This summary prepared by Mike Polioudakis.

This paper presents Dr. Boyd’s summary of a poll commissioned by him on attitudes of Alabamans on rural land, rural land use, and rural land value.  You can view the entire poll results in full detail, including questions and response frequencies, on the web page devoted to the poll by starting from the home page for the 2003 conference.

The poll asked about:

A.  Ownership and motivations for purchase

B.  Perceived economic value

C.  Acceptable rural land uses 

D.  Maintenance and protection 

E.  Perceived roles of ACES and AAES
 (Agricultural College and Extension Service)

The poll reached a fairly good representative cross-section of Alabamans, including people who live on rural land or make a living from rural land.

43% of people currently own rural land, and 23% have recently bought or sold rural land.  Alabamans still have a stake in rural land.  Contrary to some opinions, not all rural land stays tightly held among corporations or families, it does “move” on the market, and so land prices probably reflects market forces.  However, even though some rural land does move on the market, it is not clear how much of the total land is available, moves at any one time, or reflects what market forces.

Most purchases are for residences, fewer for occupational uses (farming).

About 24% of Alabamans felt that Alabama rural land taxes were about $5-10 per acre, and that this was about a fair level.  (The actual rate is about $1.60 per acre.)

Alabamans believe that farmland (and probably forest land) should be taxed on its current use (farming or forestry) rather than on its potential market value.  In this belief, they go along with current Alabama law and with the opinion of most farmers and foresters.

About 41% of Alabamans believe that Alabama is about 50% covered by forests.  Alabama is actually about 71% covered by forests.  In general, Alabamans tend to under-estimate the amount of forestland.

About half of Alabamans believe that rural taxes should be maintained at a low level, even if it means keeping other taxes higher.

Alabamans have a rather “romantic” view of how rural land should be used.  The believe the best use for rural land is in a classic mixed family farm with row crops, pasture, animal husbandry, and some orchards.  They least like mines and other operations that are liable to disrupt the natural beauty or tranquility.

Alabamans overwhelmingly (76%) felt that land use should be balanced between full economic potential and conservation, rather than stressing one over the other.

Alabamans would be willing to grant government subsidies to people who keep land in its natural condition or return it to that condition.  It was not clear how much they would be willing to allow for what conditions.

Alabamans displayed a somewhat contradictory opinion on autonomy and good citizenship, but a contradictory opinion that is typical of many Americans.  On the one hand, they believe that rural landowners should be good stewards of the land.  They should not do anything to harm the land, the natural environment or their neighbors.  On the other hand, they believe in the absolute right of private property:  a landowner may use his land as he/she sees fit even if that use causes distress to a neighbor.

Alabamans would like to see the College of Agriculture and the Extension Service get more involved in:  conservation efforts; alternative uses to the land such as hunting and horticulture; planning efforts; and in trying to sustain the traditional family-farm row-crop type of operation.

