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PRIME IANDS--DEFINITIONAL AND POLICY PROBLEMS

"...the preéérvation‘of agricultuf;l land is of pgramount
interesﬁ to the welfare of the state of Califorﬁia in that the
pieéervatiqn of sﬁch land, especially prime aéricultural land,
is critically iﬁportant iﬁ order to assure andvto makimize the
faod, fiber; open space‘and employment oppo;tunities which are
necessary for p?esent and future generations of the stétg and

_ the nation" (Warren, Section 67701).

As a proposed‘policy statement authored,by‘an urbap'législator,-
this'quotation from propdsed‘AB 15 seems to e?itomize.the increasingly
popula; cry to save or préserve prime agricuitural léhd. Siﬁce prime .
connotates first in importénce in terms of quality of‘Vélué, intuitive
support of such cries éeems'most appropriate. |

Mature reflection suggests that efforts to‘save prime agricul-
tural land must mean that market allocation is mot achieving the objec~
tives of such observeré.' This being the case, a substitute for market
éllocation must be developed, the assumptidn on which this papef_is
presented. The alternative ié a public policy capable of implementation
to insure that a specific resource such as‘prime agricultural land will
be utilized so aé to accomplish stated objectives; ISimply stating as
public policy that we shall save or preéerve prime agricultural land is
‘not capabie of implementation; a positive action poliéy must be identi-
fied with spécific applicability. At this juﬁctufé some véry serious
definitional difficulties as wel1 és policy conflictsvarise, Simply

stated, prime in a nebulous sense may be universally acceptable; prime



‘in a specific policy impiementatién sensevno longer is as universally
a;ceptable, and in fact may not be acceptable .to énything approa;hing a
- majority position_ |
The basic policy problem involved in the iséug of érime lanas
‘centers on the inability orbunwillingness to éeparaﬁe the sciénﬁific:
classificatién function from thewﬁolicymaking fﬁnction. If the word
‘agricuiture consistently fol}ows prime, then.it/may be écientificaliy.
’possible to define primebagricultural lands,'i.e.rtﬁésermost appropriétar":
: SR o o
for the-production’of agricultural_commodities; and'ignore the more
genéfic définition‘of prime lands. Siﬁply tdrdefine/landé as‘prime,:as
in facﬁ a number of scientists aé well as ufban observers tend to &o,.
avoids the fact that land prime for égriculture is likewise apt to‘be
prime for other societal uses. Thus the scientific responsibility{is
to identify and analyze as ﬁany of the alternmatives as can be found
ﬁhile the policymaking responsibility is té Seléct élternativé$ for
specific parcels of land. Even with regard to agricultural land, hbw—.
eveﬁ,‘ﬁe may have fallen into the trap of'confusingrciassification or v
taxonomic approaches with policymaking as I have suggested elsewhere
(Wood, p. 151). |
Definitional Criteria
There appeérs to be an iﬁplicit aésumption.on the part of many
observers that given‘the objeétive of éreserving‘prime agricultural
'1and, the criteria for defining such landvare ébjeciively identifiable
andrcabablé‘of uniform application. Unfortunately, this iﬁplied
- assumption seems to lead full circle.in the sense thatlthe selection of‘

appropriate criteria depends upon the definition of prime, which depends



 upon the criteria seiected, The development of soii ciassification
c?itefié has been a matter of interest and atteﬁtion on the pért of soil
scientists and perhaps agronomists. 'Fenton gives an excellent and‘con~

'Cise reviewkof the development of land classification systems in the
United States. ‘The development bf criteria for definitions of prime‘
agriéultural land now involves not only tﬁosg ﬁr;ditionélly concerﬁed,

~ but likéwise economists, Planners, engineers and for that matter,,gen~v

eral consumers. As a result, there is no longer an easy consensus as to

2. . :

- what thevobjective méy be with_regafd,to a classification system (Hou;e;
pp- 2-3). SR o f,‘ DR

.‘ This expanéion of'intérest is a relétively reéent and continuing
'matteff  For‘examplé,.the LIM Task Forcé Report in November; 1974;> 
listed nine criteria.(seé Fenﬁon also) for prime agricultural land
relafing‘égcluéi&ely'to séil—water;tdpbgraphicél characteristics. In an
unpublished preliminary draft of a poﬁential CIépland‘study by SCS in
'Maf, 1976, additional characteristics were included such as the size of
bwnership unit, the size of tracts, and the extent to which the area was
isolated. Even Fenton (p. 142) recognizes that.eﬁergy utilization and
its relaﬁiénship to productivity may be an1iﬁportant consideratioﬁ in
soil classification. | |

- The techﬁicai ériteria‘as used in LIM providé éither a ranga of
valueé within or a épécific‘value above or below which land willvqualifyi
as prime.  Once so qlasSified, the applicébleivalue for that variable is
lost fbr future policy decisioqs; the system is cémpletely static;‘_Fbr
éxample, a pH between 4.5 and 8.4 in the apéropriate zone will qualify.v

However, in many agricultural operations over time, there may be



'lsignificant differenceé between soil that has a 4;6 pH and thét with an
8.3 pH. The same lack of specificatibn will apply to moisture, tempera-
ture, conductivity, erodibility, permeability, and téxture. ﬁnless
measureménts made for}site specifiC'claséification are’stored'in a
retrievable’mannér, aggregate désigﬁation aé prime precludeslflexibiliff
for ﬁuture decisions;A' |
Anotherkéerioﬁsvdefinipional proﬁlem evolves from the ﬁée of the

word agriculture. From a public policy standpoint most observers are.

3

concerned with either agricultural prb&ucts or berhaps more‘épecifibally
food'andvfibef. Pragmatically, however, land isAﬁot used to prédu§e -
food and fibef, but rather to produce c:oés Whiéh have different charac-
teristicé; tﬁese may depénd upon whether the perspective is that of a
market eéonoﬁist, ? nutfitionist, or-a social.psychologist. With
several‘hun&réd.commoditieé;inv61VE&;bit is obvious that agricdlturé‘ié
not homogeneous in this reséect,

Furthermore, different commodities require a wide range of»
characteriétics in terms.of.soil, élimatevand other conditioﬂs for
effective prodﬁction. Thus; a particular classification of land that
is appropriaﬁe for the productién of cdrn or spybeéﬁs may not bevag
appropriate_for the production of rice or cotton,7 As a résult,>a
national definition of'pfime agficulturél land éséumes some.relationship”
to appropriate commodity pro&uction. Thus; land appropriate forvthe
production of avocados in Southérn California or blueberrieé in New
England is presumed to be less significant to a‘national interest than
is land for the production of cérn in Towa. While this may ultimately

‘be the case, it is not at all clear at this stage that the classification



effort for prime agricultural laﬁd is licensed tQ‘make policy deciéions
as to.Which commodities should make up the total food supply; this would ‘
infer priorities in terms of continued commodity évailabilityL

“A“basicveconomic contradiction arises. If one accépté the 
aésumptionvthat ﬁarket'allocation of land does‘not méét éocietai objéé¥
tives for futgre food supply, dependence ﬁéén markeﬁ‘allocatioﬁ of
éommédities‘does not-aﬁpear consistent. Ultimatély noﬁ-market,'i.e,,
public policy, allocations of commodities (fodd) and other land oriented
economic éctivities ﬁould be a natural conseqﬁénce,“

Calories, Coﬁmodities, and Climate
A definiﬁion of criteria fof prime agriculturél,iand either

assgmeé the inclusion‘of a variable relating to flegibility——the ability
of a given parcei of land to be utilized.for‘the piqduction of a largé
number of differing commodities--or that scme other prio:itization
systém.has'been utilized, ‘Such a éystem mightiwell be the number of
calorieé providedifor hﬁman consumptidn or it'mightrhe some measure of
the net additional energy produced over the‘energy required in thé pro-~
duction process itéélf; In fact, one senses anAincfeasing ufban'concerq
- toward feserviﬁg commodity production for ﬁhose in’wﬁich caloric content
of thé finél product for huma.n consumption ieXceeds the calori\c‘.input 1n
‘the,productiqn proceés. Thisis particularlf’true forAenergy from‘fossil
'fuelg. This coﬁéidération has led many aréas to seriousiy examine. their:
'positionvwith iegard to continuing fOOd_suppij.':The.Cémmdnwealth‘of
"ﬁassaéhﬁsetté, for example, has developed a report entitled, "Pblicy for‘
'Foodvand Agriculturé," which éttempts to deal with a number of policy.

issues (Congressional Record). Included in this document is a recom-



' mendatién for idehtification and mapping of prim& fér@ 1ané,"Ffomva
definitional standpoint the Quéstion arises as to vﬁétﬁerkMassacﬁusetts'v
priﬁe farm land is the same as that envisiomed for éVU,S, definitioﬁ
‘under more geﬁérai criteria. |
Relativity ani Local Inieresﬁ"1
'«;bDefinitionsrof prime, by their vefﬁ nature, érebrélative‘fo some

definéd‘population.'Thus,p#ime from the étaﬁdpéiﬁf.of ﬁhé total Unitéd 
Statés is apt.toAbe consi&erably‘different th;n prime fromﬂthévstandQ:i
point éf £he Commbnﬁealth'of ﬁéssaéhusetts or érém the standﬁoiﬁt of a
couﬁty or local cpmmunity (although this differénce iéléﬁtirely ignored
‘:in the Secretary'’'s Me@orandum.No. 1827,ASuppIemént 1).2'The Govérnméﬁt j
'dee, étate of Célifotnia, defines prime landé>f§r;purpoées oﬁ Cali4;
fofnia; vLandAmay be classified prime by meeting;aﬁy qné @f ﬁivevééte~
 gories. Three of those categories are technicai in:nafure,—/*‘ﬁéwevef,
two of the classifications forvpr'.e land are economic, i.e. "iénd whiﬁh
has returned ffom‘the production of unproceése&:agficultu:al piant pro—
audts an annual gtoss value of not less than $200 per'écre for'three oﬁb
the prgvious-five years,”. Thus;vfrom a policy‘Sfandpoint‘thé.state of 75
Caiifornia presumably'consideré ﬁhe ecoﬁomic cont:ibﬁ#ionvof aériéﬁltgre
’as significant a faétor as thé téchﬁical &éfinitioﬁ of land éatééories’ﬂ
) ) » . o . ‘ R A ) : o : : 2/ ' - R R .
that are able to produce food and fiber over tlme:flv A definition of
vprime.land suéh as containéd'in.tﬁe LIM p?oject fcr the UnitédVStateé is
bnotvapt to be compléteij Saﬁisfactory fpr those‘staﬁes and/ér communi-
ties'ﬁhat have other objectives in mind #iih regardlto'priﬁe farm 1and
préservation.v | | | |

- Much of the urban support for prime agricultural landpreservation
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may well'sﬁem‘from_qﬁite different factors than thdsé_Wﬁiéh more tradi%
tibnal agriéultural énalysts examine._‘Réceﬁt'increéses in retail food
»prices may be a:triggeringbmechanism, However, faétors such;as open
Spacé, éesthétic appearance, énvironmenﬁal’quality'and romantic nétidns
sea@ implicit—Qparticularly if achievad with minimai-urban coét. The
appeal of cattle'grazing.near reéidential éﬁeas may éonvert éveﬁ ma£~
gina; iana inﬁé‘pfihe in the mindé‘of.urban resi&eﬁts; The égficulturali
fiﬁdings and policies of the California anst;l Pién iecommend pféserva-
: ﬁion of thousands of acres'onjthé basis of it;;importaﬁce to agricﬁ1tﬁré
élthéugh such 1énd is margiﬁal in terms of aﬁimél céfryiﬁg capacity and
certagnly notvﬁprime”von any_préductivity #atino; | .

A furthef coﬁfiigt existé relating éoleiy to‘iand that ﬁay be '
technically Class I ﬁnder the SCS classification system Sﬁﬁ.lSCaté& in
éﬁ uréan éreé,. As Peﬁérsén:and Yéﬁpoiskf (ép,'i3415)vbbséf&e,viéndvin,
an urban area may be technicaiiy capable of agriéultural prodﬁcfionbﬁut
be incémpatible‘for practical purposes due to alﬁarietyréf social,'
environmentai, 1egél and economié réason$; >ThiS suggésts,the_neédvfor
inéiuding definitionai ériteria beyond tﬁoée presently utilized.

Alternative approéchss

. - .\\. : .

One alternative under consideratioq is ﬁg re}y.uponvwhat amounts
-to‘a semantic cop-out. This alternative would simpiy’elimin#te‘the‘usé
’of the>word‘primé in any of the definitionélléppioachés:to 1éna c1éséi-
‘fication and rely on some substitute word that Wéuld nq£‘have some of
'kfhe connotaﬁions Cﬁrrently attributed to the Wpfd’prime.él Unfo?tu-
nateiy thié appfoach doeé not sélﬁe the dileﬁma.éf classifyiﬁg land

areas that are‘of critical lomgrun mnational or local concern; it remains



static.  The priﬁary'reasons are a failure to dietingeisﬁ between_‘
viQentification, analysis and ciassificatioe—~e$sentie11y a>scientific
responsibility--and policymaking which ie eséentielly allocative, and

ersistent inflexibiiity;;~While the word. “prlme may well be ome eource‘
of tﬁe'present dilemma, criﬁeria rather tﬁan'names,efe at issﬁe;

A second alternaalve is to’ rely oﬁ the technig Jue currently-use&lj'
in the LIM project of identifying a prime lend definitioﬁ on'technieail”
criteria and relegating other significant por?ionsvef,lagd a:eaeﬁﬁat‘ere
iimportant for cemmedity production to a ciassi%ication calledvﬁnique.'
:Twovdifficulties arise withethis approach.‘,The‘first is thet since
 uniqee has no objective critefia; the ineiesioﬁ of any iand inlfhis
category is a policy decision. If such inclusion iérspecif ed by thosei
’ developing claesificationvand criteria measurament, the scientific and
policymaking roles are intermixed. The second dieflculty is th, psycho-
logical iméact4~particularly on citizens of communities an@ regioﬁsé-of
having their farm land excluded from pfimer 'Wﬁile‘unique may.ﬁave posie'
tive psychologicai values, these tend to.diminish as awarenessyriees
that any land not in the prime categoxy is eligible for ueiqﬁe,
Furthermore, under this system, inclusidn?gf specific criteria for prime :
implies thatvcommodityvendlpr caloric prio%ities>ha§e been iﬁclu&ed. |

A third alterpatlve explicitly recognizes the se pbratibn of
scieﬁtific analysis from policy~decisionsvand attempts tovset\up‘e eer~
‘ies of criteria by which land may be class f ed (Wood) Under this
éroposed system‘any parcei of‘land,can be evaluated for‘all significanﬁf'
vVariables, perhaps as many ae 20 or 25, and given a cardinel number on

o : 4 A )
a scale of 0 to 10 in such a manner—/ that the values for each variable



are additive. If theiﬁétal possibie points from allvvériables is;>§ay,
ZQO,‘then the policymaker‘isvin a. position to'défine prime agriculﬁural
vvland as that’lana with a réting of over a given ﬁumﬁé? Such'aé'150‘or_
'175; o L S ',1 ‘r:a;

A furtﬁér adva;tage éf this system is ﬁhét withithg uée.ofléom—
 Puter sciences, a program can evolve in %hiéhbéarticuiar valuég fofjanji
given vériable can be specif ied in order to 1dent1Fy the aﬁpunt,of‘laﬁd
that’is‘caéabie of producing a givén commodity{with very épeéific
reéuirements. A Quite common ¢ry in Califdrnig; foﬁ exaﬁ@ie, ié tﬁat
we mﬁst preservelérlme acrﬂcultural land in order to guarantee coﬁtlnued
productlon of brussels sprouts; this productlon is llmlted toAa Veryn

5. : v .
'small,portion of two counties on the California coast.,]Most of the land
inﬁolved in suéh,production ié not teéhniéalij pfimeklaﬁd under current
‘c1a851Licatlon systems, ekcept as it qualifies under.fhe‘ecdnomié'céte-
gory in the California definition. Howeﬁérj undef a matrix_aﬁalysis if
one or Lwo variaﬁlés sﬁchtas temperatufe extremes»or hours of”sunlight

"apd COOlan fog are partlcularly 310nlflcant, ldept1f1ca ion of that_

lapd susceptvble to the producflon of brussals sprOLts could quite

i
v

easily be identified.

This classification systemvallowsbfléxibiliﬁy.»FSinée specific
values forveach variablé are retained, changes for aﬂyiparcelléan.be
‘made as.ciréumsténces alter. Changes ihvwater,#vaiiébiiityg a&jécéut
land ﬁses or technology‘can be instantly include@‘to reflectvcﬁrrent
conditions. Thus, theusyétem does not becomé outdated for‘pdlicy pur- -
poses. In this manner; the-cléssificatidn'syStem shifts from completely

static to partially dynamic. -
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As suggested above, the waters have been muddied considerabl
=] - > g x ¥

define and inventory prime farm land or

(e}

in the matter of attempting ¢

-y

prime agricultural land in t

¥

e United States. This confusion arises
from a number of sources: the multidisciplinary perCeptioné of prime,‘f
the confusion between taﬁonomy and policymaking,_and‘perhapé most |
impoftantly the fact that local.and natioﬁalobjecti?escﬂ:ndﬁéompietély 
coincide. The seminar conducted'by the United States Depaftmenﬁ of;‘
Agricﬁlturé at Airlie House in Julﬁ, 1975, was aﬁ‘excepfionailétéprin
atﬁempting to reconcile the péoblemsrwith proéuétive»agricﬁltufal iand;
in thé United States. Unfortunately, forva variety of reanns; the -

/ - ) .
followthrough from that>seminar seems not to have been as ptoduétive as
might have been hoped.

Not only are there institutional factﬁrs ianivé&, but aléo
vested interests on a geog;aphic; politicai5 and é&én profésSionalBé;is.
The non-market allocation of productive lands for futurevfooé.aﬂd_fiberr
supplies caﬁnot be accomplished by eithervégriéultural‘ecoﬁoﬁistslor
'soii scientists working in isolationo Furthermore, if a nationﬁl'defie
nition of land classifications is the‘approach that seems‘politiqﬁlly
feasible,theniitseemsapprOPriate for thaﬁ_defiﬁiﬁionixfbesufficiently
flexible to permit state and local entitiés to iﬁterpfet withinvgﬁidemi:
lines established at the national 1eve1.v | ' |

’AI piééeﬁt,the state of Californié,for éxample, is usiﬁgbsome ofv
the traditional national definitions ﬁith some expansion; My concefn is
that the state of California, in its infinite (or infinitesimal%.as tﬁe;:
case may be) wisdom, may decide national guidelinesVand_definitions for

prime agricultural land are not sufficiently applicable, and develop its
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own system as has so frequently happened in’publicvpolicy in the past.
The same sort of danger exists.with regard to many éfeas of the Unifed
States with the possible exception of the Corn Belt fﬁf which?theicur~k
rent appfoach fo prime land definitions seems mést appropriate.

As commonly used, prime seems also to be a function of time.
'Thﬁs, a static.definition will not pertain under all fﬁture conditions.
Changiné condition#--populat;on, technology, Weather~—vefy 1ikely Will
aiter criteria for éelecting optimum land ailocations. |

,Conciusion and Recomméndaéionv
vIt‘seems appropriate for represéntatives éfvfhé legiﬁlaﬁive :

branches of government to call for preserving prime farm land; it may

[ .

also be appropriate for top level members of the executive branches of
govérﬁment. However, it is not appropriate and in fact éounﬁer prdduc—
tive for similar appeals frbm the's¢ientifi¢'éommuﬁity without clearly‘
delinéated critéria for définitional purpﬁseé. Therefore, much of'the
energy and resourcesbcurrently devoted to advocacy should be ?edirected
to developing a land classificatibn system usefﬁl ﬁq policjmakers; Such
:a éystem cannot‘be solely technic;1~—from soil séience»and agronomy--
butvmust’also include aesthetic, eéonomic,ﬁenvironmental énd social.
variables. With such a system, the extra-market land aliocationrl

-decisions can be made if politically feasible.
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William W.'Wood, Jr. is an economist.wiﬁhvﬂoopératiﬁe Extensioh,.
Ugiversity éf California,’Riveiside and associate in the Giannini
Foundation of AgriculturallEconomics» ¥

1/ These technical categories include Classes I and»II unde® the

SCS Soil Classification System, 80 to 100 under thve_b Storie Tndex, and
one;animél unit catfrying capacity per aﬁrén;v

.2/ An intereéting con?ra&iction:in'ﬁhat markét‘ailocations of:'l
comﬁodities are used to Provide a basi§ for'réplaﬁing the markeﬁ in tﬁe
allocg;ion of the major producﬁioh input, land. |

gleor example, therg wés a tentativé'p10posa1'in the i976vi
Séééién of‘the Célifornia Legisléture to'sﬁb;titﬁte;”commerciélﬁ‘forb1

. v : v . .
nprime’n
. i : D

4/ For additive purposeS; undesirable variables can be ranked on

an inverse scale of 10 fo 0. Subjective variables=-on an ordinal

scale--can be converted to Cardinal numbers while cardinal values--pH,

-+ foxr example--can De included directly. In addition, proximity to urban

services with excess capacity or other non-agricultural variables can

‘be included. ' . ’:, o
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