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- Discussion Notes -



Notes to accompany Slide #3, “Percent of Non-Federal Area in Developed Land, 1997”

Alabama is definitely not among the top few in degree of urbanization in the U.S.  There is a great deal of rural land in Alabama and only a few urban centers.  North central Alabama with the cities of Birmingham, Huntsville, and Florence show that 10-20% of the land is developed, as well as extreme southwestern Alabama near Mobile.  Other than that, vast areas of the state are still in primarily rural use.  Water is clearly important to the development patterns in Alabama, particularly the Tennessee River in the north and connecting reservoirs near Huntsville and Florence.  

The organization known as “Smart Growth America” rated Birmingham Metropolitan area as above the average of 83 metropolitan areas in the country in the amount of land use sprawl.  This index is based on the amount of residential density, the lack of mixing of residential and commercial areas, heavy reliance on private automobiles and a large proportion of the homes located at a significant distance from the city center.  The average commute to the Birmingham metro area is 27 minutes and the average time “stuck in traffic” is 15 minutes for this metro area.  

Notes to accompany Slide #4, “Percent Change in Developed Area, 1982-1997”

Despite the fact that the total amount of developed area is relatively small in Alabama, significant areas have had a larger than average increase in amount of development in the 15 years from 1982 to 1997.  Alabama is not as high as Georgia, Tennessee or the Carolinas, but significantly more than Mississippi, Louisiana or Arkansas.  Alabama ranks 13th nationally in the absolute number of acres developed in the last five years and also 13th in the number of acres developed between 1982 and 1992.  So, one could conclude that while there is not a great deal of development in Alabama, the rate of development has increased a lot in the last 20 years.  For many in this state, development has become an issue, not the total amount but the pattern and the pace of conversion of rural land into development.

Notes to accompany Slide #7, “Farming on the Edge”

The maps just published by the American Farmland Trust indicate that Alabama has a significant amount of development occurring on the highest quality farmland in the state.  Again, these best soils and the highest rates of development are occurring in north central Alabama and near the rivers and waterways.

Notes to accompany Slide #9, “Why Keep Land in Farms?”  

The rationale for farmland protection has to be expressed clearly and with adequate data.  Effective policy in any state requires that people understand why the theme of farmland protection is important.  There is no evidence that food scarcity will be an issue in Alabama or anywhere in the U.S. for the foreseeable future.  However, agriculture is an important economic activity in many parts of the state that generates jobs and secondary income well beyond the returns to production alone.  Further, farmland policy can reduce the amount of fragmentation of farmland that makes farming more difficult and can avoid linear development along roads and highways that is more expensive to service.  Further, farmland provides various ecological and amenity services that people value.  Farming is much of what Alabama is as a state and as a place to live.  Farmland provides landscape and habitat services that are important to many state citizens.  There is plenty of evidence that citizens do value working farmlands for many different amenity services that those lands provide.

Notes to accompany Slides #12, #13, and #15, “How to Keep Land in Farms”

I would recommend the following steps for developing a farmland retention program in Alabama:

1. There must be a clear statement of policy coming from the state level on why farmland retention is important for Alabama.  Such a statement establishes the support base for local action throughout the state.  Most of the efforts to protect farmland come at the county or local level but having a statewide policy environment that is supportive makes a huge difference to local governments.

2. A very important step in the process could be the naming by the Governor of a statewide Governor’s Farmland Commission to clarify more specifically the nature of farmland use in the state and give an opportunity for various interests to weigh-in on the topic.  The Commission would have to be broadly representative, including agricultural business, farmers, developers, and university people.  This activity could build on the recent Governor’s Commission on the Future of Agriculture, which established a great deal of interest in needs of the agricultural sector in the state, but focus on the land part of farming.  Such a Commission might lead to a permanent office for farmland protection policy within the Alabama Department of Agriculture or another state agency.  The overall purpose here is to gather what we know about Alabama farmland changes, to bring together all of the substantive information about land use and the economics of farming in the state as well as other demands for land in the development process, and finally to have a home for discussion of these matters within the state government.  In all of these discussions, it must be clear that giving attention to farmland and encouraging farmland retention do not mean opposition to development.  Economic change is vital to the state and must continue, but change can occur in a pattern that makes sense for the broader range of land services that people value.

3. A network of county farmland planning boards might make sense for the state, to provide a means for local citizens to collect information about the local agriculture and the changes that are occurring.  This network of county committees is an important reservoir of talent for future policy discussions.

4. For more specific policy recommendations, I would suggest that emphasis be placed on incentive techniques rather than regulatory.  Discretion needs to stay with the individual farmer/landowner to make the business decisions necessary for viable operation.  I would suggest enabling legislation at the state level for the purchase of farmland easements.  There are 20 states that have such programs now so there is much that can be learned from efforts in these other states.  There are questions of the scoring system to use in setting priorities on farmland easements to acquire and the basis for setting the value of that development right.  Secondly, I would suggest attention to a “land-link” program to help young farmers find opportunities to purchase farmland and stay in production.  Again, there is experience in other states in these brokering activities that enable good farmland to stay in production between generations.

5. Finally, I would recommend consideration of a “transfer of development rights” program in Alabama.  TDR programs are inexpensive, market-oriented, and dependent upon cooperation among jurisdictions seeking to retain agriculture and encourage thoughtful development.  I see great opportunities in this area for policy development.

