the Skagit County Commission.  
 
STAFF AND OPERATING BUDGET — The single staff person is supported by an annual budget of 
about $152,000.  
  
ORIGINS — The program was originally promoted by a citizens group—Skagitonians to Preserve 
Farmland—which sponsored a public opinion survey. Funding was established by the County 
Commissioners in late 1996 with the adoption of the Conservation Futures Tax—a property tax 
measure. The full program was approved in late 1997. A study commission appointed by the 
commissioners created the detailed operating plan for the program. The first easements were 
acquired in late 1998.  
 
ACQUISITION PROCESS AND STRATEGY — Applications are reviewed and ranked by a 
Conservation Futures Program Advisory Board, with final decisions made by the Board of 
County Commissioners. Parcels are ranked to establish purchase priorities. 
Rating of Parcels: Quantitative. The priority system assigns points based upon farmland 
quality, threat of conversion, scenic and environmental values and financial considerations. A 
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second, separate ranking system that is market-based is used to establish prices, but does not 
require land appraisals. 
Other Criteria: Only properties located within the Agricultural and Natural Resources zones are 
eligible for easement funding. 
 
CONNECTIONS TO LOCAL PLANNING AND LAND USE POLICIES — While the Skagit easement 
program is independent of the county's Planning Department, the two departments interact on a 
number of easement-related issues including building permit applications by landowners of 
restricted properties. The Planning Department also is represented ex-officio on the program's 
advisory board.  
Zoning: Agricultural/Natural Resource zoning is one unit to 40 acres (1:40). Only properties 
located within this zone are eligible for the easement program. 
 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
2000 Population: 102,979  
1990–2000 Population Change: +23,434 residents; +29 percent 
 
AGRICULTURAL LAND  
93,500 acres: 70 percent cropland 
Conversion to Urban Use: Comparative conversion data not available. 
 
OTHER AGRICULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS 
1997 Market Value: $171 million  Number of Farms: 714 
Principal Commodities: Dairy products, nursery and greenhouse, vegetables, sweet corn, 
melons 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MAP NARRATIVE — EASEMENT GEOGRAPHY  

VIEW MAP: Washington —SKAGIT AGRICULTURAL LAND TRUST 
The easements in Skagit's Farmland Legacy Program are concentrated in the heavily 
agricultural western part of the county. In this area easements are largely dispersed, with a few 
clusters. Most of the acquisitions are located within a short driving time from Interstate 5, the 
major north-south freeway that connects the county to Seattle.  
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Wisconsin — TOWN OF DUNN 
Township-wide program — Formed in 1996 — researched by Anita Zurbrugg 
 
OVERVIEW — Dunn Township operates the only established agricultural easement program in 
Wisconsin and one of the few in the Midwest. Strong local sentiments for farmland and open 
space protection account for this innovation. Many town residents work for state government 
and the University of Wisconsin in nearby Madison, the state capital. Agricultural easements 
acquired through the Rural Preservation Program are a principal component of the town’s land 
use strategies, which also includes designated agricultural preservation areas with limited 
building possibilities. As well as the emphasis on farmland protection, the preservation of 
environmental, archaeological, scenic and historic and cultural resources are program goals. 
Under a formal agreement, the township collaborates closely with a countywide land trust in co-
holding and monitoring easements. As well as approving local funding measures, voters are 
given a unusual degree of control in easement acquisitions by being asked to ratify purchase 
decisions at special town meetings. Although there is no ongoing state funding source for 
agricultural easement activities, Dunn has been successful in obtaining state government 
support for individual easements because of their habitat and open space values. It is also the 
only local government program in Wisconsin to receive funds from the federal Farmland 
Protection Program.  
  
EASEMENT ACTIVITY — 2,064 agricultural acres representing 15 farm parcels composed 
primarily of cropland. Easements are co-held by the Dane County Natural Heritage Land Trust, 
under a formal township-land trust agreement that specifies monitoring and other activities. 
Goals: No specific program goals.  
Other Easement Programs: Easements are also held by Natural Heritage Land Trust for a 
total of a few hundred acres including some agricultural lands. 
Total Agricultural Easements in Township: Approximately 2,400 acres. 
 
FUNDING 
Acquisition Spending to Date: $3.38 million on agricultural easements. 
Revenues: A dedicated local property tax has provided about 46 percent of expenditures with 
outside sources supplying 54 percent. Voters on two separate occasions approved financial 
support for the program—initially in 1996 voting for a property tax increase of 50 cents per 
$1,000 equalized valuation to establish the program, and then in 2002 (at an annual town 
meeting attended by electors) approving a $2.4 million bond issue to accelerate acquisitions. 
The property tax generates about $200,000 a year, mostly used to pay off the bond. To date the 
property tax has produced a total of $1.7 million. Other sources: Federal funds—$910,000; 
Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources—$689,000; Dane County Parks Department—
$442,000. 
 
GOVERNANCE —The program is overseen by the Dunn Land Trust Commission composed of 
seven members appointed by the Town of Dunn Board of Supervisors. A minority of 
commissioners are Dane county residents who live outside the township. 
 
STAFF AND OPERATING BUDGET — The program is staffed on a half-time basis by the land use 
coordinator who also has other township duties. A separate operating budget is not available. 
 
ORIGINS — Since 1979, Dunn Township has had a land use plan, adopted to manage growth 
and protect agricultural and natural resource lands. However, town leaders and residents in the 
early 1990s believed that additional preservation measures were needed. A three-year process 
of study and deliberation occurred before the agricultural easement program was established in 
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1996 with voter approval of the 50 cent property tax. A volunteer ad hoc committee convened in 
1993 and in 1994 the results of a Cost of Community Services study found that agricultural, 
forest, and other open space lands were the least costly of all land uses for the township to 
serve. The first easement was acquired in 1997, in cooperation with the Dane County Parks 
Department and two local land trusts.  
 
ACQUISITION PROCESS AND STRATEGY — Landowners with parcels in Agricultural Preserve 
Areas are annually invited to submit formal pre-applications to be considered in the annual 
round of PDR negotiations. Applications submitted are retained for consideration in future years. 
During the review process, the Land Trust Commission meets with landowners to discuss 
ranking factors. Although quantitative rankings are used, the program has discretion to select 
the top three applications in the annual cycle for further consideration. After approval by the 
Commission and the elected Board of Supervisors, purchase decisions are ratified by voters 
participating in a special town meeting.  
Rating of Parcels: Quantitative. The top four factors in possible points are: (1) Cost; (2) Historic 
and Natural Resource Values; (3) Agricultural quality (soils); and (4) Contiguity.  
Other Criteria: Minimum requirement of location within agricultural preserve areas.  
 
CONNECTIONS TO LOCAL PLANNING AND LAND USE POLICIES — The agricultural easement 
program complements the town’s land use plan—originally adopted in 1979—that limits 
residential development to three separate areas: (1) previously platted vacant residential lots; 
(2) infill in sewered and platted areas; and (3) in agricultural areas where the splitting of one lot 
contiguously owned is permitted and meets the minimum 35 acre lot size zoning density. 
Designated Agricultural Preservation Areas will be considered fully built out when all platted 
parcels and permitted parcel splits are developed and/or an equivalent number of development 
rights have been purchased on these parcels.  
Zoning: One unit to 35 acres in Agricultural Preservation Areas.  
 
DEMOGRAPHICS (Township)  
2000 Population: 5,406 
1990–2000 Population Change: +132 residents; +2 percent 
  
AGRICULTURAL LAND  
512,971 acres in 1997: 413,711 cropland (80 percent), 2,595 farms (County data unless 
otherwise noted) 
Conversion to Urban Use: Town of Dunn: Over 3,000 acres from 1978 to 1998. Total township 
agricultural acres decreased from 11,300 in 1980 to 7,500 acres in 1998 (approximately 34 
percent of 1980 base). (Program data) 
 
OTHER AGRICULTURAL CHARACTERISTICS 
1997 Market Value: $284 million (County) Number of Farms: 2,595 (County) 
Principal Commodities: Dairy products, corn for grain, poultry and poultry products  
 
 
 
 
MAP NARRATIVE — EASEMENT GEOGRAPHY 
In addition to agricultural easements marked as Dunn Conservation Easements, the township 
contains a significant amount of other protected lands—both open and closed to public access. 
Easement acquisitions are focused on eligible parcels of land distributed throughout the 
township as designated Agricultural Preservation Areas under the land use plan.  
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VIEW MAP: WISCONSIN —DUNN AGRICULTURAL LAND TRUST
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APPENDIX 1 — PROGRAM MANAGERS OR STAFF PROVIDING INFORMATION 
 
CALIFORNIA 
Marin Agricultural Land Trust – Robert 

Berner 
Sonoma Open Space District – Andrea 

Mackenzie 
Monterey County Agricultural and Historical 

Land Conservancy – Sherwood Darington 
Napa County Land Trust – John Hoffnagle  
Yolo Land Trust – Kathryn Kelly 
TriValley Conservancy (formerly South 

Livermore Valley Agricultural Land Trust) 
–John Norwood (before October 2002) 
Sharon Burnham (since October 2002) 

 
COLORADO 
Boulder County – Ariel Steele 
Gunnison Ranchland Conservation Legacy– 

Lucy High 
Routt County/Yampa Valley Land Trust – 

C.J. Mucklow and Susan Otis 
 
CONNECTICUT  
State – J. Joseph Dippel  
 
DELAWARE  
Delaware Agricultural Lands Preservation 

Program -  Michael McGrath 
 
MARYLAND 
Anne Arundel County – Barbara Polito 
Baltimore County – Wally Lippincott 
Calvert County – Gregory Bowen 
Caroline County – Tammy Scheidt 
Carroll County – William Powell 
Frederick County – Tim Blaser 
Harford County – William Amoss 
Howard County – Mina Hilsenrath 
Montgomery County – John Zawitoski 
Washington County – Eric Seiforth 
 
MASSACHUSETTS  
State Program – Rich Hubbard 
 

MICHIGAN 
Peninsula Township – Gordon Hayward 
 
NEW JERSEY 
Burlington County – Susan Croft 
Cumberland County – Matthew Pisarski 
Hunterdon County – Gary Pohorely 
Monmouth County – Karen Colvin 
Morris County – Frank Pinto 
Sussex County – Donna Traylor 
 
NEW YORK 
Town of Southold  – Melissa Spiro 
Suffolk County – Roy Fedelem 
 
NORTH CAROLINA 
Forsyth County – Michael Bowman 
 
PENNSYLVANIA 
Adams County – Ellen Dayhoff 
Berks County – Tammy Hilderbrand 
Buckingham Township – Lori Orton 
Bucks County – Rich Harvey 
Chester County – Kevin Baer 
Lancaster County – June Mengel   
Lehigh County – Jeff Zehr 
York County – Patricia McCandless 
 
VERMONT  
State Program – Larry Mires and Nancy 

Everhart 
 
VIRGINIA 
Virginia City Beach – Melvin Atkinson 
 
WASHINGTON 
King County – Judy Herring 
San Juan County – Dennis Shaffer 
Skagit County – Richard Doenges 
 
WISCONSIN 
Town of Dunn – Renee Lauber 
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APPENDIX 2 —  MAP SOURCES 
 
 
NATIONAL MAPS — Mike Eley, American Farmland Trust 
 
CALIFORNIA 
Marin Agricultural Land Trust — Margaret Moster,  Marin County Community Development 

Agency 
Sonoma County Agricultural Preservation and Open Space District — Kathleen Brennan 

Hunter, Open Space District  
Monterey County Agricultural and Historical Land Conservancy, Napa County Land 

Trust, Tri Valley Conservancy (South Livermore Valley Agricultural Land Trust) — Tom 
Albo, GreenInfo Network 

Yolo Land Trust — Mike Martinez, Yolo County Information Technology Division 
 
COLORADO —Boulder County — Boulder County Parks and Open Space Department  
 
CONNECTICUT — State Program — Kip Kolesinskas and Barbara Alexander, Natural 

Resources Conservation Service, Connecticut office 
  
DELAWARE — State Program — Barb Carrigan, Thompson Mapping Systems  
 
MARYLAND — All county programs — Lynda Dodd Eisenberg, Maryland Department of 

Planning 
 
MASSACHUSETTS — State Program — Barbara L. Hopson, Massachusetts Department of 

Food and Agriculture  
 
MICHIGAN — Peninsula Township — Peninsula Township Planning Department 
 
NEW JERSEY — All county programs — Frederick Douthitt, New Jersey State Agriculture 

Development Committee 
 
NEW YORK — Suffolk County — Jim Daly, Suffolk County of Planning 
 
PENNSYLVANIA  
Lancaster County — Kerri Steck, Lancaster County Information Technology Department 
Buckingham Township — Lori Orton, Buckingham Township 
All other Pennsylvania programs — Rick Day and Gregory Luna, Land Analysis Lab, 

Pennsylvania State University 
 
VERMONT — State Program — Chris Moore, Vermont Land Trust 
 
VIRGINIA — Virginia City Beach — Melvin Atkinson, Virginia Beach Agriculture Research 

Program  
 
WASHINGTON — King County — Todd Klinka, King County Department of Natural Resources 

and Parks 
 
WISCONSIN — Town of Dunn — Renee Lauber, Town of Dunn Rural Preservation Program 

Data are for 2002 unless otherwise indicated 183 



A National View of Agricultural Easement Programs: Profiles and Maps - August 2003 

 

Data are for 2002 unless otherwise indicated 184 



American Farmland Trust (AFT) is the only national nonprofit organization dedicated to protecting agricultural
resources. Founded by a group of concerned farmers in 1980, AFT’s mission is to stop the loss of productive farmland
and to promote farming practices that lead to a healthy environment. AFT’s action-oriented programs include public
education, technical assistance in policy development and direct farmland protection projects. Basic annual
membership is $20. For membership information, contact the National Office.

National Office
1200 18th Street, NW, Suite 800

Washington, DC 20036
phone: (202) 331-7300 — fax: (202) 659-8339

www.farmland.org

Center for Agriculture in the Environment
P.O. Box 987

148 N. Third Street
DeKalb, IL 60115

phone:  (815) 753-9347 — fax: (815) 753-9348
www.aftresearch.org

For publication information, please contact American Farmland Trust’s, Center for Agriculture in the Environment at
(815) 753-9347. This publication is available online for duplication at www.aftresearch.org and
www.aic.ucdavis.edu.


