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LANDOWNER REWARDS AND RISKS:

FINANCIAL, CONSERVATION, FAMILY CONSIDERATIONS

  n considering whether to participate in any of these compensatory programs, farmers and
ranchers take into account a number of business, personal, and family factors.  Some are
purely financial: Is the price right in relation to the
costs?  In this sense, providing a conservation
service for public consumption is similar to
producing agricultural commodities for private
markets.  But a host of nonfiscal considerations
also come into play when the rewards and risks of
enrolling in conservation programs are closely
examined.   This chapter briefly reviews such
personal and family-related factors.  Following this,
Chapter 4 concentrates on the economic rewards of
participation, detailing the levels of compensation–
cash or tax benefits–for each program.

Much of this chapter is based on the perceptions of
landowners captured in various research projects.
This includes a mail survey of landowners in six
California counties conducted in 2002-03 that
examined motivations for participating in major
conservation programs and perceptions of the
merits of these programs (see Sokolow et al).

REWARDS

Economic benefits are a key factor in decisions to participate in conservation programs, but
they are not the only, and frequently not the dominant, consideration. What are these nonfiscal
factors and how do they relate to specific programs?

Conservation values

In surveys and discussions farmers and ranchers express a deep concern about their land and
its environmental values.  One reason is their dependence on the continued productive
capacities of their agricultural parcels, as expressed by a respondent to our 2002-03 survey:

“We are the real stewards of the land.  We are on it everyday.  If we don’t take
care of it, it won’t give back to us.”
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At the same time, agricultural operators and landowners believe that their conservation
credentials, created over time by working directly with the land, are more genuine than those of
environmentalists and environmental programs.  Although rooted in productivity, these views
often extend to the habitat and other natural resource values of their property.   Another survey
respondent noted:

“If we, the owners, go to some expense and live a life to preserve countryside,
wildlife, habitat, and everyone wants to drive down by road and see the cows, the
flowers, the trees...it benefits the public....Every day is Earth Day on my ranch.”

Conservation values thus are often just as or more important than economic considerations in
the reasons landowners give for participating in various conservation programs.  For example,
decisions to take part in the USDA cost-sharing programs clearly are driven by stewardship
values, considering that landowner participants are required to invest their own funds to match
federal money.

Likewise, decisions to sell the development rights and place easements on agricultural land
involve more than purely economic incentives. A 2000 study of 46 farmers and ranchers in
three California counties who sold their development rights noted that most saw the cash as a
vehicle for achieving other personal objectives, including agricultural land preservation and
family goals.  In fact, the positives of land preservation more than overcame any concerns
about easement perpetuity. Personal attachment to the easement-protected parcels was a
widely held sentiment, with many landowners noting a long history of family ownership and the
importance of their farms as home sites (Rilla and Sokolow, 2000).

However, agricultural landowners are not of one mind in what they prize as the most important
values of land conservation.  Our 2002-03 survey found three different, although overlapping
sets of conservation views among landowners.  Some landowners stressed their role in
providing food security for the future:

“I believe that good farmland should remain farmland.  One day we won’t have
enough farmland to produce food if we don’t take care of it.  I want my land to
grow crops, not houses.  The ground that is not fertile can grow houses.”

Others gave more importance to the preservation of natural resources, including plant and
wildlife habitats.  Finally, the smallest number of respondents listed as their top priority the
preservation of open space and restricting urban sprawl.

Regulatory incentives

Beyond allowing landowners to satisfy personal stewardship values, compensatory programs
also may give them the resources to cope with the requirements of federal and state
environmental regulations.  Among all private landowners in the United States, farmers and
ranchers are most affected by the public policies that seek to protect endangered species,
habitat such as wetlands, and water and air resources.  They are most vulnerable to regulatory
imperatives because of the large landscapes they control and the nature of their agricultural
practices.
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Participation in some compensatory programs helps to soften the regulatory burdens.  The
USDA conservation programs offer a close fit with environmental requirements.  Cost-share
practices are often tailored to reducing the negative impacts of crop production and the
retirement programs are intended to restore soil and other natural resources.

Landowners who sell agricultural easements in some cases also serve regulatory purposes,
but not because of practices on their properties.  Instead the landowners are providing a
conservation service to a larger area. This occurs when an easement is funded and created as
mitigation for urban development elsewhere in the vicinity.   By conserving in perpetuity a like
or larger amount of rural land, the easement helps to ameliorate the negative environmental
effects of the urban development.

Family livelihoods

For many agricultural landowners, maintaining a life connected to farming and the countryside
is an important part of taking care of a family.  Farmers, like people everywhere, want
themselves and their families to have a comfortable life, to prepare for their children to be able
to earn their own livelihood, and to have enough for retirement.  Therefore, when considering
participating in the conservation services market, landowners in our research looked carefully
at how the programs would help them realize their aspirations for the future and that of their
families.  Realizing these aspirations is often inextricably intertwined with financial factors,
since the aspirations cannot be attained without adequate cash flow.  For example,
farmowners ensure educational opportunities for their children by generating adequate income
from farming and other sources.

Table 3-1 outlines the basic financial enablers for reaching family goals.  Table 3-2 goes a step
further by suggesting which types of conservation programs might be most appropriate for
different family goals.

As Table 3-2 shows, preferential taxation programs maintain income by reducing property
taxes.  The reserve programs may help increase annual incomes through the rental payments
they pay for not farming land, although this could be offset by the income lost from not growing
certain crops.  Still, an operator with land in reserve can use the time and costs freed from not
cropping that property to engage in other income-producing activities.

Acquisition of rights programs offer the broadest set of benefits because they make a single
large, lump sum payment to landowners.  Discussion with farmowners who have sold rights
indicate that the cash generated one or more economic benefits - buying out the interest of
others, retiring farm debt, purchasing additional land or agricultural improvements, or investing
for retirement or other long-term purposes.

Finally, the cost-share programs offer relatively limited economic benefits.  They provide little
direct cash; to get a cost-share dollar, you have to spend it.  Also, participating in a program
such as EQIP may  produce unanticipated costs for a landowner, depending on the price of
materials and project delays. However, some of these programs may pay for legally mandated
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Table 3-1.   Financial enablers of family goals

Table 3-2.  Programs as related to family goals
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improvements.  Also, the conservation improvements may increase productivity or reduce
costs, both of which could help raise profits and increase a property’s agricultural value.

RISKS AND COSTS: LANDOWNER ISSUES

Rewards are only one side of the story.  With each of the programs, landowners must make
commitments and, in most cases, establish ongoing interactions with administering agencies.
Research on landowner perceptions show that many have concerns about these commitments
- some would call them risks or costs - and the agencies involved.  The risks come in large part
from landowner perceptions about trust of government, control and finances.

Many agricultural landowners believe significant risks arise from dealing with government
agencies.  Their argument is that the governments frequently do not live up to their
agreements, impose unreasonable or unworkable requirements, and introduce a lot of
unnecessary paperwork.

Program managers and landowners often have similar goals regarding the conservation of
agricultural land and the maintenance
of  farm and ranch lands, but with very
different responsibilities and
accountability.  Essentially bureaucrats
are accountable to their agency heads
and policies, to their federal or state
legislative bodies, and ultimately to the
general public. Landowners, by
contrast, are responsible to more
private, immediate, close interests -
their businesses, themselves, and their
families.  Table 3-3 identifies and
explains major differences in
landowner and conservation agency
perspectives.  The point in presenting
this information is not to suggest that
landowners should not protect their
interests when working with agencies
on conservation agreements.  Rather,
by recognizing that the agency
bureaucrats with whom they deal are
accountable to the broader public,
landowners may see that their
requests and requirements as
reasonable and less arbitrary.

In addition to understanding the perspective of agency staff, landowners can also try to select
programs that best fit with their own sets of values and perspectives.  Even farmers with strong
negative opinions of government find few problems with the preferential taxation approach.
The Williamson Act and Farmland Security Zone programs impose no requirements on

Agricultural Risks

Looking beyond participation in compensatory
programs, a recently published workbook identifies five
general categories of agricultural risk.

• Family and personal risk arises from the family and
interpersonal dealings within it, and consequences
that directly impact the life and financial well-being
of families.

• Financial risks are most often observed by looking
at the business and financial records of the
agricultural operation and risks imposed by outside
forces acting on cashflow or capital costs.

• Production risk stems from horticultural or natural
occurrences that impact the quality and or quantity
of the crop.

• Market risks occur at the point-of-sale and include
things such as fluctuating prices and market access.

• Legal and regulatory risks refer to the risks to farm
viability that laws and regulations can impose.

Adapted from Tailoring Risk Management to Fit YOUR

Farm: Participant’s Workbook. University of California,
Agricultural Issues Center, 2004.
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Control

In addition to trust issues, landowners worry that participation in programs requires that they
give up too much control over how they use their land.  Some farmers believe that any
restrictions on their operational autonomy, even when they are paid for this loss, violates
property rights.    Also, in the view of many, losing control over aspects of their land reduces
the ability to realize its full productive capacity.

The degree of control that agencies acquire by purchasing conservation service varies among
compensatory programs.  For example, the retirement programs control production decisions
by restricting cultivation for a period of time.  They also require farmers to establish specified
practices designed to achieve program conservation objectives.

On the other hand, cost-sharing programs impose less control.  Although they require
conservation management plans and specified conservation practices, these requirements do
not affect the choice of crops to produce and usually involve only a narrow area of operations.
Acquisition of rights programs run from possibly no restrictions over production decisions to
more extensive requirements for practices that may have environmental effects.  Most
easements also limit the number and type of structures that can be added to the property.

Control is also affected by monitoring requirements.  Generally, the more extensive the
monitoring, the greater potential for compliance issues.

Financial risks

Financial risks arise because enrollment in some compensatory programs limit landowners’
options for future economic gain.  “Missed profit opportunities” is one way of expressing these
limits, especially participation in preferential taxation and development rights programs that
prohibit the development of agricultural land for more intensive urban uses.  Less directly, such
limits also apply to participation in the USDA cost-share and retirement programs, which as-
sume continued agricultural use of enrolled land.

landowners, other than prohibiting urban development during the duration of contracts, so
paperwork and interactions with government staff are minimized.  Acquisition of Rights
programs lie at the other end of the spectrum as far as complexity of contracts.  Large sums
are often at stake and the agreements impose possibly minimal, but extremely long-term
restrictions on farmowners.

Landowner suspicions about working with USDA programs, in part, involve an emphasis on the
regulatory and enforcement roles of federal agencies.  USDA-NRCS staff, on the other hand,
focus on their role as service providers, while recognizing that they are also responsible for
monitoring the compliance of participating landowners with contract terms.

Table 3-4 indicates program choices that may reduce landowner risks and concerns about
compensatory programs.
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Table 3-3.  Contentious issues: Landowner and agency views
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Certainly, landowners with the potential for selling their agricultural parcels for development in
the near future can forego considerable profits by enrolling in compensatory programs.  Some
landowners, however, may have unrealistic expectations of the income potential of their par-
cels for development.  In fact, such economic opportunities are not available at any one time to
most agricultural landowners in California because of how land markets operate in relation to
the rate and geographical patterns of farmland conversions for urban development. Generally
development in this state occurs incrementally as cities gradually expand, a result of California
planning and land use policies in place for many years.  As a result, only farmland that is in the
immediate or near-future path of this urbanization is likely to attract urban prices. Most Califor-
nia farm and ranch land is located at some distance from urban expansion.

Furthermore, depending on timing, the prices agricultural landowners may receive for selling
development rights and acquiring restrictive easements on their properties compare favorably
with the potential gains from future development.  A report by the American Farmland Trust
(2001) finds that the economic gains from selling an easement and investing the funds exceed
the gains from selling for urban development 10 or more years in the future.  Taking a more
long-term look, however, can lead to other, less preservation-oriented views.  Most public
planning programs operate under 20-year or similar horizons, making it difficult for landowners
and governments alike to project urban growth scenarios over a generation or longer.

Another serious and long-term risk associated with selling development rights in perpetuity
concerns the possibility that the agricultural viability of a farm or ranch restricted by an ease-
ment could be eventually compromised by land use changes on surrounding or nearby par-
cels.  If allowed, residential development and other forms of urbanization on other properties
could have negative impacts on the agricultural efficiency, and hence income, of the protected
parcels. In fact, easement restricted farms can increase the residential attractiveness and
market values of adjacent properties because of the open space amenities of the protected
land.  Two strategies can prevent such negative scenarios. One is the often effective practice
of agricultural easement programs to use their resources to create large contiguous blocks of
easement covered farms and ranches that reduce the exposure to nonprotected land.  The
other strategy involves city and county planning and land use controls that seek to prevent
urban development from outflanking easement covered farms and ranches.

Landowners also are concerned that restrictions on the use of the land may lower its market
value, thus reducing their ability to continue to borrow operating and capital funds from banks
and farm credit institutions.  This is especially the case with the sale of an easement in which
the removal of the development rights reduces the land’s development potential.  These days,
however, agricultural lenders generally base their farm loans on the potential income from
commodity production and not on full market value.  The removal of the development rights
thus does not usually affect the amount and interest on such borrowing.

From the vantage point of wanting to protect farmland, selling development rights can possibly
keep prices of farmland affordable for agricultural buyers.  This happens when the removal of
development rights maintains land values based on agricultural productivity, rather than higher
urban market values.



34
Chapter 3

LANDOWNER COLLABORATION

In most cases, applying to and participating in a compensatory program is a solitary action–
involving one landowner representing a single agricultural parcel.  Some programs, however,
seek the participation of multiple, neighboring  landowners, whether at once or over time.
Examples include the  watershed protection priorities of some USDA programs, the Williamson
Act requirement that applicant properties must be located in designated agricultural preserves,
and the efforts of some agricultural easement programs to develop strategic blocks of covered
land.

For individual landowners, the advantages of joint or cooperative action with neighbors involve
the potential sharing of risks and resources.  From a public perspective, the advantages
include getting more effective conservation results by covering large contiguous blocks of land
rather than scattered parcels.

The landowner sharing objective is implicit in two types of recently-developed collaboration
that so far have not been applied in California.  Both are voluntary devices that allow
landowners, through common planning and action, to combine the conservation of large
landscapes with some economic return:

• Agricultural Preservation and Development Associations. Primarily found in Colorado,
APDAs are either profit or nonprofit organizations that allow landowners to both combine
resources and negotiate in a strengthened position with planning agencies (see Carlson).

• Landpooling.   In a legal partnership, neighboring landowners pool assets and liabilities to
reduce the “uncertainty and negative affects of speculation” (see Landpool Administrators
web site).

Of course, landowners in a neighborhood can cooperate on common issues in a more informal
fashion, exchanging information and coordinating their actions.

Transaction Costs

Finally for landowners seriously engaged in getting into a compensatory program, there are
costs implicit in the application process.  It takes time and effort to become acquainted with the
particulars of a program, determine if they coincide with the landowner’s business and family
needs, fill out the necessary paperwork, and consult with program staff.  Out of pocket
expenses may be necessary if applicants need to confer with their professional advisors, such
as attorneys and accountants, which typically occurs in completing an agricultural easement.

Programs differ as to what is required in paperwork and time; Chapters 5-7 provides the
application details for specific programs.  Some landowners may be discouraged by these
requirements to the point of not completing the application process, believing that the personal
costs outweigh program benefits. Others may accept them as the necessary price to be paid
for reaping the rewards of program participation.
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Service on advisory or governance boards is not entirely cost-free. There are time and study
obligations.  Furthermore, the rewards are more general and less self-serving than the
economic incentives for enrolling in a program, since they involve working on broad issues of
program design and implementation.  For landowners who want to make a difference in the
land conservation area, such public contributions can result in substantial personal
satisfaction.  A brief review of both the formal and informal opportunities follows.

USDA conservation programs

Perhaps the most extensive and formalized arrangements for getting landowner advice is
provided by the USDA cost-share and retirement programs administered by the Natural
Resources Conservation Service.  Mandated by federal law, these participatory bodies in
California include the State Technical Advisory Committee (TAC), local workgroups, and
stakeholder groups.  Membership is open to anyone who applies and is broadly defined.
Several thousand Californians participate in the meetings of these groups. Most are
agricultural landowners, but they also include representatives of public and nonprofit
conservation agencies.

The 500-member state TAC meets quarterly in locations throughout the state.  Members are
informed about changes in programs and advise the NRCS State Conservationist and staff on
ranking criteria and other program matters.  The state group has several subcommittees for
EQIP and other specific programs.  Many more people participate at the local level in
workgroups and stakeholder groups that work with NRCS district conservationists on local
funding priorities.

OTHER REWARDS: OPPORTUNITIES TO INFLUENCE PROGRAMS

A different kind of reward for landowners involves the opportunity to influence how
compensatory conservation programs are managed and implemented.  The programs
generally are sensitive to the concerns and circumstances of their enrollees.  However, beyond
formal enrollment and involvement in conventional agricultural organizations such as local farm
bureaus and commodity groups, there are participatory opportunities for farmers and ranchers
to work with program managers on policy and administrative issues.  Most programs have
advisory or even governance mechanisms that are open to farmers and ranchers with strong
conservation interests.  Like program enrollment, getting involved in these influence
mechanisms is voluntary and depends on landowner initiative.
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Resource conservation districts

California’s 103 resource conservation districts (RCDs), operating in most agricultural areas of
the state, offer another participation opportunity for conservation-minded landowners.  Several
hundred persons, many of them farmers
and ranchers, serve on district governing
boards. Most of the 5 to 9 member bodies
are appointed by county boards of
supervisors, although few districts are
formally part of county government.

Created as a form of special district under
California local government law, the RCDs
are strongly landowner-oriented in their
mission and activities.  Their core
functions include educating landowners
and the public about resource
conservation, helping landowners
implement specific projects, and
coordinating resource conservation efforts.  In several respects, the RCDs parallel the NRCS.
Originally known as soil conservation districts, they were created by states during the 1930s to
provide a landowner complement to USDA activities.  That close relationship continues, with
NRCS field staff often providing technical assistance, although many districts have their own
professional staffs.  RCDs are also a vehicle for landowner participation through Resource
Conservation and Development Councils (RC&Ds).

Land trusts

Land trusts are nonprofit organizations that manage acquisition of development rights
programs.  They are largely volunteer agencies with few, if any, professional staff and they rely
greatly on their boards of directors and others.  With as many as a dozen or more members,
the boards become involved in most aspects of the programs, especially using their personal
knowledge of local agricultural communities to make initial contact with landowners potentially
interested in selling easements, and working with them to negotiate and complete transactions.
Agricultural land trusts that focus on putting farms and ranches under easement usually have
boards composed of a majority or many agricultural landowners.  Examples include the Yolo
Land Trust, Marin Agricultural Land Trust, and the statewide California Rangeland Trust.

Beyond their citizen boards, some land trusts also benefit from the contributions of volunteers .
The largest participatory opportunities are in stewardship work, particularly the periodic
monitoring usually required by the deeded restrictions of easement-covered properties. Some
land trusts rely primarily on trained volunteers for this work.

Contact information for NRCS committees

Individuals interested in joining NRCS advisory
groups can contact a local NRCS office.  Members
of the State Technical Advisory Committee receive
notification of meetings which occur about four
times a year.  Information on the statutory respon-
sibilities of the State Technical Advisory Committee
is available at  http://policy.nrcs.usda./gov/scripts/
lpsiis.dll/M/M_440_501_B_10.htm

The California meeting schedule can be found at
http://www.ca.nrcs.usda.gov/technical/stac.html.
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