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Major Findings.   During 2001 the American Farmland Trust (AFT) sponsored two coordinated surveys to measure (among other things) the extent to which owners of urban-edge agricultural land were willing to provide environmental benefits that urban and suburban voters valued.  If many owners currently did use their land in ways the voters preferred or would do so in the future in response to incentives that the surveys specified, there could be justification for substantial public expenditures to achieve the valued benefits.  Alternatively, so few owners might be willing to cooperate that too little could be accomplished.   The risk would be high that too many farms or ranches causing environmental problems or having the potential to provide positive amenities (e.g., scenic vistas, wildlife habitat) would not be enrolled for technical assistance or cost- sharing because the owners did not care to participate. 

Fortunately, for three important environmental objectives, the AFT surveys found considerable agreement between what voters wanted from agriculture and what owners of farms and ranches on the urban edge said that they were either doing currently or would undertake in response to financial incentives:   managing their crop or livestock operations so as to avoid pollution of surface and groundwater, protecting or improving habitat for wildlife, and preserving the land for agricultural use rather than selling it for development purposes. 

Design of the Surveys

Conducted in June and July 2001, AFT's telephone survey of registered voters interviewed 2,216 randomly chosen adults spread over all 50 states.
  A total of 1,511 reported that they lived in urban or suburban areas.  The companion survey reached from 316 to 329 owners of urban-edge farm or ranch land in each of five important agricultural states:  California, Michigan, New York, Texas, and Wisconsin.   Either interviewed by telephone or surveyed by a mailed-back questionnaire during the period, late August 2001 to February 2002, these owners were asked about the current conservation activities on their land and their likely responses to federal incentive payments designed to stimulate new stewardship effort. 

These five states were chosen for their agricultural and political importance.   California's agricultural output has the highest dollar value among all 50 states.  Texas ranks second.
  Wisconsin and New York are major dairy states.   Michigan's farm economy has important dairy, greenhouse/nursery, and grain sectors.  California, New York, and Texas have the three largest Congressional delegations, while--as demonstrated in the 2000 election--Wisconsin and Michigan can be key states when choosing presidents.  

The interviewed owners were randomly selected from lists of agricultural property owners in ten randomly chosen counties per state (Table 1).   The ten counties came from a pool of agriculturally significant, urban-influenced counties, which we defined as counties meeting the following four standards:  

· at least 10 percent of their land surface was in agricultural use as of the federal government's 1997 Census of Agriculture, 
· agricultural-use land aggregated to at least 20 square miles at that time, 

· 25 percent or more of the county's total land surface was subject to "urban influence," as of the 1990 population census, 
  and 
· for at least 5 percent of the total surface, the degree of urban influence was classified as either "medium" or "high."  
The pools of counties meeting these specifications are listed in the Appendix.  According to the 1997 Census of Agriculture, they collectively comprised significant proportions of their states' agricultural sectors (see  Table 2):  

· 24 percent in Wisconsin to 49 percent in  Michigan of total farms and ranches,

· 18 percent (Texas) to 44 percent (Michigan) of all acres in farms or ranches, and 

· 21 percent (Texas) to 52 percent (Michigan) of the aggregate value of agricultural products sold.

The five-state survey focused on urban-edge because farms and ranches there have the potential to provide environmental services of high value to large numbers of urban and suburban residents such as: 

· open-space that can be enjoyed for its scenic vistas and--with the owner’s agreement--for hunting, hiking, and camping;  

· habitats for many species of wildlife; 

· surface and groundwater for human consumption that is free of agricultural pollutants, and

· fresh fruits and vegetables sold locally through farm stands, farmers' market, or grocery stores.

To achieve and sustain these environmental benefits, many farms and ranches need financial assistance.  If the five-state survey found a good match between the environmental benefits voters wanted from agriculture and what many owners of farm and ranch land close to the majority of voters (i.e., residents of cities and suburbs) were willing to provide, there would be a strong argument for appropriately targeted and adequately funded governmental assistance.

	Table 1.   Randomly selected urban-influenced counties* from which agricultural landowners were randomly chosen for participation in the survey (by state)

	California
	Texas
	Wisconsin
	Michigan
	New York

	Contra Costa
	Bandera
	Dane
	Allegan
	Broome

	Marin
	Collin
	La Crosse
	Berrien
	Cayuga

	Napa
	Denton
	Outagamie
	Clinton
	Chemung

	Nevada
	Hidalgo
	Pierce
	Eaton
	Dutchess

	Placer
	Johnson
	Rock
	Kent
	Genesee

	Riverside
	Kendall
	St. Croix
	Lapeer
	Livingston

	San Mateo
	McLennan
	Walworth
	Lenawee
	Madison

	Solano
	Waller
	Washington
	Livingston
	Monroe

	Stanislaus
	Willacy
	Waukesha
	Macomb
	Oneida

	Ventura
	Williamson
	Winnebago
	Shiawassee
	Ontario


*The counties met these four standards:  (1) At least 10 percent of their land surface was in agricultural use as of the federal government's 1997 Census of Agriculture,  (2) agricultural-use land totaled to at least 20 square miles at that time, (3) 25 percent or more of the county's land as of the 1990 population census was classified by USDA's Economic Research Service as subject to urban influence, and (4) at least 5 percent was classified as subject to either "medium" or "high urban influence."

	Table 2.  The number of counties in the survey's pool of agriculturally significant, urban-influenced counties* and their collective share of the state's total number of farms, total numbers of acres in farms and ranches, and aggregate market value of agricultural products sold, as identified in the 1997 Census of Agriculture (by state)

	State
	Counties in the Pool
	Their Share of the State's Total Number of Farms
	Their Share of the State's Total Acres in Farms
	Their Share of the State’s Total Market Value of Agricultural Products Sold

	California
	23
	48%
	26%
	35%

	Texas
	59
	35%
	18%
	21%

	Wisconsin
	15
	24%
	22%
	26%

	Michigan
	24
	49%
	44%
	52%

	New York
	24
	43%
	43%
	46%


*See the explanatory note for Table 1.

____________

2. Findings

     A.  Introduction.   Our discussion of findings is organized around three questions:

            1. To what extent do the surveyed owners' farm and ranch lands have conservation practices applied to them that are likely to produce environmental benefits which urban and suburban residents value? 

2.  Among the owners without such practices being applied to their land, what proportions would be willing to contribute time or money to implement them in exchange for federal incentive payments?

3.  Are owners of urban-edge farm and ranch land interested in selling the  development rights to any of their land so that it can remain in agricultural production?

    B. Conservation Activity on Urban-Edge Agricultural Land and Urban and Suburban Residents' Interest in It 

1. Types of Conservation Practices

The surveyed owners were asked a series of questions designed to determine the variety of conservation practices being applied to their land in the current year.  We were interested in seven types:  

· "This year does any of the agricultural land you own have applied to it one or more methods that aim to minimize soil erosion?

· . . . that aim to minimize the flow of chemical fertilizers or pesticides into surface or groundwater?

· . . . that aim to minimize the flow of livestock waste into surface or groundwater?

· . . . that aim to protect or improve wildlife habitats?

· . . . that aim to protect or improve wetlands?

· . . . that aim to minimize overgrazing or other damage to pasture or range land?

· . . . irrigation methods applied to it that aim to minimize the quantity of water used or minimize the rate of water evaporation?"

Urban and suburban residents should be personally interested in most, if not all, seven kinds of practices.  Eroded soil (from tilled fields or overgrazed pastures), pesticides, fertilizers, and livestock waste can dangerously pollute drinking-water supplies for cities and suburbs, as well as contaminate lakes, rivers, and other bodies of water used for recreation.  AFT's national public opinion poll found that urban and suburban respondents showed considerable concern that "agricultural pesticides or livestock manure may contaminate drinking water in your community."   Forty percent said they were "very concerned" and another 25 percent were "somewhat concerned," for a combined 65 percent (Table 3).   Since the question dealt with contamination "in your community," the conservation activity or lack of it by urban-edge farmers was particularly relevant.  

	Table 3.  Extent that urban and suburban respondents were "concerned that agricultural pesticides or livestock manure may contaminate drinking water in your community"

	Response Choices
	% Respondents per Choice

	Very concerned
	40

	Somewhat concerned
	25

	Not too concerned
	17

	Not concerned at all
	17

	Don't know or won't say
	1

	Total percent
	100

	Total respondents
	1,511


The wildlife habitat provided by urban-edge farms and ranches should also be important to urban and suburban residents.   Such habitat's relative closeness to these residents was probably one of the reasons that so many of the national poll's respondents from urban and suburban locations--56 percent--"highly valued" "farms or ranches as habitats for wildlife like pheasants, wild ducks, and other animals" (Table 4).   Twenty-seven percent "moderately valued" them for that reason, for a combined 83 percent.  Many, if not most, Americans are wildlife watchers.  Among the 1,000 randomly selected adults polled in a recent national survey sponsored by Ducks Unlimited: 

· "76% said they have a medium to high interest in wildlife.

· 44% said they participated in bird watching in the past year.

· 55% said they have viewed wildlife away from home."
 

	Table 4.  Extent that urban and suburban respondents valued farms or ranches as habitats for wildlife like pheasants, wild ducks, and other animals

	Response Choices
	% Respondents per Choice

	Value highly
	56

	Value moderately
	27

	Value slightly
	10

	Value not at all
	6

	Don't know or won't say
	1

	Total percent
	100

	Total respondents
	1,511


Wetlands can provide recreational opportunities (bird watching, hunting), as well as help to prevent down-stream flooding, to filter out impurities from water, and to achieve other significant benefits to urban and suburban areas.  Irrigation practices that conserve water should also be valued since in dry parts of the country the water that agriculture saves is freed up for use by cities and suburbs. 

            2.  State Surveys' Findings

The surveyed urban-edge agricultural landowners in California, Texas, Wisconsin, Michigan, and New York indicated the following levels of conservation activity on their land (Table 5):

· From 44 percent of the Texas sample to 60 percent of the Wisconsin respondents reported at least one soil conservation practice being applied to their land.

· Across the five state samples from 21 percent to 36 percent of the surveyed owners reported methods to minimize the flow of chemical fertilizers or pesticides into surface or groundwater.

· From 28 percent to 40 percent, practices to protect or improve wildlife habitats.

· From 9 percent to 24 percent, methods to protect or improve wetlands.

· From 14 percent to 41 percent of the owners with livestock operations on their land reported practices to minimize the flow of animal waste into surface or groundwater.

· From 22 percent to 61 percent of this same group of owners said that methods were in place to prevent overgrazing or other damage to pasture or range land. 

· Fifty-two percent of all the California respondents said measures were being used to economize on the irrigation water applied to their land, while the corresponding percentage in Texas was 8 percent.
 
· Across the five state samples, from 70 percent to 81 percent of the surveyed owners reported the application of practices for at least one of the seven types of conservation purposes.   
· And 49 percent to 59 percent said that measures to achieve two or more types of purposes were being used.
	Table 5.  Extent of conservation activity on surveyed owners' land:  Percent of respondents reporting that practices were currently being applied to agricultural land they owned (by type of conservation practice and by state)

	Type of Conservation Practice by Purpose
	Percent of Total  Respondents Who Reported At Least One Practice of The Indicated Type 

	
	California
	Texas
	Wisconsin
	Michigan
	New York

	1. To minimize soil erosion
	45
	44
	60
	53
	58

	2. To minimize flow of chemical fertilizers or pesticides into surface or groundwater
	31
	21
	36
	36


	34

	3. To protect or improve wildlife habitats 
	34
	35
	40
	36
	28

	4. To protect or improve wetlands
	17
	9
	24
	23
	21

	5. To minimize flow of livestock waste into surface or ground water1
	25
	14
	37
	35


	41

	6. To minimize overgrazing or other damage to pasture or range land1
	55
	61
	22
	23


	29

	7. Irrigation methods to minimize the quantity of water used or the rate of water evaporation2
	52
	8
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Applied one or more practices from at least one of the above seven types of practices.
	81
	70
	77
	71


	76

	Applied one or more practices from at least two of the above seven types.
	59
	49
	54
	52


	54

	Total Respondents
	323
	322
	316
	327
	329


1Question asked only of owners with livestock raised on their land during the current year (2001).

2Asked only of owners in California and Texas.
____________

The survey process had three design features to increase the chances of obtaining honest reports about conservation activity.  We invited owners to reply "unsure" rather than providing only "yes" and "no" response options when asked about a particular  conservation purpose.  Secondly, "yes" answers triggered a follow-up question, "What was the main method you used to minimize . .  . ?"  That is, a false "yes" response would require another, perhaps more painful-to-give, falsehood.   Thirdly, the interview questions made it clear that a negative  answer was socially acceptable.  Owners who said "no," a certain type of conservation practice was not being applied to their land, were asked a follow-up question about their interest in applying such practices in the future in order to become eligible for federal incentive payments.   Moreover, we reviewed the practices given as the "main methods" and did not count any that looked inappropriate.
  With relatively few exceptions the reported methods clearly fit the given categories: 

· no-till, contour farming, and grass waterways were among the frequently reported practices to reduce soil erosion; 
· filter-strips, organic farming, and soil tests, among the listed methods to minimize  the flow of agricultural chemicals into surface or groundwater;
· providing supplementary food, planting trees, setting aside fields or woodlands for wildlife, and  limiting hunting, were among the "main methods" to enhance wildlife habitat; 
· avoiding draining and digging ponds to protect or improve wetlands;
· rotational grazing to prevent overuse of pasture land; 
· constructing ponds or lagoons that hold animal wastes, fencing livestock out of creeks and other bodies of water, and  incorporating manure into the soil rather than leaving it on field surfaces, were among the listed practices to prevent water pollution from livestock waste;  and
· drip irrigation, sprinkler systems, and recycling of water, among the methods for economizing on irrigation water.
For three of the seven kinds of practices, some impressive levels of conservation activity were reported.  In the Wisconsin, Michigan, and New York samples, from 53 percent to 60 percent of the respondents reported at least one practice to minimize soil erosion (Table 5).  Among the California and Texas owners with livestock on their land, 55 percent and 61 percent, respectively, indicated one or more practices to minimize overgrazing or other damage to pasture or range land.  And just over half, 52 percent, of the California sample said they applied one or more practices to conserve irrigation water.  

However, the findings for some samples, especially regarding the other four kinds of practices, suggest that there is room for significant conservation gains.   Notably, across the samples for all five states, no more than 36 percent of the surveyed owners reported using practices with the objective of minimizing the flow of chemical fertilizers or pesticides into surface or groundwater.  Among these non-users, 74 percent said  they had field crops, that is, farm enterprise that might well use agricultural chemicals.  The percentage of owners with practices to protect wildlife did not exceed 40 percent in any state and was as small as 28 percent in the New York sample.  Virtually all farmland can have wildlife-protection measures. 

C.  Owners' Willingness to Apply New Types of Conservation Practices
Many of the surveyed owners with such conservation gaps stated in the survey that they were willing to use their own time or money to apply relevant practices if, by doing so, they became eligible for federal incentive payments.  For the 2002 Farm Bill both Senator Harkin and Senator Lugar advocated these kinds of payments.  Senator Lugar's draft Farm Bill provided for bonus payments of up to $25,000 annually for "producers who implement new [to them] conservation systems."
  Senator Harkin's concept of three tiers of conservation effort and commensurately higher payments was written into the Farm Bill voted out of the Conference Committee on April 30, 2002.  Included in the  bill's "Conservation Security Program," it provides annual payments of up to $45,000 "for maintaining or adopting practices on private agricultural land."

As Table 6 shows, significant proportions of our sampled owners in five states said they would respond positively to incentives to adopt practices:  

· Among respondents who reported no soil conservation practices on their land, 39 percent in the California sample to 54 percent of the Michigan participants replied, "yes," to the question:  "In order to be eligible for federal conservation payments, would you contribute time or money to apply to your land methods that minimize soil erosion?"  For these respondents such methods would either be new to their land or would be used after some hiatus. 

· Among the "non-users" of practices to minimize the flow of chemical fertilizers or pesticides into surface or ground water, 35 percent to 50 percent replied affirmatively to the question about contributing time or money to apply new or resumed methods with that objective. 

· The corresponding percentages for practices to improve or protect wildlife habitats vary from 31 percent to 38 percent.
· The range for non-users willing to help apply methods to protect or improve wetlands is 17 percent to 38 percent.
· Among the surveyed owners who (a) had livestock operations on their land and  (b) said that there were no practices currently being used to minimize the flow of animal waste into surface or ground water, 34 percent to 53 percent said that they would contribute time or money to implement such practices in exchange for federal incentives payments.
· Among the same type of owner who said "no" about any practices being currently applied to prevent overgrazing or other damage to pasture or range land, 28 percent to 40 percent would respond positively to such federal incentives.
· Twenty-three percent and 27 percent,  respectively, of the relevant California and Texas respondents said they would accept payments in return for applying irrigation-conservation practices. 
· Across all five states, 53 percent to 67 percent of all surveyed owners were willing to apply a new or resumed practice for at least one of the seven types of conservation purposes, and 
· 30 percent to 45 percent would do so for at least two kinds.
In summary, an incentives approach like that offered by Harkin's Conservation Security Program may be able to leverage considerable new or resumed conservation activity among owners of urban-edge agricultural land in these five states.  We found positive interest among more than half of the total respondents per state. 

	Table 6.   Likely effectiveness of conservation incentive payments in leveraging new stewardship effort:  Percent of surveyed owners who were willing to contribute time or money to apply to their land conservation practices if, by so doing, they became eligible for federal conservation payments (by type of practice and by state)

	Question wording:   "In order to be eligible for federal conservation payments, would you contribute time or money to apply to your land methods that…?"
	Among owners of land to which the indicated type of conservation practice was NOT applied "this year," the percent willing to implement a practice of that type in order to be eligible for a federal incentive payment

	Type of Conservation Practice by Purpose
	California
	Texas
	Wisconsin
	Michigan
	New York

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Minimize soil erosion1 
	39
	44
	42
	54
	45

	Minimize flow of chemical fertilizers or pesticides into surface or groundwater1
	35
	45
	50
	49
	44

	Protect or improve wildlife habitats1 
	31
	33
	38
	38
	37

	Protect or improve wetlands1
	17
	22
	35
	38
	34

	Minimize flow of livestock waste into ground or surface water2
	34
	42
	44
	49
	53

	Minimize overgrazing or other damage to pasture or range land2
	28
	40
	33
	34
	40

	Minimize irrigation water used or rate of evaporation3
	23
	27
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Willing to apply at least one of the above six  or seven types of practices to their land for the first time or after a hiatus4
	53
	63
	61
	63
	67

	Willing to apply at least two of the above six  or seven types of practices to their land for the first time or after a hiatus4
	30
	45
	36
	38
	41

	Number of Total Respondents
	323
	322
	316
	327
	329


1Percentages are based on the number of respondents who reported the indicated type of conservation practice was not being applied to their land in 2001.

2Question asked only of owners with livestock raised on their land during 2001 and whose land did not have the indicated type of practice applied to it in that year.

3Question asked only of owners in California and Texas.

4Prcentages based on all respondents.

______

Motivating Non-Operator Owners to be Active in Conservation

Data from the AFT survey suggest that incentive payments may be able to motivate significant numbers of non-operator owners to help apply conservation practices who previously were largely passive about conservation.   Across the five samples, from 24 percent of the surveyed owners in California to 37 percent in Wisconsin were non-operators (Table 7).
  These respondents were asked if any of their written leases required "the application of conservation practices such as for soil, water, wildlife, or wetlands conservation."  A companion question asked if, "independent of written leases," the owner requested any of his/her operators to apply practices.  From 22 percent of the non-operator owners in the Texas sample to 39 percent of their counterparts in California reported requiring/requesting practices either through leases or orally (data line 4 of Table 7).  However, among the other non-operators--the 61 percent to 78 percent who apparently did not ask for conservation effort--many to most would respond positively to incentive payments to apply new practices to their land.  From 48 percent of this subgroup of non-operators in California to 62 percent in the New York sample said that they would contribute time or money to apply at least one kind of practice that currently was not being used on land they owned (data line 6 of Table 7).   

It is of course possible that owners who do not require conservation effort from their operators invest in practices on their own or that their passivity is justified by the operators' good performance record.  However, it looks as though incentive payments like those in the new Conservation Security Program can activate numerous owners who have been passive about conservation. 

	Table 7.   Capacity of incentive payments to motivate conservation inputs from non-operator owners who had neither required in written leases nor orally requested their operators to apply conservation practices:  Percent by state (The base for each percentage is in parentheses.)

	Status of Respondents
	California
	Texas
	Wisconsin
	Michigan
	New York

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	1. % of total sample who were non-operators
	24 

(323)
	31 (322)
	37

(316)
	34

(327)
	26

(329)

	
	
	
	
	
	

	2. Among non-operators, the % with written leases that required conservation practices1
	24 

(78)
	15

(101)
	26

(116)
	14

(111)
	14

(84)

	3. Among non-operators, the % who orally requested conservation practices2
	31 

(78)
	18

(101)
	25

(116)
	18

(111)
	24

(84)

	4. % requiring/requesting practices through one or the other medium
	39 

(78)
	22

(101)
	34

(116)
	27

(111)
	31

(84)

	
	
	
	
	
	

	5. Among the  non-operators who required or requested practices, % willing to contribute time or money to applying at least one new practice in order to be eligible for conservation incentive payments
	60
 (30)
	77

(22)
	64

 (39)
	70

 (30)
	69

(26)

	6. Among the non-operators who did not require or request practices, the % willing to make such contributions.
	48 

(48)
	49

(79)
	58 

(77)
	61

(81)
	62

(58)


1Text of question: "Some written leases of agricultural land contain provisions for the application of agricultural conservation practices such as for soil, water, wildlife, or wetland conservation.  Some leases do not require any such provisions.  Do any of your current leases require the operator to apply any conservation practices?"

2Text of question:   "Independent of written leases, some owners ask their operators to apply agricultural conservation practices.  Some owners do not.  In the past year, did you ask any operator of your farmland or ranchland to apply any conservation practices?"  
D. Combined Current and Contingent Conservation Effort

The combination of current and contingent conservation effort is promising of significant environmental benefits (Table 8).  Adding together (a) the surveyed owners who reported having a type of practice currently applied to the land and (b) the respondents not presently having such a practice but willing to contribute time or money to apply one in exchange for incentive payments, we find that:

· from 66 percent of the owners in California to 77 percent of the total Wisconsin, Michigan, and New York samples either then had soil conservation practices on some part of their land or were willing to help apply them; 
· 55 percent to 68 percent is the corresponding range for practices to prevent water pollution from crop production, 
· 54 percent to 63 percent for practices to protect or improve wildlife habitat,
· 27 percent to 47 percent for protecting or improving wetlands, 
· 49 percent to 72 percent of the owners with livestock operations  on their land would help apply practices to prevent water pollution from those operations,
· 48 percent to 76 percent of the owners with livestock would act to avoid damage to range and pasture land, and 
· 63 percent and 33 percent of the California and Texas samples, respectively, either practiced conservation of irrigation water or would respond to incentive payments to conserve.
	Table 8.   Combined current and contingent conservation effort:  Combined percent of total surveyed owners who either (a) reported that a type of conservation practice was currently being applied to their land or  (b) stated they were willing to contribute time or money to apply that kind of practice to their land if, by so doing, they became eligible for federal conservation payments (by type of practice and by state)

	Type of Conservation Practice by Purpose
	California
	Texas
	Wisconsin
	Michigan
	New York

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	1. Minimize soil erosion
	66
	68
	77
	77
	77

	2. Minimize flow of chemical fertilizers or pesticides into surface or groundwater
	55
	56
	68
	66
	63

	3. Protect or improve wildlife habitats
	54
	56
	63
	60
	55

	4. Protect or improve wetlands
	27
	27
	47
	47
	44

	5. Minimize flow of livestock waste into ground or surface water1
	50
	49
	64
	67
	72

	6. Minimize overgrazing or other damage to pasture or range land1
	67
	76
	48
	49
	57

	7. Minimize irrigation water used or rate of evaporation2
	63
	33
	
	
	

	8. Number of Total Respondents
	323
	322
	316
	327
	329


1Question asked only of owners with livestock raised on their land during 2001, who comprised 162 in the California sample, 259 in Texas, 181 in Wisconsin, 133 in Michigan, and 182 in New York.

2Asked only of owners in California and Texas.

____________

The combined percentages are impressive, particularly for minimizing soil erosion, avoiding water pollution from agricultural chemicals, protecting/improving wildlife habitat, and preventing livestock-derived water pollution.  For the first three of these four types, the percentages of owners with current applications and future effort contingent on incentives combine to more than 50 percent of each of the five samples.  For the fourth, the low end of the range is 49 percent of the owners with livestock on their land.  However, these present or future conservationists might collectively own such small proportions of the land that little progress could be made in solving environmental problems.  Fortunately, when we added together all the farm or ranch land acres they owned and compared those sums to the total agricultural land reported by the full sample, the percentages were high.   For combating soil erosion, the present and potential conservationists' share of the total land ranged from 68 percent to 91 percent; for prevention of water pollution from chemicals, 56 percent to 81 percent; for habitat protection/improvement, 51 percent to 67 percent; and for avoidance of water pollution from livestock operations, 54 to 82 percent (Table 9).

	Table 9.   The significance of the surveyed owners who currently apply or, contingent on incentives payments, say they will apply at least one conservation practice of the indicated type:  Their share of the total land owned by all members of the sample of owners of urban-edge agricultural land (by type of practice and state)  (Number of owners per group in parentheses)

	Type of Conservation Practice by Purpose
	California
	Texas
	Wisconsin
	Michigan
	New York

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	1. Minimize soil erosion
	72 (209)
	68 (216)
	85 (241)
	91  (253)
	89 (253)

	2. Minimize flow of chemical fertilizers or pesticides into surface or groundwater
	56 (179)
	66 (179)
	77 (215)
	81 (217)
	78 (208)

	3. Protect or improve wildlife habitats
	67 (172)
	67 (177)
	67 (198)
	65 (195)
	51 (181)

	4. Protect or improve wetlands
	46 (88)
	17 (88)
	55 (149)
	48 (154)
	45 (145)

	
	
	
	
	
	

	5. Minimize flow of livestock waste into ground or surface water1
	54 (79)
	55 (126)
	64 (116)
	77 (89)
	82 (131)

	6. Minimize overgrazing or other damage to pasture or range land1
	74 (107)
	94 (194)
	40 (86)
	45 (65)
	51 (104)

	7. Minimize irrigation water used or rate of evaporation
	71 (200)
	16 (105)
	
	
	

	Total acres owned by all surveyed owners and total owners reporting acres
	383,226

(319)
	466,016

(317)
	84,470

(314)
	106,178

(323)
	122,084

(329)


1The base for this percentage is the total acres owned by all respondents who reported livestock being raised on their land.  The total acres owned by respondents with livestock on their land were 301,044 in the California sample;  447,623 for the Texas cases; 56,912 acres in the Wisconsin sample; 41,504 in Michigan; and 78,431 in the New York cases.

____________

Section Summary

We cannot assume that all the current and contingent conservationists identified in the AFT survey will continue or begin to apply appropriate practices.   But, for at least the four conservation outcomes discussed in the previous paragraph, the groups of actual or potential practitioners seem large, both in their numbers and the amount of land they own.  From among them should come enough conservation effort to make real progress, particularly if they are encouraged, such as through technical assistance and cost sharing.  And the encouragement seems justified, not just by the numbers of clients, but also by the finding in another AFT survey that urban and suburban voters value the same kinds of environmental outcomes. 

E.  Owners' Interest in Protecting Farmland from Development

Many, if not most, owners of urban-edge agricultural land will eventually face the question of whether to sell their land for development.   Some owners initially purchased the land for that purpose while others decide to sell after land prices rise, farmland near theirs is converted, and/or other changes (like trends in commodity prices) make development an attractive option.  The American Farmland Trust (AFT) advocates higher levels of public funding to purchase the development rights to productive farmland threatened with conversion.  Its June-July 2001 national public opinion poll found that many registered voters were concerned about conversion of farmland in their states.  Among the respondents with urban and suburban residences, 38 percent said they were "very concerned" about such losses and 32 percent, "somewhat concerned," for a combined percentage of 70 percent (Table 10). 

	Table 10.   Extent that urban and suburban respondents were "concerned that too much farmland in your state may be converted to houses, stores, and other nonagricultural development" 

	Response Choices
	% Respondents per Choice

	Very concerned
	38

	Somewhat concerned
	32

	Not too concerned
	16

	Not concerned at all
	13

	Don't know or won't say
	1

	Total percent
	100

	Total respondents
	1,511


Moreover, a majority of the urban and suburban respondents to the AFT national poll said they were willing to pay "additional property or sales taxes to help protect [from development] especially beautiful farmland" or "farmland that produces fruits and vegetables sold locally."   Forty-one percent of these registered voters approved of extra taxes to preserve beautiful land, 51 percent were willing to be taxed for preserving local sources of fruits and vegetables, and a total of 59 percent accepted an additional tax burden for the sake of one or the other preservation goal (Table 11).  It seems likely that the voters who initially accepted being taxed for one goal, but did not approve the other, would be persuaded to fund both if, as is likely, the combination of purposes enhanced the probability of funding the preservation goal they favored.   

	Table11.  Percent of urban and suburban respondents who were willing to pay extra property or sales taxes to protect (1) farmland that is especially beautiful or (2) farmland that produces fruits and vegetables sold locally or (3) at least one of these two kinds of farmland

	Purpose of the Extra Taxes
	% 

	"To help protect especially beautiful farmland"
	41

	"To protect farmland that produces fruits and vegetables sold locally from being developed"
	51

	To protect at least one of these two kinds of farmland
	59

	Total respondents
	1,511


AFT's recent surveys of urban-edge farmland owners in California, Texas, Wisconsin, Michigan, and New York indicate many potential clients for conservation easement programs.   Across the five samples, from 47 percent of the  surveyed owners in California to 56 percent of the total New York respondents indicated interest in entering into agreements not to develop their farmland in exchange for per-acre payments (Table 11).  Interest among operator owners tended to be higher compared to non-operator owners, although the percentage-point differences did not exceed 13 points (in the Michigan sample--Table 12). 

If this many owners are inclined to consider offers to purchase their development rights, the state or local programs making offers may have a wide choice of parcels.   They may be able to select really attractive land by such criteria as scenic beauty, importance of the land's agricultural products, and the likely impact on the area's future development if the parcel can not be used for housing or commercial purposes.

	Table 12. Owner interest in selling development rights to agricultural land that builders want for housing developments, by state*

	
	Percent of Total  Respondents Who Said  They Were Interested in Being Paid Not to Develop the Land

	Type of Owner
	California
	Texas
	Wisconsin
	Michigan
	New York

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%

	Among all responding owners
	47
	43
	43
	46
	56

	Among  owners who currently operated farms or ranches
	50 (242)1
	45 (219) 1
	46 (200)1
	51 (212)1
	59 (244)1

	Among non-operator owners 
	40 (78)2
	40 (101) 2
	40 (116)2
	38 (111) 2
	49 (84)2

	Number of Total Respondents
	323
	322
	316
	327
	329


*Text of question:  "In some states agricultural landowners who are under pressure to sell their land for housing development can instead receive government compensation for agreeing never to develop the land. These owners are paid the difference between what the land is worth for development and its value for farming, which can be several thousand dollars per acre. . . .  When farmers enter into an agreement not to develop their land, it is usually with a state or local government agency or a private nonprofit organization that is responsible for making sure the agreement is kept.  Would you be interested in being paid for agreeing not to develop agricultural land you own?"   This question was asked only of respondents who had not previously entered into such agreements.

1The number of operator owners who were surveyed.

2The number of non-operator owners who were surveyed.

__________

Summary

AFT's  recent survey of owners of urban-edge agricultural land in California, Texas, Wisconsin, Michigan, and New York found substantial willingness among owners to provide environmental benefits that, according to another AFT survey (June-July 2001), urban and suburban voters value:   drinking water for their communities that is free of agricultural pollution, wildlife habitat on farms and ranches, and protection of farmland from conversion to nonagricultural uses.  That willingness was manifested in current application of relevant conservation measures to the owners' land or in their willingness to respond to federal financial incentives to adopt practices, as well as in their interest in programs to purchase development rights. 

____________

For questions or comments, please contact:

Dick Esseks at jesseks@msn.com or Steve Kraft at sekraft@siu.edu. 

Appendix

Urban-Edge Counties Comprising the Pools from which the Ten Study Counties Per States Were Randomly Selected

(The Chosen Counties Are in Bold Type.)

	California
	Texas
	Wisconsin
	Michigan
	New York

	Alameda
	Atascosa
	Johnson
	Brown
	Allegan
	Albany

	Amador
	Bandera
	Jones
	Dane
	Bay
	Broome

	Butte
	Bastrop
	Kaufman
	Jefferson
	Berrien
	Cayuga

	Contra Costa
	Bell
	Kendall
	Kenosha
	Calhoun
	Chemung

	Marin
	Bexar
	Liberty
	La Crosse
	Cass
	Cortland

	Napa
	Brazoria
	Lubbock
	Outagamie
	Clinton
	Dutchess

	Nevada
	Brazos
	Lynn
	Ozaukee
	Eaton
	Erie

	Orange
	Caldwell
	McLennan
	Pierce
	Genesee
	Fulton

	Placer
	Cameron
	Medina
	Racine
	Ingham
	Genesee

	Riverside
	Collin
	Midland
	Rock
	Jackson
	Livingston

	Sacramento
	Comal
	Montgomery
	St. Croix
	Kalamazoo
	Madison

	San Diego
	Cooke
	Navarro
	Walworth
	Kent
	Monroe

	San Joaquin
	Dallas
	Nueces
	Washington
	Lapeer
	Niagara

	San Mateo
	Denton
	Orange
	Waukesha
	Lenawee
	Oneida

	Santa Clara
	Ector
	Parker
	Winnebago
	Livingston
	Onondaga

	Santa Cruz
	El Paso
	Potter
	
	Macomb
	Ontario

	Solano
	Ellis
	Randall
	
	Midland
	Orange

	Sonoma
	Fort Bend
	Rockwell
	
	Monroe
	Orleans

	Stanislaus
	Galveston
	Smith
	
	Muskegon
	Oswego

	Sutter
	Grayson
	Tarrant
	
	Ottawa
	Rensselaer

	Ventura
	Gregg
	Taylor
	
	Saginaw
	Saratoga

	Yolo
	Guadalupe
	Tom Green
	
	Shiawassee
	Seneca

	Yuba
	Hale
	Travis
	
	St. Clair
	Tioga

	
	Harris
	Waller
	
	Washtenaw
	Wayne

	
	Hays
	Wichita
	
	
	

	
	Hidalgo
	Willacy
	
	
	

	
	Hockley
	Williamson
	
	
	

	
	Hood
	Wilson
	
	
	

	
	Hunt
	Wise
	
	
	

	
	Jefferson
	
	
	
	


� These respondents were reached through random digit dialing.


� USDA, Economic Research Service, 1999 data for "Final agricultural sector  output" by state.  www.ers.usda.gov/StateFacts/ [accessed October 27, 2001].


� Without this condition, a small county with only ten percent of its land surface in agriculture might have a trivial amount of land in farms or ranches.


�USDA's Economic Research Service (ERS) has developed an index of  "urban influence" based upon what geographers refer to as a “gravity model.”  That model accounts for both the size of nearby population and distance from that population.  Specifically, for each 5 km grid cell across the United States, ERS created an index that measures “accessibility” to population in all other cells within a 50-mile radius.  (Population in each grid cell was estimated by applying geographic information system (GIS) smoothing software to census block data from the 1990 Census of Population.) For a particular cell being scored, the “accessibility” index will be higher for larger numbers of people within that radius, and higher if the most closely located cells have relatively more people than more distant cells. ERS then established thresholds of “urban influence” for each region.  The 5 km cells at or below the threshold were considered “totally rural” (see J. B. Cromartie and L.L. Swanson, 1996. “Census Tracts More Precisely Define Rural Populations and Areas.” Economic Research Service, U.S. Dept. of Agriculture. Rural Development Perspectives 11(3): 31-39).  


The cells at or above the threshold were considered “urban influenced” and then grouped into three nearly equal classes in ascending order of “accessibility”:  (1) "medium-low," (2) "medium," and (3) "high urban influence.”   Use of a GIS allowed ERS to determine the percentage of each county’s area that was classified into each of those three categories.  To establish which counties met our first condition, of having at least 25 percent of their land area subject to some degree of urban influence, we combined the percentages for areas classified as "medium-low," "medium" and "high urban influence."  Then we added together the percentages of "medium" and "high urban influence" to determine which counties met our fourth condition, i.e., having 5 percent or more of area subject to at least "medium influence."  Finally, to ensure  that our ten selected counties per state were adequately varied on this second combined measure, we ranked the total state pool of urban-influenced counties and divided them into three categories, representing the lower ranking third of counties, the middle third, and then the top ranking third.  For the final sample of ten, we randomly selected three or four counties from each of the three groups.  Source: communication to authors, as well as databases for the five states that the ERS generously provided: October 2000.


For more information, see C. H.  Barnard,  2000. “Urbanization Affects a Large Share of Farmland.” Rural Conditions and Trends 10(2): 57-63.; and R. E. Heimlich and W.D. Anderson, 2001. Development at the Urban Fringe and Beyond: Impacts on Agriculture and Rural Land. USDA/ERS (United States Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service) AER-803, Washington, DC.











� Ducks Unlimited website.  "New DU Study Examines Americans' Attitudes and Knowledge of the Environment":  � HYPERLINK http://www.ducks.org/news/du_study_environment.asp ��www.ducks.org/news/du_study_environment.asp� [accessed January 23, 2002].


� According to the 1997 Census of Agriculture, proportionally many fewer farms use irrigation in the Texas counties we surveyed compared to the California counties in our sample.





� When the given "practice" was implausible; or the response was simply, "I don't know," we treated the  respondent as not having that type of conservation method being currently applied to his/her land.


� NACD (National Association of Conservation Districts), "Comparative Analysis of Conservation Provisions of Combest/Stenholm's H.R. 2646, the Farm Security Act of 2001, Senator Lugar's Farm and Ranch Equity Act of 2001 & Existing Law":  accessed .nacdnet.org/govtaff/FB/Combest-Lugar [October 29, 2001].


� The United States Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition & Forestry.  "Conference Report Documents: Conference Bill Text,"  p. 103; and "Conference Statement of Managers," p. 58: www.senate.gov/~agriculture/Briefs/2001FarmBill/2001farmbill.html [accessed May 1, 2002].


� They said "no" to the question, "Are you an operator of any of the agricultural land you own, that is, by yourself or with others, do you make decisions about the day-to-day operations of the farm or ranch, such as what to plant or raise, when to harvest, and when to market the crops or animals?"
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