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An Assessment of Suffolk County’s Farmland

Preservation Program

William G. Lesher and Doyle A. Eiler

A primary objective of contemporary land use pol-
icy has been to limit or control urban growth. More
than forty states have encouraged the preservation
of open space, primarily farmiand near urban areas,
through the enactment.of use-value assessment
taws which allow farmland to be assessed at its
value in use for property tax purposes (Council on
Environmental Quaiity, p. iii). While this type of
legislation has not been entirely effective, it does
seem to allow a more orderly conversion from ag-
rculture to urban development (Conklin, p. 18).

Because of use-value assessment’s inmability to
limit development, the public purchase of develop-
ment rights has emerged as an approach to preserv-
ing farmiand adjacent to urban areas.! Such pro-
posals have been introduced in New Jersey, Mary-
land, Massachusetis, and Connecticut; and a pro-
posal initiated at the local level in New York State
has been adopted. Following a four-year planning
period, Suffolk County passed a $21 million pro-
gram to purchase development rights on 3,883 acres
of farmland (Lesher, Klein 1976).

Since Suffolk County is pursuing a farmland pres-
ervation policy unlike any other unit of govern-
ment in the nation, it has received considerable
attention (Hanrahan, p. 1; Kidder, p. 51). Given
that interest, it is appropriate to compare possible
impacts of the program, ' '

Land Use in Suffolk County

Suffolk County's 600,000 acres occupy the ceniral
and eastern portions of Long Island. It is bounded
on the north, east, and south by coastal waters and
on the west by heavily urbanized Nassau County.
1is western boundary is only forty miles from New
York City. Population growth pressures have been
high and the suburbs are currently moving across
Suffolk County.

There are now, in Suffolk County, approximately
270,000 developed acres (commeicial, residential,
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1 Property rights that fiow from fee simple cwnership can be
viewed as a continuum; that is, land ownership involves a bundie
of rights 1o use the land for several purposes. One such right of
farmland ownership is the right to develop the land to a more
intense use, commonly called the *‘development right.”

indusirial) and another 60,000 acres permanently
committed to recreation or conservation use by
public or private ownership (Kunz). Thus, there are
still 270,000 undeveloped acres. About 20%, or
55,000 acres, of this is farmland, 41,000 acres of
which are harvested cropland (U.S. Dep. Com-
merce 1976). The remaining 80% is primarly scrub
pine acreage.

Most of Suffolk County’s population growth is in
its western portion, containing over 90% of the
county’s 1.24 million residents and approximately
62% of its land area. Within this area there are still
approximately 80,000 acres of undeveloped land,
5000 acres of this, farmland (Kunz; U.S. Dep.
Commerce 1975).

Eastern Suffolk County is predominantly rural,
with 38% of the county’s land area and less than
10% of its population. There are approximately
190,000 undeveloped acres, including 50,000 acres
of farmland, Most of the farms are on soils well
suited for agricultural production. The soils of the
nonfarm open space land are predominantly flat and
well-drained, suitable for almost any type of non-
farm use, including residential (Scholvinck, p. 5;
Raynor).

Agriculture is a major but declining industry in
Suffolk County. Over the past two decades, farm
acreage has decreased by 50%. One of the reasons
for the continuing decline in farm acreage is the
nonfarm demand for land. Reflective of this is the
$7,500 average per-acre price being paid for farm-
land that has an estimated agricultural value of
$1,500 per acre (Bryant and Conklin, p. 395). About
60% of the farmland is owned by nonfarmers
(Gupte, McKay). 1

For many years Suffolk County farmiand has
been assessed, de facto, at use-value, which has
helped maintain low taxes on farmland relative to
taxes on other types of property. Currently prop-
erty taxes on farmiand average $25 per acre. While
%25 does not seem unreasonable based upon the
land’s agricultural value, it is far below the $373 per
acre which might result if it were assessed at its full
market value (McKay).

An Examinstion of the Suffolk County
Farmiand Preservation Program

In 1972 a newly elected county executive became
the moving force behind enactment of a farmiand
preservation program. Following a four-year plan-
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ning period which included committee reports,
court cases, and partisan activities, the Suffolk
County farmland preservation program became a
reality. Even though the initial 3,883 acres are
fewer than had been envisioned, the county execu-
tive is planning to expand the program gradually
through 1979 to 15,000 acres, at a cost of approxi-
mately $90 million for the development rights, plus
substantial legal and administrative costs.

The primary motivation for passage of the pro-
gram was to ‘'limit growth.”” This was most fre-
quently articulated in terms of three broad objec-
tives of the program: {a) preservaticn of a viable
agricultural economy, () maintenance of an aes-
theticafly pleasing rural environment, and (¢ ) local
tax savings. Using the anticipated total program

acreage, total cost estimates, and the locally pro-

jected population growth rate of 22,500 per year, we
will examine the program’s likely accomplishments
relative to these objectives.

Preservation of a Viable Agricultural Economy

Suffolk County is the leading agricultural county in
New York, with annual gross agricultural receipts
of $70 million. Of the 41,000 cropland acres har-
vested in 1974, 34,000 were devoted to the rela-
tively land-extensive enterprises of potatoes, veg-
etables, and sod. These enterprises generated ap-
proximately $35 million, or 509 of the county’s
gross farm receipts. On the other hand, the rela-

" tively land-intensive enterprises of ducks, flowers/
bedding plants, and nursery stock generated $34
million in gross farm receipts on only 6,000 acres of
cropland. On a per acre basis, flowers and ducks
generate approximately eleven to fifteen times the
31,000 per acre gross receipts of potatoes or vege-
tables, : ‘

While the land-intensive enterprises play an im-
portant role in the county’s agricultural economy,
the farmland preservation program has focused al-
most exclusively on land currently producing
potatoes. If preserving a viable agricultural econ-
omy is one of the program’s objectives, why have
not the 6,000 acres now used in the land-intensive
enterprises of ducks, flowers/bedding plants, and
nursery stock and generating $34 miilion in gross
farm receipis per year been included?

Economic viability is closely related to the cost
of land resources. Proponents have argued that the
program will increase the economic viability of ag-
riculture because the purchase of development
rights will reduce the price of farmland. But wonid
farmers be financially better off even if the market
price of farmland, stripped of its development
rights, approximates its currently appraised agricul-
tural value of $1,500 per acre? Certainly those
farmers who sold their development rights would
realize a substantial capital gain from their land, but
this says little about the program’s impact on the
cost of using the land for agricvltural production.

The cost of using the land depends upon whether
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it is rented or owned. If the land is rented, the
per-acre cash rent indicates the farmer’s cost in the
production process; but if owned, the land cost
includes the opportunity cost of the resources in-
vested in the land and the real estate taxes.

Currently 60% of the farmland is owned by
“‘speculators” (Gupte, McKay) who rent to farm-
ers at an average cost of $50 per acre (McKay,
White, Newton). If farmers were to buy this land at
its agricultiral value of $1,500 per acre, their per-
acre land cost would be $145 (assuming an oppor-
tunity cost of capital of 8% and real estate taxes of
$25 per acre). Since speculators are willing to let
farmers use their land at a nominal cost, it appears
the program will not reduce the farmer’s cost of
production. One might question whether land costs
based solely on the farming rights would be drasti-
cally reduced by the program for two reasons: (a)
competition for additional acreage by farmers who
sold their development rights; and (b) urban de-
mand. If, in fact, the market price of the preserved
acreage wouid escalate over time, this also would
increase the cost of agricultural production because
land ownership costs would also increase. Thus, it
seems that farmers may have nothing to gain eco-
nomically from ownership of the preserved acreage
with the possible exception of appreciation in value
of the farming rights over time.

Furthermore, will land devoid of development
rights coatinue to be used in commercial agricul-
ture? The program does not prohibit the extensive
remodeling of old farm houses, the building of white
fences, or the raising of black cattle and horses. Tt
also appears that as long as the land continues to be
used in “‘agriculture,” this preserved acreage can
be subdivided.

Maintenance of an Aesthetically Pleasing
Rural Environment

The two aesthetic attributes most often identified
with a rural area are an open landscape and a low
population’ density. Thus, we . must address the
question of whether or not the public purchase of
development rights on 15,000 acres of farmland is
likely to contribute in any measurable way to the
preservation of these pleasing rural characteristics.

The farmland included in the program will be
located in eastern Suffelk County, within an hour or
two drive for many county residents. While the
public will not have access to the land, they will be
able to experience the scenic and nostalgic benefits
of driving through the area. This may be especially
important because eastern Suffolk County is the
only rural area conveniently accessible. In addition
to the benefits associated with viewing the rural
landscape, other residents may derive a vicaricus
satisfaction just knowing such an area exists. This
is often referred to by environmentalists as option
demand (Cicchetti and Freeman).

However, the land extensive agricultural enter-
prises which are most visually enjoyable may not be
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economically feasible in the long run. Since the
program does not restrict the choice of enterprises,
farmers will grow those crops that are most profit-
able. This may mean 2 continuum of roadside stands
and u-pick operations rather than vast fields of
potatoes. Further, the possible conversion of the
preserved acreage into couniry estaics may result in
a landscape which is no more aesthetically pleasing
than large-lot, rural residential development.

Many Suffolk County residents seem concerned
about the congestion and pollution frequently ac-
companying concentrated suburban development.
They view the result of the quarter-acre lot subdivi-
sions found in neighboring Nassau County with
disdain (Kunz). However, the high-density residen-
tial development found in Nassau is unlikely to
occur in Suffolk, even without the preservation
program, because most of the developable land,
including farmland, is zoned for single-family dwell-
ings on lots of at least one acre. Although large-lot
zoning may not preserve an open landscape, it will
reduce the congestion and pollution problems asso-
ciated with more dense developments. While local
zoning can be altered to accommodate more devel-
opment, the reverse may also be true. For example,
the town of Brookhaven is considered the transition
area separating the residential and rural portions of
the county {Scholvinck). Recendy, the minimum
lot size was increased from one to two acres on a
sizable tract of land within the town.

Since the farmland preservation program is un-
likely to affect the density of residential develop-
ment, and its ability to maintain a desirable open
and aesthetically pleasing landscape can be ques-
tioned, will it help restrict population growth? Cur-
rently Suffolk County has approximately 276,600
acres of developable land. This includes all of the
agricultural land. If the program preserves 15,000
acres of farmland, this means there are still 255,000
acres that can be developed. Assuming four per-
sons per house, one acre lots, and .75 housing units
per acre, 255,000 acres would provide housing for
765,000 people. At the current rate of population
growth it would be approximately thirty-four years
before the preserved farmland would limit the popu-
lation of Suffolk County.

Local Tax Savings

One of the more generally accepted rationales for
limiting urban sprawl concerns tax savings through
the reduction in the provision of public services
(Council on Environmental Quality). The largest
single public service that a local government pio-
vides is education. According to a Suffclk County
Planning Board Report (Klein 1973, appendix), 166
acres of developed land in Suffolk County in acre
lots would have 105 students, The local cost of
educating these students was estimated to be
$105,000 per year, while the school tax revenue
estimated for 100 acres of new residential develop-
ment was $67,340—a difference of $37,660 per year.

But for these savings to be valid and attributabie
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to the program, one acre of farmland preserved
must mean one acre not developed. And this is only
true when all the other land is developed so that the
preserved acreage actually restricts growth. Any
savings accruing from the preservation of farmiand
must be discounted to its present value. Assuming a
5% interest rate, the present value of a $37,660
perpetual stream of income thirty-four years in the
future is $143,485. Thus, the educational cost sav-

_ings from not developing 100 acres of farmland has

a present value of $143,485. The cost of the devel-
opment rights for 100 acres of land is $600,000.
While over one-half of the local property taxes
are for education (Klein, appendix), other public
service costs for roads, water, and sewage could
also be reduced if the land remaizned in agriculture.
However, even if the actual dollar amount of cost
savings from all public services were three times
the amount projected for education alone, the pres-
ent value of these savings would be less than
three-fourths the current cost of the development
rights. ‘
Furthermore, the cost of the program will be
borne by all residents of the county irrespective of
where they live, while the cost savings will be
realized by the local school and town taxing dis-
tricts contained within the preserved acreage.

Program Size and Population Growth

Up to this point, the analysis has assumed a farm-
land preservation program eventually encompass-
ing 15,000 acres. The program currently includes
only 3,883 acres, and local residents do not appear
anxious to burden themselves with the additional
$69 million debt needed to expand the program
{Kidder, p. 52). The curreni program acreage,
however, may be below the critical mass needed for
agricultural survival (Dhillon and Derr).

New York has the nation’s highest per capita
state and local taxes (McKeating, Commerce Clear-
ing House) and aless than bright economic outlook.
This has led to a flight of business, industry, and
pecple from the state (Weinstein and Keller). Stag-
nation has already appeared in other urban fringe
counties of New York City (Tyran). Thus, the cur-
rent population growth rate of 22,500 per year in
Suffolk County may not continue. If population
growth does not continue at its present raie, ag-
riculture will remain on the productive farmiand of
Suffolk County, even without a farmiand preserva-
tion program.

Summary end Conclusions

In 1976 Suffolk County initiaied a farmiand preser-
vation program to manage residential growth
through the public purchase of deveiopment rights
on prime agricuitural land. As currently en-
visioned, the program will acquire development
rights on only about one-fourth of the agricultural
jand in the county. The most likely acreage for
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which development rights will be purchased is de-
voted now to land-extensive crops. On a per acre
basis, these crops contribute little to gross farm
receipts when compared to the more land-intensive
enterprises. It also is possible that the program will
increase, rather than decrease, the cost of agricul-
tural production on the program acreage. Further-
more, it may encourage the development of small
country estates on the land that is now in commer-
cial agriculture.

The two aesthetic attributes most often identified
with a rural area are an open landscape and a low
population density. While the program may help to
continue an open landscape in limited areas of east-
ern Suffolk County, it is unlikely that even without
the program all of the agricultural land will be de-
veloped. In addition, with so little of the potentially
developable land included in the program, ‘it ap-
pears the purchase of development rights will have
little effect on the county’s population density. This
would appear to be especially significant if the pres-
ent large-lot zoning is maintained. Thus, it appears
the primary aesthetic benefits of the program are
limited to the visual and vicarious enjoyment of a
rural landscape.

The program will resuit in cost savings in public
services, but on a per acre basis the development
rights will cost more than the present vatue of the
most optimistic estimates of public service cost sav-
ings. Moreover, any tax savings experienced will
benefit those taxpayers who live in close proximity
to- the preserved acreage at the expense of those
who live in western Suffolk County.

While it seems the program cannot be justified on
an economic basis, the unique island geography
limiting accessibility of aliernative open space, the
continuing concern about overpopulation, and the
relative affiuence of the residents may help explain
local support for the program.

Considering the uniqueness of the Suffolk
County situation and its relatively long struggle to
implement a purchase-of-development rights pro-
gram of modest size, one might very well question
whether such a policy instrument will be useful to
other areas worried about controlling urban fringe
growth,

[Received May 1977, revision accepted October
1977.]
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