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ould like to spend m %
mﬁﬁ.?&Mthe Department of Agriculture's actlvE esiz views, pclicEesi 2 y g

and forecasts as they concern the issue of ;:;Laag prime agricultural
'@

lands for crop preduction

, -Cu.:Fm'Ef_ Meede ! Ws ¢ gs

his is not the first foray into 1and use t’:ﬁ.
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issues for USDA. In one way or another, our ha¥% century-

As many of you know,

long historv of piofessional involvement in the land use field. And

this involvement has not a&na;s been strictly rural in nature. In 1567,

13 0ahom an A

for example, wﬂ{ Department of Housing and Urban Development
24

te q:)s,ponsc»:’z a conferem.e on So0il, Water, and Suburbia h-u:—inwtvhe
Washing;nggaﬁga. We g&éiﬁ:‘t taik much about land use at that time, but
we conld illustrate growing concern with the ways that the suburbanization
process was ravaging soil and water resources. {mt of that tet}a{ive
begingiﬁg grew conferences on erosion and sedimemt control and many
concrete actions that have made the Effiifgsjfszfsz and the %EiFes in
this region Noational leadevs in the field of soil and water management

in urbanizing areas.

We meet today on another issue of considerable importance and
concern to the De, artment, but not one that lerds itself to easy aosumws
o’ solutions. We have, after all, come through a loag history of trying
tc; deal with surplus production. Switching from tthat long-term concern
. \ Ree /5 43f -
Comments of Normar A. Berg to be‘% sented at the Metropelitan Washington

Council c¢f Governments Conference on Farmland Presgervation at the
Univarsity of Maryland, June 17, 1976. '
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over surpluses to concern over possible shortages is not eas&. As the
demand for food products continues to rise around the world, and the
ability to produce food responds uncontrollably to such things as climatic
variationsagggieconomic factors, some years are going to be above the
“margin and other years below. 1974, for example, demonstrated how a
severe combination of events couldrtighten food supplies uncomfortably.

As the food situation hasgggzgéd attention, there has been growing
concern for the continuing conversion of the country's best agricultural
lands into other uses. Many of these other uées are permanent, for all
practical purposes, and it seems highly irrational to bury the best
production lands only to face the possibility of developing more marginal
lands or coming back at some later date to reclaim good lands at great
expense Pefd- ﬁ9 \\\

Inhresponse to this concern, the Department's La

nd Use Co
guﬁ,milsh‘%zP

has been studying the issue of farmland retentionﬂte—eee what kind of

ttee

N
facts and understanding we couldugevelofahnab—ehe—ime and to evaluate
policy and program directions that may be needed mow and in the future.
In July of 1975 this committee convened a Seminar on the Retention of

¢ L]
Prime Lands at Airlie House, Virginia. At that'zazgzer some 80 experts

ac cou y were asked to consider the current situation and
_——
trends and provide the Department with their best judgment as to what—ia_
— N

should he considegxing apd where we should be geing. In preparation for

the conference, some 50 background papers were wriitten and at the con-
clusion the conference recommendations were assembled in published form.

Both of those publications are available for those who are interested.
N—
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1n.ixﬂashansaeé-iegugffzgkmain conclusion of that seminar was that

——
the continuing conversion of prime production lands to other land uses

is a matter of growing concern that will require a great deal of attention
BN R o S G, WO W -

in the future. The Department of Agriculture was urged to take a major

e,

role in advocating the retention of the maximum possible base for the
production of food, fiber, and timber products of our country. One
recommendation read as follows: "It should be USDA policy to aveid,
and to encourage others to avoid, the diversion of highly productive
fa?m and forest lands to nonproductive uses wherever feasible alternatives
s SN S TR, S

exist." “

Participants at the Prime Lands Seminar %}so recognized, however,
the important.:dlimits Kany federal role img planning and control.

SR ﬁ

While the Department was urged to take an active role in developing

L

LS

policies and programs to discourage the conversion of prime to other

uses, it was also noted that the authority to control private land uses

rests solidly with state and local governments.

This in@icates, I think, a major policy outlook that has consistently
marked the Department’'s approach to this issue. We gre concerned about
the retention of adequate land in farm production. We are looking very
hard at Departmental policies and programs to assure that our own actions
are not leading toward the unnecessary conversion of prime lands to
other uses. We seek opportunities to encouragz others to take a similar
stance. QEt at the same time, we recognize that the real responsibility

Rt ey
for determining which land will be ultimately urbanized and which will

be retained in agriculture rests with the private owners of that property

: T e L W e
operating under land use controls of state and local governments.
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Since th.}?rime Lands Seminar, the Department's agencies have been

L

& ;
Wu;w work!ﬂvrespo to the recommendations. We

have encouraged several states to conduct prime landk workshops to draw
out the views of people at the state and local level. To date, two

wo;keﬂﬁ;s have been held, #t Pennsylvania and Massachusetts. Mese are

s —

planned for this coming fall.

w things we s learnﬁé from theseForkshcps are of

\ £
considerable interest, QWQMW M@ AN "*I"“"T’{“*’“" e "}"'?’*"'?6,

We agge hearime quite clearly, for instance, that the per; ectives
on farmland differ greatly between the feie:.'ral, state and locilevels.
Lad \le are getwmime the message that. even t:hough-these perspectives are
v)ﬂ different, they are all very real. In order to thoroughly assess

the issues surrounding farmland, then, we need to understand all of

-

- .
these perspectives and add them up, so to speak, to get a total picture.
7 First, it is becoming apparent that the National perspective is
e,
concerned mainly about the quality and quantity of the land, rather than
R

’ e
the location. So long as we have 'enough corn land to meet National

it

f,.w‘-agddrﬁ# g )
requirements, it is not a significant concern at the le level
whether that land is in Maryland or Illinois. It is in the National
—_—

interest to keep the most productive acres in the country available for 224

crop production should they ever be needed. Natiomnal policy will be
A T b T N N gt

best served by encouraging continued production on those acres that g:l.ve

e o —— g T T et M i b RS -
the highest return for each unit cf energy and at l:he ‘same time provide
i il P i T e, Ty ____m\&"(— y
the most stable and nonpollut:u.ng enviranment for agr:.culture .

A second perspective is seen at the local level. Here the most
e ——— e

important concern .appears to be the protection of management options
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over land. Keeping viable economic farm units in production, protecting
local economies, and preserving the nature of the community, including
open space, visual quality and environmental quality are important
issues. In many communities the retention of a lifestyle associated

with agriculture is of key importance. Therefore, it appears that local

[

values will often consider farm units rather hanfhigh quality acres.
- a~earﬁzkm3¥v

Many communities prize a dairy industryﬂsupporte by land of mediocre

productivity.

A:;jp Somewhere between the local and National is a state perspective, .

more difficult to clearly articulate. In large measure, 1&,1&'& concern
—— P —— S —————

for economic activity within the stat;}' This appears to be most clearly
e,
Qkﬁbﬁ in those states that are either unique in some respects, or else

are at the end of the food déelivery line. 1In Massachusetts, for example,

-

they place a very high importance on encouraging the maximum possible

productivity on their limited farmlands. They feel uneasy about the

a - ——
problems that can be createc by a disruption of enmergy supplies or

transportation systems or sc e other unforeseen event. An indication of

that concern was the title of their state workshop: Survival of Agri-
e ™ Y
culture in an Urbanizing Environment.
'-».....--t""’”_'“"--..‘_“w____.. - n‘.h_.,ﬂ»»"'_’m““\;m_wfm"

Another state perspective is based on the state's responsibility to

provide the legal and peolicy bases on which day-to-day land use decisions

are made. Virtually every state is evaluating its current set of laws

and authorit?es regarding land use to see whether the effect on agricultural
land is harmful or beneficial.

j7 In addition to the views that emerge from different levels of

government, there.are perspectives that are regiomal in nature. We
R —
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don't hear the same story about agricultural land in California that we
hear in Iowa or in Virginia. Completely different sets of issues are
involved, based on-the resource situation and the political and economic

climate that exists there today.

"
.

~7 There is also a "people factor At one workshop, speakers specu-

R N N
lated about the existence of "three cultures" in the debate. One group

are the urbanites, looking out toward the farmland with a feeling of

: —
dependence, knowing that their future well-being and food supply depend
on that land. These are also the people who prize open space, visual
quality, and similar farmland values. These people can become very
concerned about the need to retain an adequate land base.

Another viewpoint, however, is that of the production farmer, who

sees tdm land as a basic part of his business. In most instances, the

Dy

. AN
land represents the farmer's most valuable asset and his major investment

toward retirement. He, therefore, has mixed feelings about "preservation'
programs. He recognizes that farmland must be retained for his business
to survive, ng at the same time he{wgnté}to be free to sell out for
economic security in retirement. Therefore, a farmland preservation
effort that lowers the salability of his property-—or greatly reduces

its value--will geﬁerate real concern and opposition.

A thizf group of people view land as a necessity for survival in an
uncertain world. The back-to-the—land movement, although it is difficult
to quantify, appears to be significant in some parts of the country.

More and more families are leaving urban areas te live on 10, 20, or 40
"farmettes" in rural America. The concerns we hear from these people
are about land availaebility, land prices, and suitable technology for

small agricultural enterprises.
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So, it appears that there are many layers of different perspectives

on this issue. The federal, state, and local points of view are clearly

—

different, and each is very important. Regional differences across our
country E: significantd'aﬂﬂ he way in-edeh people view this issue is
" often very different and, at times, conflicting.

What this suggests is a complex, plural issue that demands a éomplex,
plural response. We need to develogg%% tools at all levels of both
public and private endeavor. This issue is not a rural ot,}arg problem
and it's not an urban preoblem. ;E_%s.ever?ongfs problem. Retaining an
adequate agriculture cannot be considered séparately from developing an
.efficient, high quality urban form.

There are important implications on local and state economic
conditions, tax structures, and governmental revenues that can result
from any policy gg\retain agricultural land. It is not always clear
which way these are going to cut. There can be both positive and nega-
tive impacts from eitherfﬁevelopiné’o; %rotectiné‘farmland. Determining
the direction and magnitude of these impacts in any situation is going
to require a concentrated efforte

Land use decisions regarding agricultural land are going to be made
on limited information. One fendency in the past, unfortunately, has

i Y

been to see each land use change as a single event and assume’ that each
Py X%
singliffhrmland loss is too small to be of any consequence. That is a

dangerous strategy, however, that will need to be changed. Even though

P T

we do not know when the margin will be reached, or how serious our farm-

—

land problem will be at any given time, it is no longer acceptable to

“’).r_}_____
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view our farmland resource base as inexhaustable. There are limits, amd

wk must respect them even though we can't firmly identify where they
are)khaé a community and as a natiocn, we have the moral and ethical

responsibility to avoid the waste of prime land resources for short term

economic gain.

What does all this tell us as we look into the future? First, I

| Y—

think there is a growing commitment on the part of the Departwment of

Agriculture to assist your efforts to evaluate the farmland situation in
e s QA

your region. As” Secretary Buts .aes pointed out, t is

concerned with land use alternatives and priorities, particularly those

that involve the expenditure of federal funds. He has said, "Federal

projects that take prime land from production should be initiated only

when this action is clearly in the public interest." The federal govern-—

- B

ment, if it is to be concerned about the retention of prime farmlands,

needs to first minimize its own actions in taking them from production.

N = SRR

In response to another recommendation from the Prime Lands Seminar,
the Department hasﬁ?sked the Council on Environmental Quality to consider

prime farmlands as an essential National resource to be considered in

’,..--—ﬁ-‘ - ¢ 2
the development and review of environmental impact statements. The‘jzué;aﬁ4d

process of establishing National goals for preservation of“cegtain types

of land ha%?{:jlgb restricting development on wetlands, flood' plains,

areas of archeological and historical significance, ecritical areas,

e il e A

coastal areas, and on and on and on. What this has essentially done is
S ] TN N

increase development pressure on the best farmland in the Nation. In

e W i —

our view that is no longer acceptable. This is not to say that there
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won't be any future development on farmlands, ﬁerg}n some cases there
will certainly need to be. What we are saying, however, is that the“AF{—‘
Nation's people must begin to count the cost of developing farmlands and
balance those costs against other options. _

In many states, an intensive effort has been going on to develcp

state farmland programs. Maryland has been one of the leaders. New

i

tools, such as programs to purchase and retire development rights or to
establish transferable development rights are being discussed and, in
some instances, moving toward the testing state. New Jersey appears to

- r ‘ -
f, . be close to a functioning program, but others are 4%2%;2:2¥Jida&ad as
?‘\i\}v - |
™

X\ well, How well these programs will.work is not clear at this point, but

8,

o
NATY
Ré&ﬁjﬂ the Department is interested in assisting states develop and test these
kinds of programs.

-

.
In addition, there is great need for action at the local levels you

AT€ representiae herehﬁoéey'.‘ You are, in the words of the television
commercial, "where the rubber meets the road" on this issue. Ft=ts
;ﬂbur programs, your actions. your policies and plans s will determine,
.in large measure, whether or not a viable agriculture ' will continue to
exist in this metropolitan area. This afternoon's discussion will go
into some detaills, I am sure; but let me simply leave with you the
commitment of our Department.

The people At USDA have a personal stake in this region. When we

.

go home at night, we take off our federal hat and become residents

of the areas ;Sg{;epresent VQKVVRI éLMm;:pr (ﬂbeha&ihﬁ&‘) ﬁEJZ#f (@A@g&¢g¢

[ TVVS M‘M ¥ }1«‘/{ e a,;/ Froe A,
This metropolltan .area has been a pioneering leader in many aspects

of land use control and management. Erosion and sediment control and
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storm water management are two examples that come quickly to mind. You

are heavily involved in areawide planning in response to Section 208 of

—

tﬁE-Wate; Pollution Control Act. You have the opportunity to deal with

the issues of farmland retention in ways that provide leadership for the
rest of the country. Obviously, this is going to take some work on your
part. One recent land use study of the region listed agricultutal lands

as vacant--even though they make up nearly 70 percent of the region.

s

—
You're going to have to do a better job than that of deciding what you

have! You may need to set up some monitoring programs to know more
about who owns the land--and how land use is changing.
But the time is right to do more, and you have started the process,

it appears. We understand recent research indicates that there is a

net out-migration from the Washington metropolltan area, and this may

o
give you the breathing room you need to gﬁ: plannlngiéhead of events.

The Department of Agriculture is deeply interested in your efforts,
-
wishes you every success, and stands ready to assist in whatever ways

we can.
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