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Purchase of Agricultural Conservation Easements and Other Farmland
Rights: Evidence on Price and Willingness to Supply

by

Yuan-fang Wang and Lawrence W. Libby1

Introduction

The purchase power of governments is fundamental to land policy change in the

U.S. The power to acquire certain land services augments the powers to regulate and tax

as state and local units respond to the public demand to retain undeveloped land for the

various services it provides.

The economic reasoning behind public actions to protect farmland is built on the

notion of a market failure. Farmers’ land use decisions are based on the income earning

potential of that land. Yet the discounted returns to future earning capacity of farmland

fails to capture various amenity attributes that are valued by society but uncounted by the

land market. They include the innate open space of farmed landscapes and such eco-

system services as groundwater recharge, nutrient cycling, wildlife habitat and flood

mitigation. These are “public goods” in the economic sense, meaning services for which

exclusion costs are very high and enjoyment by one does not limit their availability for

others. If land use patterns relied entirely on market indications of land use preference,

there would be far less open land than people prefer.
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Agricultural conservation easement purchase programs exist in about 20 states.

Funding comes from a variety of sources, including federal matching funds under the

Farmland Protection Program of the 1996 FAIR Act and the Farm Security Act of 2002.

Authorization under the 2002 Farm Law is set at $985 million over 10 years, a twenty-

fold increase over funds expended thus far. The dollars will be distributed to eligible

states based on plans submitted by the Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS)

state conservationists in consultation with the state farmland protection program leaders.

States must have a mechanism in place to accomplish the 50/50 cost share required for

use of the federal funds. State programs in turn generally require local match, including

the possibility for a farmer to donate a portion of the development value as the local

match.

The decision by a farmer to sell farmland development rights to a public entity of

some kind entails a complex mix of motives unique to the parcel and farm family

involved. Price is certainly part of it – we would expect a normal relationship between

easement price and willingness to supply the development rights. But in fact price

negotiation is seldom a direct part of the transaction. Easement prices are determined by a

specific appraisal procedure that differs from one state to another. The landowner can

always reject the offer, but there is no negotiation as such once the state is in the

“selection mode.” All states have very involved scoring systems for deciding which of

the available farmland easements to purchase first. Price is an implicit part of the process

at that point as easements available for purchase are ranked by the scoring formula.

Willingness of the farmer to donate all or a portion of the development value adds

priority to that parcel. The scoring may place priority on easements close to development,
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remote from development where the available funds will stretch further, or somewhere in

between the urban fringe and the hinterland. Other scoring factors, such as distance from

highway intersections or quality of soil, will also proxy for price. Once the ranking is

done, funds are allocated to parcels in their ranked order. If an owner rejects the offered

price, the process moves to the next parcel on the list. Farmers’ motives in offering their

development rights typically include some mix of general commitment to protect the

farm from future development, estate management, and an immediate need for cash for

the farm operation.

This paper presents the current data on price of agricultural conservation

easements in the state easement purchase programs, reviews the literature on reservation

price for conservation easements, the various methods within the participating states of

determining easement price, state level scoring systems at work in determining purchase

priorities, and the evidence on farmer motivation to sell development rights. The overall

goal is to better understand farmers’ marginal willingness to supply development rights

under the various state level purchase programs, some of which receive federal funds.

What Are We Paying for Agricultural Conservation Easements?

Table 1.1 indicates the conservation easement prices in the19 states receiving funds

under the Farmland Protection Program administered by USDA, through December 2001.

The states combined the federal dollars with funds from other sources in their purchase

programs. Average within-state easement price ranges from $667 per acre in Florida to

$6,654 per acre in Rhode Island. The standard deviation of the average costs is about

$1642, indicating an obvious wide price fluctuation among the states. Taking the 19

states as a whole, about 66,553 acres have been enrolled as of December 2001, at an



4

average easement price of $1,789 per acre. Eight states are below this average: Colorado

($766), Delaware ($980), Florida ($667), Kentucky ($829), Maine ($855), Maryland

($1482), Vermont ($693) and Wisconsin ($1617). Another 11 states are above the

nationwide average cost level: California ($5195), Connecticut ($2961), Massachusetts

($2692), Michigan ($3260), North Carolina ($2059), New Hampshire ($3318), New

Jersey ($4027), New York ($3232), Pennsylvania ($2061), Rhode Island ($6654) and

Washington ($2035). The price order of participating states is displayed in Figure 1.

Price Levels of 19 States ($/acre)
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FIGURE 1

California has the widest gap between the minimum and maximum easement costs,

$133,484 per acre; Florida has the narrowest gap which is $352 per acre. In California,

Monterey county has the lowest average cost, $766 per acre, while San Bernardino

county has the highest average cost, $134,250 per acre. In Florida, Osceola county has

the lowest average cost $498 per acre, while Alachua county has the highest average cost

$850 per acre. Nationwide, Calvert county in Maryland has the lowest easement cost
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($146 per acre), followed by Fulton county, Kentucky ($148 per acre) and Kent county,

Delaware ($272 per acre). San Bernardino county, California has the highest average

easement cost ($134,250 per acre), followed by Suffolk county in New York ($ 24,037

per acre) and King county in Washington ($19,174 per acre).

Table 2 displays the status of farm and ranch land development rights acquisition

programs in 19 states that rely on state sources of funding. Most of these states also

participate in the federal FPP program as shown in Table 1, but add their own state

sources to the purchase effort. Montana, Ohio and Utah have acquired easements without

any federal participation; Florida, Washington and Wisconsin reported no state fund

expenditure augmenting federal dollars through December, 2001.The average costs here

may not reflect full land acquisition cost that includes various levels of local match or the

administrative cost of running the program (selection, processing, monitoring).

Average easement costs range from $0 per acre in Ohio (all donation) to $5,564

per acre in Rhode Island. Taking 19 states as a whole, about 806,300 acres have been

enrolled as of February 2001, at an average easement cost of $1,817 per acre. Nine states

or programs are below the $1000 cost level: Ohio, Montana, Utah, Colorado, Vermont,

Kentucky, Maine, North Carolina and Land Conservation Investment Program in New

Hampshire. Five states or programs are in the range from $1,000 to $2,000: Delaware,

California, Maryland and Agricultural Lands Preservation Program in New Hampshire.

Five states are in the range of $2,000-$4,000: Michigan, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts,

Connecticut and New York.. New Jersey and Rhode Island have average price above

$4,000 per acre.
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TABLE 1.1 PRICE VARIATION IN FARMLAND EASEMENT PURCHASE UNDER THE FARMLAND PROTECTION
PROGRAM – THROUGH DECEMBER 2001

Easement Cost

State Landowners Acres Total ($)
Avg.

($/acre) Cost Range($/acre)** Federal Payment Entity Payment

Minimum Maximum
CA 10 1,129 5,864,859 5,195 766 134,250 3,154,000 54% 2,710,859 46%
CO 10 4,130 3,161,960 766 630 4,000 2,057,000 65% 1,104,960 35%
CT 6 938 2,775,939 2,961 980 12,137 1,224,264 44% 1,551,675 56%
DE 18 5,696 5,584,176 980 272 2,728 2,330,000 42% 3,254,176 58%
FL 2 3,709 2,472,586 667 498 850 1,032,961 42% 1,439,625 58%
KY 14 2,663 2,208,500 829 148 1,026 1,100,000 50% 1,108,500 50%
ME 2 269 230,000 855 395 1,739 115,000 50% 115,000 50%
MD 66 8,658 12,828,766 1,482 146 5,978 2,782,509 22% 10,046,257 78%
MA 27 2,756 7,420,450 2,692 738 14,861 2,400,000 32% 5,020,450 68%
MI 14 1,723 5,616,343 3,260 1,939 6,493 3,157,250 56% 2,459,093 44%
NC 6 343 706,382 2,059 1,804 2,495 331,144 47% 375,238 53%
NH 11 773 2,564,500 3,318 600 17,500 864,000 34% 1,700,500 66%
NJ 28 5,306 21,365,690 4,027 1,495 11,151 2,600,000 12% 18,765,690 88%
NY 12 1,947 6,293,515 3,232 545 24,037 1,112,430 18% 5,181,085 82%
PA 58 11,404 23,501,159 2,061 500 9,996 3,270,000 14% 20,231,159 86%
RI 8 616 4,099,005 6,654 3,636 13,059 1,175,000 29% 2,924,005 71%
VT 39 12,395 8,595,391 693 369 1,314 2,300,000 27% 6,295,391 73%
WA 12 897 1,825,392 2,035 378 19,174 650,000 36% 1,175,392 64%
WI 11 1,201 1,942,364 1,617 1,250 2,371 878,281 45% 1,064,083 55%
Grand total 354 66,553 119,056,977 1,789 32,533,839 27% 86,523,138 73%
Avg. acres
or $/farm 188 336,319 91,903

Note: ** Detailed information will be provided in Table 1.2.
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TABLE 1.2 WITHIN-STATE VARIATION IN EASEMENT PRICE

Minimum Maximum
State County Landowner Name Acres County Landowner Name Acres

CA Monterey Arden Oreggia 348 San Bernardino Redevco (Cong.Earmark) 4
CO Gunnison Crosson 470 Routt Robinson 112
CT New London Chesmer 120 Fairfield Jones 92
DE Kent Ragged Island Farms 579 New Castle C. and M Haman 244
FL Osceola The Escape Ranch,L.C. 1,932 Alachua Nekoosa Packing Co. 1,777
KY Fulton Jeffery W. & Martha Burnette 272 Franklin Jane Julian, et al. 17
ME Hancock Bowden 177 Lincoln Anne Hiatt 92
MD Calvert Battle Cr. Nature Ed. Ctr. 164 Calvert D.Lewis/Gen'I Partner 109
MA Worcester Stevens 261 Middlesex O'Neil 32
MI Grand Traverse Terry & Holly Gorton 33 Grand Traverse Underwood 67
NC Forsyth Robert Blackburn 59 Forsyth Bennett 62
NH Grafton Putnam Family Farm 115 Grafton Justine Griffith 4
NJ Hunterdon Delaney, Jr. 114 Mercer Sunshine International 100
NY Essex Marsh 475 Suffolk Mr. & Mrs. Zaluski 52
PA Bedford Wagner, Anthony 256 Bucks Yerkes,William 214
RI Washington Hollis Tucker Estate 55 New Port Almy Farm 33
VT Windsor Marjorie & Beverly Stuart 586 Grand Isle John & Estelle Quintin 375
WA Skagit Vander Kooy 159 King Samish 47
WI Dane Hawkinson 80 Dane Chester Manson 68
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TABLE 2: STATE LEVEL PURCHASE of AGRICULTURAL CONSERVATION EASEMENTS

State Acres
Protected

Program
Funds Spent

to Date

Local
Contributions

To Date

Average
Cost

($/acre)

Funds
Spent Per

Capita

Funds
Available

Funds
Available Per

Capita

CA 18,815 $10,756,513 $12,700,000 $1,247 $0.32 $6,500,000 $0.19
CO 65,265 $26,948,065 $5,000,000 $490 $6.27 N/A N/A
CT 27,368 $79,245,567 $500,000 $2,914 $23.27 $4,000,000 $1.17
DE 60,619 $61,402,981 $0 $1,013 $78.36 $6,122,621 $7.81
KY 4,408 $2,300,000 $0 $522 $0.57 $400,000 $0.10
ME 2,610 $1,620,000 $0 $621 $1.26 $1,000,000 $0.78
MD 185,872 $232,824,657 N/A $1,253 $43.96 $20,000,000 $3.78
MA 47,737 $117,659,019 $10,926,076 $2,694 $18.53 $8,338,000 $1.31
MI 8,249 $16,973,813 $10,000 $2,059 $1.71 $5,000,000 $0.50
MT 9,923 $888,000 $0 $89 $0.98 $500,000 $0.55
NH

$15,000ALPP* 2,864 $5,000,000 $1,751 $4.05 $0 $0.00

LCIP* 6,232 $5,349,008 $0 $858 $4.33 $0 $0.00
NJ 70,950 $197,095,566 $97,144,353 $4,147 $23.42 $105,000,000 $12.48
NY 5,085 $10,886,317 $4,591,895 $3,044 $0.57 $12,000,000 $0.63
NC 2,869 $2,037,500 $282,000 $808 $0.25 $1,500,000 $0.19
OH 374 $0 $0 $0 $0.00 $0 $0.00
PA 186,321 $377,510,418 $117,412,948 $2,656 $30.74 $47,000,000 $3.83
RI 3,719 $15,017,580 $5,676,276 $5,564 $14.33 $2,000,000 $1.91
UT 8,739 $2,491,550 $321,000 $322 $1.12 $2,750,000 $1.23
VT 88,281 $44,500,000 $150,000 $506 $73.09 $2,684,000 $4.41

TOTALS 806,300 $1,210,506,554 $254,729,548 $1,817 $224,794,621
Note: * ALPP denotes Agricultural Lands Preservation Program. LCIP denotes Land Conservation Investment Program.
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Average Costs for 19 States ($/acre)
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FIGURE 2

Factors Affecting Easement Price

The wide variability among the states and counties within the states (apparent in

Table 1.1) may be explained by different easement price estimation procedures,

economic conditions within the states that affect development value of farmland,

importance of easement donation within the state program, limitations on use of the land

under easement, parcel size, and timing of purchase. As with everything else, price of

easements increases over time.

Appraisal Method. The value of the conservation easement is usually determined

through a professional appraisal. A certified appraiser determines the difference between

the fair-market value of the property and its restricted value. In some areas, the restricted

value for agricultural use is based on comparable sales, while other programs use a

formula incorporating land rents and soil productivity. It is clear that different methods

for estimating restricted values will lead to different easement costs.
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Mitchell and Johnson (2001) discuss two commonly used methods for valuing

conservation easements: the comparable sales method, and the before-and-after method.

The comparable sales method relies on results of sales of similar agricultural

conservation easements to estimate the value of the subject easement. Appraisers have

had difficulty with the absolute paucity of farmland easement sales and determining

which are truly comparable. For the second method, the difference between the full

market value of the land before and after easement purchase indicates the value of the

easement. The authors conclude that appraisal method does make a difference on the

purchase price even if other conditions about the farmlands are similar.

Donation. The average costs may range from a no-cost donation to the full market

value of the development right. For example, the Kentucky General Assembly in 1994

established the Purchase of Agricultural Conservation Easement Corporation and

authorized the state to purchase agricultural conservation easements. As of early 2002,

eight easements on 1,320 acres have been donated to the program, bringing the total

inventory to 4,708 acres. The donated easements help explain the low average of just

over $500 an acre. Ohio had only donated easements under contract at the end of 2001,

lacking state level authority or a funding source for purchasing development rights.

Conditions of the Easement. A conservation easement limits the use options

available to the landowner (Mayo, 2000). The easement holder also may impose certain

restrictions on the rights retained by the owner to assure that the purposes of the easement

program are not compromised. In general, state farmland protection programs will not

impose restrictions that would limit farm viability. To do so could seriously reduce the

willingness of farmers to supply development rights under the program. Land Trusts
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holding donated easements will be more inclined to impose limitations on farming

practice to protect certain conservation services. Examples are requiring riparian buffers

and conservation plans, restricted use of chemicals and limits on hay harvest time to

protect nesting birds (see Bailey et al. unpublished report). The purchase price will vary

by the level of restrictions placed on the use of the land and the level of development

allowed since the easement value is determined by the difference of fair market value and

farmland restricted value. The more rights the seller retains, the lower the value of the

conservation easement.

Parcel size. Rosenberg (2000) examined the relationship between the size of

farmland parcel and purchase price in Yolo County, California. He found that the per-

acre price of agricultural land is higher for smaller parcels. He found that viable

agricultural parcels larger than 160 acres on prime soils sell for about $3,000 per acre

while farmland that is not prime soil (e.g., Class III or IV soil) sells for $2,000 - $2,500

per acre. Farmland parcels smaller than 160 acres cost more per acre, and agricultural

parcels of 1, 5 or 10 acres sell for as much as $150,000 per parcel. The open space

amenity of these smaller parcels is the most valued service the land can offer. Rosenberg

noted that easement prices in the area generally range between $850 and $1250 per acre,

depending mostly on location but also parcel size.

In Florida, two owners sold development rights to a total of 3,709 acres at an

average price of $667 an acre, less than half the national average price. These were huge

parcels, low in productivity, relatively remote from developed areas, but in a rapid-

growth state. Smaller parcels in populous Rhode Island averaged $6654 per acre (Table

1.1).
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Location. Proximity to urban and other developed areas certainly affects the value

of development rights – that is intuitively obvious. Daniels and Bowers (1997)

acknowledge that prices of development rights depend primarily on location. The closer

agricultural land is to urban areas, the more the easements will cost. In areas close to big

cities, such as King County, Washington, and Montgomery County, Maryland the cost of

development rights is above $4,000 an acre. In Vermont, a rural state, the cost is below $

1,000 an acre.

Other Evidence on Farmer Reservation Price: Insights for PACE

Lant, Kraft and Gillman (1995) use two related contingent valuation surveys (mail

survey and personal interview) to estimate the potential enrollment of filter strips and

groundwater recharge areas in the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and 30-year

easements. They used personal interviews to establish the threshold range for the rental

rates (prices) and apply this range in analyzing the mail survey data by a piecewise linear

regression model. The model estimates the relationship between price and proportion of

acreage enrolled with each farm as an observation and eligible acres as the basis for

weights. They apply this model to 10-year CRP and 30-year easements separately. Their

results indicate that enrollment in the 10-year CRP increases dramatically in the range

$90-140/acre/year. Recharge area enrollments are less than filter strip enrollments at any

given rental rate. Compared with CRP, 30-year easements receive less enrollment when a

lump sum of 10 times the CRP rate is offered.

Purposes and general structure of CRP are clearly different from those of the

Farmland Protection Program. The former removes erodible land from farm production

for a specified contract period, while the latter permanently removes development rights
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so that the land will remain in farming. But both programs imply landowner opportunities

foregone for a price to provide services to the larger population. Analysis tells us

something about the landowner reservation price.

Purvis et al. (1989) use a contingent valuation survey to evaluate farmers’

willingness to accept yearly payments for participating in a filter strip program. They

design five groups of explanatory variables -- payment, opportunity costs, transaction

costs, future expectations and preferences -- and test the relationship of these factors to

participation levels. Survey results show that changes in yearly offers and improving

information about the program to potential participants might affect farmers’ willingness

to set aside filter strips. More specifically, farmers’ willingness to participate in a filter

strip program increases as yearly payments are increased. And providing farmers with

information about a filter strip program is likely to boost participation levels.

These results provide useful insights on farmers’ willingness to supply development

easements in PACE programs. The new state level Agricultural Easement Purchase

Program in Ohio experienced a much higher than expected initial application in 20022 in

part because of an education effort targeted at local governments and land trusts as

applicants on behalf of interested farmers. Comments of several who did not apply, and

even some who did, indicate that still more information and a chance to discuss purposes

and procedures will make a difference in the second round.

Plantinga, Alig, and Cheng (2001) use county level data to derive conservation land

supply functions for the years 1987-1990. The CRP operated similarly to a competitive

market for conservation lands during the period 1987-1990. Their approach is to specify

2 442 applications were received, totaling more than 63,000 acres, with development rights worth an
estimated $126 million. Only $6.25 million is available for the first year.
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the supply of land as a function of the net returns, the returns to alternative uses, and

various economic and demographic variables. Dividing the whole country into 6 regions:

Cornbelt, Lake States, Mountain, North Plains, South Plains and East Coast regions, they

estimate 6 sets of parameters. Their empirical results indicate that the CRP land supply

curves differ among regions because of differences in the opportunity costs of

enrollment. The results of their analysis also suggest:

“…at low payments (e.g. less than $40 dollars per acre per year) very little land will

be enrolled except in the North Plains region. Closer to $60 per acre per year, significant

acreage response can also be expected in the Mountain region. Substantial acreage only

at annual payments above $80 per acre will be enrolled in the Lake States, Cornbelt, and

South Plains regions. Even at high payments, little land is likely to be enrolled in the

Appalachian, Delta States, Northeast, and Southeast regions. ”

These results are of value for the Farmland Protection Program since they quantify

supply responses by farmers as price changes, and identify differences by region and

county in the willingness of farmers to participate in the program.

Cooper and Keim (1996) used a direct revelation technique to predict farmers’

adoption of environmentally sound management practices. While in reality current

payments for practices are essentially a fixed-offer, Cooper and Keim evaluate farmer

response as a function of the incentive payments for certain cropping and tillage

practices and input management. Their estimation results indicate that the bid offer ($)

and total acres had a positive effect on the enrollments of five farm management practices

(Integrated Pest Management, Legume Crediting, Manure Testing, Split Applications of

Nitrogen and Soil Moisture Testing). The amount of off-farm work by the farm family
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had a negative effect on probabilities of adoption of four practices (Integrated Pest

Management, Legume Crediting, Split Applications of Nitrogen and Soil Moisture

Testing). The operation’s net farm income in 1991 did not have significant effect on the

enrollment.

Rules for Setting Easement Purchase Price in State Programs

As noted above, all participating states base the development easement price on the

appraised difference between full market price and agricultural value. Some require the

applicant to undertake the appraisal as part of the application, while others have the state

program manager contract for the appraisal for those applicants “making the first cut.”

New Jersey and Rhode Island require two independent appraisals for every parcel (see

Table 3). Several states impose a cap on easement price per acre, leaving that discretion

to the state program manager each year. Delaware requires the landowner to indicate how

much less than the appraised value of development rights he or she is willing to accept.

Maryland’s program is similar in that the Maryland Agricultural Land Preservation

Foundation will pay either the appraised value of the development right or a bid value

offered by the farmer, whichever is lower. Scoring for purchase priority is based on the

ratio between bid value and appraised value. This approach has allowed Maryland to

purchase more acres than if based on appraisal alone (Lynch and Lovell, 2001).

Deciding Which Easements to Purchase

As summarized in Table 3, there is considerable difference among states in how

applications for farmland easement acquisition are scored and prioritized. There are

technical filters – soil type, slope, distances from other protected land and urban

development – but there is also a place for judgment as to which specific parcels will best
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serve the public interest as gauged by several carefully defined criteria. Whenever there is

room for discretion, however, there will be disputes. Observers in Delaware, for example,

have been concerned that scarce public funds are being spent to buy development rights

to land that is “unthreatened” to begin with. All application parcels are categorized as

“likely” or “unlikely” to be converted in the absence of the program. In New Jersey, there

have been charges that PDR funds are favoring politically connected farmers (see Duke

and Ilvento, 2000).

Scoring criteria for states that have been in the process for a few years have been

summarized by Buist, et al. (1995), recaptured and extended here in Table 3. Common

elements are relative productivity of the land as indicated by soil quality and yield

history; evidence of “staying power” in farming as indicated by enrollment in

agricultural districts, soil conservation measures in place, investment in the farm

enterprise, proximity to other protected lands and location relative to urban centers.

Several state programs employ the LESA model3 to indicate land quality. Special needs

or characteristics of the individual states are apparent in the scoring rules. New

Hampshire, for example, gives highest points for land with quality habitat for wildlife,

recreational and scenic value.

Table 3. State Procedures for Appraisal and Selection

State Purchase Price Scoring System or Selection Criteria

CA

An applicant to the
department shall select and
retain an
independent real estate
appraiser to determine the

1. The quality of the agricultural land.
2. The proposal meets multiple natural resource conservation
objectives.
3. The city or county demonstrates a long-term commitment to
agricultural land conservation.

3 Land Evaluation Site Assessment model developed by USDA for land mapping used for various planning
purposes.
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value of the
agricultural conservation
easement, which shall be
calculated by determining the
difference between the fair
market value and the
restricted value of the
property.

4. If the land is in a county that participates in the Williamson
Act, the land proposed for protection is within a county or city
designated agricultural preserve.
5. The land proposed for conservation is within two miles
outside of the exterior boundary of the sphere of influence of a
city as established by the local agency formation commission.
6. The applicant demonstrates fiscal and technical capability to
effectively carry out the proposal.
7. The proposal demonstrates a coordinated approach among
affected landowner, local governments, and nonprofit
organizations.
8. The conservation of the land supports long-term private
stewardship and continued agricultural production in the
region.
9. The proposal demonstrates an innovative approach to
agricultural land conservation with a potential for wide
application in the state.
10. The amount of matching funds and in-kind services
contributed by local governments and other sources.
11. The price of the proposed easement purchase is cost-
effective in comparison to the actual easement value.
12. Other relevant consideration established by the director.

CT

The estimated market minus
use value. Appraised values of
the property are based on
comparable sales.

1. Probability of nonagricultural development. (10)
2. Cropland yield per acre (productivity). (40)
3. Amount of land classified as prime or important farmland
soils. (40)
4. Active farmland and agricultural support services nearby.
(20)
5. Surrounding properties intensively developed. (-10)
6. Costs of development rights $ 10,000 per acre. (-5)

A minimum of 65 points is required to be considered for the
program.

DE

The difference between the
fair market value of the land
under its agricultural zoning
designation and the
agricultural value of the land.
The fair market value of the
land is the price as of the
valuation date for the highest
and best use of the property
which a vendor, willing but
not obligated to sell, would
accept for the property, and
which a purchaser, willing but
not obligated to buy, would
pay for the property if the
property was not subject to
any restriction imposed under
this chapter. The agricultural
value of land is the price as of

1. The extent to which the farmland or forest land is being
actively used for agricultural purposes.
2. The extent to which the long-term preservation of the
farmland or forest land would be consistent with land use
plans.
3. The potential for expansion of the agricultural district and its
compatibility with surrounding land use.
4. The ancillary benefit of creating additional open space
adjacent to existing established and protected open space.

An application must have a minimum LESA score of 170
points out of a possible 300.
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the valuation date which a
vendor, willing but not
obligated to buy, would pay
for the property as a farm unit,
to be used for agricultural
purposes.

KY

“Easement value” means the
value per acre as determined
by a numerical point system
or, if an appraisal is used, the
difference between the
unrestricted value of a farm
and its value as restricted by
an easement. If only one
appraisal is used, unrestricted
value is equal to market value
and restricted value is equal to
the value of the farm, subject
to an agricultural conservation
easement. If the landowner
obtains an independent
appraisal, easement value
shall be calculated according
to the average between the
landowner's appraisal and the
numerical point system, or if
the Commonwealth also
obtains an appraisal, the
average between the
landowner's appraisal and the
Commonwealth's appraisal.

Total possible points 360.
I. A. Soil types-capability classes (% of parcel in each class).

(55)
B. Soil types-(% of parcel either prime or statewide). (45)
C. Soil types-yield index (soil survey yield data). (30)

II. Size of easement parcel (acres). (20)
III. Land in agricultural production within a radius of 1.0 miles
of parcel boundary. (15)
IV. Perimeter of parcel borders in non-urban use. (15)
V. Parcel distance from urban built-up areas. (30)
VI. Parcel located in a certified agricultural district or near
certified districts. (25)
VII. Does the parcel have substantial and well-maintained on-
farm investments such as barns, other storage buildings, field
terraces, waterways or other conservation measures? (20)
VIII How much of the site has been farmed (managed for a
scheduled harvest or timber activity) more than five of the last
10 years? (25)
IX. Parcel is covered by a conservation plan, compliance plan,
forest stewardship plan of agricultural water quality plan. (15)
X. Owners offering price for easement. (25)
XI. Local conservation district review and recommendation.
(10)

MD

The market minus use value
minus the applicant’s “bid
discount.” The appraised fair
market value is the higher of
two appraisals conducted on
behalf of the state.
Agricultural value is
determined by a capitalization
formula using an inflation-
and risk- adjusted market
interest rate and a statistical
estimate of land rent.

The Maryland Agricultural Land Preservation Foundation
(MALPF) ranks each application according to the formula:

Farm owner’s asking price for easement (per acre)
Urban market value – Agricultural use value (per acre)

Where the ration measures the degree to which the applicant
offers to sell at a discount. Bigger discounts earn higher
priority.

MA

Easements are priced in the
usual manner of market minus
use value. Use value is also
appraised using comparable
sales. Transactions of
restricted parcels are frequent
enough to use the same

1. The viability and productivity of the land for agricultural
use.
2. The degree of conservation threat.
3. Consistency with the goals of agricultural preservation in the
vicinity.
4. The environmental value of the land.
5. The extent to which the affected municipality will contribute
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method as that used in
estimating unrestricted market
value.

toward the purchase.
6. The extent to which the expected benefits outweigh the
acquisition costs.

MI

Typically, an independent
certified appraiser is
contracted by the Michigan
Department of Natural
Resources to complete an
appraisal of the development
rights. The development
rights value is usually the
difference between the fair
market value and the
agricultural value of the
property. In determining the
value of the development
rights, the State may not
reduce the value simply
because the land is enrolled in
a Farmland Development
Rights Agreement (PA 116).

Any farmland is eligible for consideration for development
rights purchase, provided that at least 51 % is devoted to an
agricultural use. Section 36111 b(3) of the Act establishes
criteria to be used in the selection of property for purchase. The
highest priority will be given to:

1. Productive farmland that is considered to be prime or unique
farmland.

2. Farmland which is faced with development pressure that will
permanently alter the productive capacity of the land.

3. Farmland that would complement and is part of a
documented, long-range effort or plan for preservation by a
local government.

4. Farmland that complements other preservation efforts by
creating a block of farmland.

5. Farmland that has matching funds from the local
government, private organizations or other sources to assist in
the development rights purchase.

6. Farmland that is enrolled under the Farmland and Open
Space Preservation Act.

NH

Several appraisal methods,
such as comparable sales and
capitalization formulas, are
used to price the easements,
depending upon the type of
property and the available
data.

1. Recreational, scenic, or historic value. (14)
2. Provision of a wildlife habitat. (22)
3. Special vegetation or geological features. (15)
4. Provision towards public water supply. (11)
5. Wetlands value. (15)
6. High agricultural value such as soil quality. (15)
7. A discount price (bargain sale). (20)

NJ

Two independent appraisers
calculate the restricted and
unrestricted market value of
the property. Enough market
transactions of restricted land
take place for comparable
parcel sales to be used to
estimate the market and
agricultural value of the
property.

The first time,
1. Soil quality. (30)
2. Proximity to other agricultural zones. (20)
3. Local land use regulations which support long-term
agricultural use. (20)
4. Viability as farmland as well as financial support. (20)
5. Size and density of land dedicated to farmland preservation.
(20)

The committee ranks the application a second time according
to:
Market value- use value-asking price
Market value-use value
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Bigger discounts receive higher purchase priority.

OH

The holder of the easement
pays the farmer the difference
between the land's value as a
farm and its value to a
developer (the maximum
payment per acre will be
established by the state
director of agriculture).

Tier 1 ranking system:

1. Soils. (20)
2. Location relative to other protected areas. (20)
3. Best Management practice. (5)
4. Development pressure. (20)
5. Local Comprehensive Plan. (20)
6. Other factors. (15)

Tier 2 ranking system:
1. Describe the general area where the farm is located with
regard to adequacy of agricultural infrastructure, support
services and facilities.
2. Discuss what long-term investments in agricultural
operations have been made that are relevant to the continued
operation of the farm.
3. Describe in what way the farm could become a good
demonstration or showcase project for the promotion of
farmland preservation in Ohio.
4. Discuss what additional measures the governmental entity
where the farm is located has taken, such as establishment of an
agricultural preservation board, a funded office of farmland
preservation, establishment of a revenue stream to purchase
agricultural easements, creation of a land conservancy,
adoption of zoning that permits planned unit development or
farm villages or other public commitments to farmland
protection.
5. Discuss any estate plan, farm succession plan, or business
management plan in place for the farm, and identify any other
conservation program participation not already discussed in
Tier 1 ranking.

PA

Independent state-certified
general real estate appraiser
determines market value and
farmland value. The state
board or the county board
shall establish the agricultural
value and the nonagricultural
value of the property subject
to the agricultural
conservation easement. The
price paid for purchase of an
agricultural conservation
easement in perpetuity shall
not exceed the difference
between the nonagricultural
value and the agricultural
value determined pursuant to
subsection (f) at the time of
purchase, unless the

The criteria by the State board for purchasing agricultural
conservation easements shall include, but not limited to the
extent to which the county programs consider and address the
following:

1. The quality of the farmlands subject to the proposed
easements, including soil classification and soil productivity
ratings.

2. The likelihood that the farmland would be converted to
nonagricultural use unless subject to an agricultural
conservation easement. Proximity of the farmland subject to
proposed easements to other agricultural lands in the county
which are subject to agricultural conservation easements.

3. The stewardship of the land and use of conservation
practices and best land management practices, including but
not limited to, soil erosion and sedimentation control and
nutrient management.
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difference is less than the
State or county boards’
original appraised value in
which case the State or county
boards’ original easement
value may be offered.

RI

The negotiated price of an
easement cannot exceed the
average of two independent
appraisals.

A technical scoring committee initially evaluates eligible
applications on the basis of primary and secondary criteria. The
four primary criteria considered are soil quality, development
pressure, economic importance, and soil management.

Secondary criteria include the protection of watersheds or
groundwater recharge areas and the preservation of open space
and aesthetic values. This latter criterion includes historic,
archeological, recreational or ecological value.

VT

The price of the easement is
the difference between the
market and the agricultural
use value of the land, as
always, but is capped at no
more than $975 per acre and
$250,000 per farm.
Exceptions are made for
projects which have a
particular significance or
which offer a substantial
reduction in cost under a
bargain sale. Appraisers use
comparable sales to estimate
the market and agricultural
values.

1. Amount of cost savings (bargain sales).
2. Need to maintain balance between the dual goals in
allocation resources.
3. Resources that will be required to sustain the project.
4. Expected long-term effects of a proposed project.

Vermont’s program compares the cost and benefits of
committing resources to the residential, urban sectors versus
the agricultural sectors.

Price

VA

Assessments of the fee interest in land that is subject to a perpetual conservation easement held
pursuant to this chapter or the Open-Space Land Act shall reflect the reduction in the fair market
value of the land that results from the inability of the owner of the fee to use such property for
uses terminated by the easement. To ensure that the owner of the fee is not taxed on the value of
the interest of the holder of the easement, the fair market value of such land (i) shall be based
only on uses of the land that are permitted under the terms of the easement and (ii) shall not
include any value attributable to the uses or potential uses of the land that have been terminated
by the easement.

WA

The true and fair value of farm and agricultural land shall be determined by consideration of the
earning or productive capacity of comparable lands from crops grown most typically in the area
averaged over not less than five years, capitalized at indicative rates. The earning or productive
capacity of farm and agricultural lands shall be the "net cash rental", capitalized at a "rate of
interest" charged on long term loans secured by a mortgage on farm or agricultural land plus a



22

component for property taxes. The current use value of land under RCW 84.34.020(2)(e) shall be
established as: The prior year's average value of open space farm and agricultural land used in
the county plus the value of land improvements such as septic, water, and power used to serve
the residence. This shall not be interpreted to require the assessor to list improvements to the
land with the value of the land.

Evidence on Farmer Motivation

Rilla and Sokolow (2000) surveyed 46 northern California landowners with

agricultural conservation easements on their land to gain a better understanding of why

farmers choose to forego future development potential on their land, in perpetuity. Thirty-

seven of the 46 farmers had sold the easements themselves, while the other 11 had

purchased land with easements already in place. While this is admittedly a small sample,

and northern California is hardly representative of a national perspective, we suspect that

the opinions of these few are shared by many other program participants around the

country.

The most commonly expressed single motive for farmers who sold development

rights was the somewhat altruistic desire to keep their land in farming, protect open

space, steward the land, and avoid development. But cash is obviously important as well,

for retirement income, off-farm investment, farm investment, or debt reduction. The cash

motive in all of its various permutations in fact outweighed the land use purposes, but not

by much. The third reason cited was for estate purposes – to protect the land for future

generations, reduce estate taxes, and keep the land in the family, or in the absence of

family members willing to farm in the future, to keep the land in farming for someone

else. Many see easement sale as a form of estate planning itself, assuring that the land is

permanently available for farming, and only farming, not available for liquidation. The

three motives clearly blend together in the thinking and actions of most farm families.
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Behind the desire to keep certain areas in farming was personal attachment to a

particular farm, the “historical imperative” idea. Many feel a personal obligation to honor

the multi-generational family commitment to the land by keeping it in farming. The

farming life style is certainly part of what keeps the current owners out there on the land,

and continuing an historic experience with that life style adds value.

Farmers must make choices between the benefits of a permanent easement and the

benefits foregone when such an agreement is signed. Robison, et al. (2002) establish that

human relationships do matter in land markets and that people do consider various

elements of social capital, beyond net monetary returns to alternative land uses, when

deciding to buy or sell land rights. Their analysis of sell prices on farmland found that

both sympathy and antipathy affect terms of trade, resulting in a 6.8% discount on the

arms-length price when the transaction is between friends and an 18.4% premium for the

unfriendly neighbor (Robison, et al. 2002, p.57). Farmer decisions on selling

development rights are similarly influenced by a perceived relationship to future

generations, past generations, and the land itself.

Lynch and Lovell (2002) concluded that participants in Maryland’s state and

county level easement purchase programs are most likely to own larger farms, live within

a mile or so of other preserved farms, value the farmland for more than monetary returns

and rely on the farm for at least 25% of household income. They tend to be in areas

where development value has not yet escalated, a significant distance from an urban

center.
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