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Land Use Change, Resource Competition 
and Conflict in the Southern United States: 
Discussion 

Patricia E. Norris 

These three papers together characterize trends 
in land use, resource issues, and research re- 
sponses that are being observed in all regions 
of the country. However, southern states are 
the locus of the most recent and rapid changes 
in land use. The latest National Resources In- 
ventory data shows that the increase in acre- 
age of land in developed uses from 1992 
through 1997 was most pronounced in the 
southern states. Figure 1 compares, for all 
states but Alaska, the average annual rate of 
land development (this is land moved into the 
urban and built-up category and the rural 
transportation land category) between 1992 
and 1997. Eight of the top 13 states are in the 
southern region. and Louisiana, the southern 
state with the lowest rate of land development, 
is ranked at 29th out of 49. 

Land Use Change 

In his paper on land use change in the South, 
John Reynolds provides a good overview of 
some of the economic and social drivers of 
land development patterns. and his presenta- 
tion of urban land use coefficients compares, 
for the farm productiotl regions of the south, 
the amount of land being developed for each 
additional person in the region. Put another 
way, these coefficients indicate the density of 
land use-albeit over very large geographical 
areas. His description of differences in coef- 
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ficient values between lnetropolitan and non- 
metropolitan areas in Flor~da illustrates the 
value of conducting this type of analysis on a 
smaller geographic scale. 

It would be interesting to inve\tigate how 
this meawre of density of development has 
changed over time. Sprawl, as a land use pat- 
tern, if characterized by a lower-density pat- 
tern of development. and these coefticients 
calculated for several distinct periods of time 
for small geographic areas would provide 
some quantitative estimates of the increase (or 
lack of an increase) in sprawl development in 
the region. 

Changes in population and land use in 
Michigan suggest that some caution is in order 
when using these urban land use coefticients 
to draw conclusions about impacts of future 
population growth. Multiplying the urban land 
use coefficient by projected population growth 
to assess potential land development can un- 
derestimate the rate of land use change where 
there is significant population movement with- 
in the state. In some areas, higher rates of land 
development may be likely in the absence of 
significant increases in population. Table 1 
compares changes in population and changes 
in amount of developed land for the six states 
ranked first, second, third, ninth, tenth and 
eleventh in Figure 1. Michigan experienced a 
smaller percentage population growth between 
1992 and 1997 than the other five states. How- 
ever, the change in amount of developed land 
compares, on a percentage basis, to land de- 
velopment in Texas and, on an acreage basis. 
to land development in South Carolina. Ana- 
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State 

Figure 1. States Ranked by Average Annual Rate o f  Land Development, 1992-1997 (Alaska 
not included) Source: 1997 National Resources Inventory, U S D A ,  N R C S ,  December 2000 

lysts have concluded that Michigan's popula- 
tion is  using more and more land simply by 
moving around and spreading out, not because 
o f  significant growth in size (Wyckoff) .  The 
impact o f  improved transportation routes on 
commuting patterns, the impact o f  economic 
conditions on the demand for recreational \ec- 
ond homes, and movement o f  the burgeoning 
retirement population are likely cau\es for this 
phenomenon. 

The Value of Natural Capital 

As competition for land resources grows, un- 
derstanding the values placed on goods and 
services provided by land will be increasingly 
important. John Bergstrom presents a useful 
framework within which to assess these val- 
ues. Agric~lltural land preservation efforts il- 
lustrate one area in which a thorough under- 
standing o f  the values associated with 
agricultural land is being sought. Agricultural 
interests and environmental organizations are 
working to stem the conversion o f  agricultural 
land to non-agricultural uses across the coun- 
try. There is strong evidence. however, that 
production o f  agricultural commodities is not 
necessarily the most highly valued attribute o f  
agricultural land uses. Rather, as research in 
several statcs has shown, things such as open 

space, rural character, green space, and lack o f  
congestion are cited by the public as attributes 
that would influence them to support preser- 
vation o f  agricultural land (Kline and Wich- 
elns; Rosenberger). In Bergstrom's matrix, 
these are the non-exclusive, non-rival, quality- 
of-life aspects o f  an agricultural landscape. 

Many public and private land preservation 
activities are aimed at preventing the conver- 
sion o f  undeveloped land to developed uses. 
The private efforts are among the most inter- 
esting. While there are a few programs around 
the country that use public funds to appropri- 
ate land or the development rights to land. 
there is much more activity within private land 
trusts and other non-governmental efforts. An 
interesting research question is whether the ac- 
tions o f  these groups provide for an alternative 
approach to assessing the value o f  the non- 
rival, non-exclusive benefits o f  undeveloped 
landscapes that could be added to the list o f  
valuation techniques offered by Bergstrom. 

Land Use and Resource Conflict 

Teachers o f  natural resource economics offer 
the fixed location factor-that land must be 
used where it is located-as a unique charac- 
teristic o f  the land resource that introduces po- 
tential conflicts related to spillover effects. 
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Central to the conflict described by Upton 
Hatch and Terry Hanson, however, is that wa- 
ter doesn't necessarily have to be used where 
it is found. Instead, changes in land use in ar- 
eas of Alabama, Florida, and Georgia have 
changed the demand for water in various uses 
across the region and have raised the specter 
of interbasin transfers to sati5fy changing de- 
mands. In particular, Hatch and Hanson de- 
scribe water use issues in two watersheds and 
the potential economic impacts associated 
with changes in the management of water re- 
sources that are central to the ongoing debate 
between the three states. 

Research of the type conducted by Hatch 
and Hanson will be in high demand across the 
country. Water battles are being waged in the 
southwest again, and the discussions about 
withdrawals and transfers of water from Great 
Lakes are heated. The impacts of land use 
trends on the demand for water in various uses 
(and locations) will be significant. Recently, 
Michigan's Commissioner of Agriculture stat- 
ed that agriculture will always play a promi- 
nent role in Michigan's economy because of 
the abundant supply of fresh water, from the 
Great Lakes, available to agriculture. Howev- 
er, if non-agricultural uses of Michigan's land 
resources continue to grow and increasing 
land values crowd out agricultural uses, the 
value of that water to agriculture in other re- 
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change. Research and education in natural re- ervation Programs." Lutld  economic,^ 72(4): 

source and environmental economics will be 528-49. 

the keys to addressing these issues. Rosenberger, R.S. 1998. "Public Preferences Re- 
garding the Goals of Farmland Preservation 
Programs: Comment." Lurid Ecorlornics 74(4): 
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