Steve Tate is a farmer, the owner of Tate farms.  He spoke based on personal experience and on the experience of other farmers.  He is active in the association of cotton farmers.
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You all know enough about the independence of farmers to know that if you asked 10 farmers, you would have ten different opinions on the topic: Land use in the Rural-Urban Interface.  

The current demographics of rural Madison County, like numerous other areas across the state, reveal that over the last 30-50 years we have experienced unprecedented population growth. This out-migration to rural Madison County, has been perceived as both positive and negative by the counties’ farmers.  

The farmer who was fortunate enough to own land before this rural invasion occurred has faired well.  The farmer considering retirement or those seeking alternative ways to make a living had lucrative options.  Those farmers that were going to continue had instant equity through appreciating land values, which have been heavily utilized as collateral through the years for farm operating loans, equipment, or more real estate.

Those farmers who were primarily or solely dependent on leasing land, have been and are still being pressured to make some tough decisions about the economic viability of their farm operations, as development continues to consume their rented farmland, and they have not been able to participate in land equity leveraging.

A dynamic that is having a definite and irrefutable impact on the availability of cropland, is the fact that most landlords are retirement age and beyond.  Their attachment to the land is not passed on to the heirs, and more often than not, the property is sold to settle the estate or to provide the funding for the things that the heirs deem more desirable than landownership.  

Although land is often sold, the developers now set the market price, which is not economically feasible for farmers.  Even those tracts that are not prime development property are more often than not, sold in small tracts as ‘mini-farms”, which only compounds the problem for the farmer.

Agricultural lands are not protected in Alabama, as they often are in the northeastern and western portions of the country.  I don’t believe that any sincere attempt to preserve farm land in Alabama is in the foreseeable future. Although preserving agricultural lands is inherent to anyone who has depended on the land for their livelihood, the general public doesn’t perceive that the effort is justified.  Additionally, any attempt to preserve farmland through Conservation Easements or by the sales or leasing of Property Development Rights would require public funding, which given the political, economic, and social environment in our state, looks marginal at best.

In Alabama, the private sector has lead the effort in land preservation, through creating not-for-profit organizations whose sole purpose is to maintain a pristine land base for the aesthetic, health, and recreational benefit of the community, but the effort has been limited at best.

Planning and Zoning in rural or suburban communities is almost non-existent in Alabama, and initially farmers are always opposed to restrictions imposed by others.  Private property rights have always been treasured and protected by farmers, and rightfully so.  The farmer’s spontaneous negative reaction to Planning and Zoning, is to be expected, given the fact that farmers control (ownership or lease management) an inordinate share of the natural resources (land, water, etc.), compared to the general population.  In a truly democratic society, the resulting regulations could possibly be drafted in a manner that would deny the landowner the right to determine the highest and best use of their property.

Unlike 25 years ago, the farmers’ concern with planning and zoning would have been primarily centered around the loss of available agricultural acreage and restrictions on cultural practices.  The farmer of 2002 would be equally concerned about the loss in speculative value of the land that they own.  Although it is generally thought that the general population prefers planning and zoning, in rural Madison County a planning and zoning referendum was on the ballot on November 5th,  failed almost 2 to 1 in the unincorporated portions of the county

. 

The law of economics has been effective in the absence of planning and zoning in rural Alabama, and has worked successfully 85%-90% of the time.  We must decide if we are willing to give up personal rights and liberties in order to address the problems that 10%-15% of the time.  Many rural areas across the nation have decided that planning and zoning are worth the personal sacrifice.  Myself, along with most other farmers, are not unequivocally against planning and zoning, but we are afraid that the majority (suburban homeowners) will unreasonably dictate how may we utilize the land and other natural resources that have provided the livelihood for our family and the preceding generations.     

Stewardship is a word that is most often applied to environmental issues, although it’s meaning is much broader.  According to Webster, stewardship is the individuals responsibility to manage ones life and property with proper regard to the rights of others. Farmers pride ourselves in being the ultimate stewards of the land, and we must be managing it with proper regard to the rights of others, since our open fields are the preferred next door neighbor to the majority of our suburban friends.                   

In a perfect world proper stewardship would not have to be implemented and enforced by regulations, but we are not in a perfect world.  If planning and zoning never comes to rural Alabama, farmers are still at risk because we are trusting others to be good stewards in the way they manage and develop the property adjacent to ours, and in how they manage their actions, attitudes, and opinions.  Maybe farmers are more comfortable in taking risks than others, and have been content in accepting them as a way of life.  

There were no land use issues 50 years ago in a true agrarian economy, the only land use question was determining which crop to plant. Many have said that there was no land development, there was no progress, but as we see our agricultural lands being consumed at a record pace, we are finally beginning to rethink that question.  We have come to realize that progress is  most definitely a relative term.  

