American Farmland Trust
Jill K.B. Clark

Amaeican Famland Trust (AFT) is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organiztion established in 1980 by fammers and conservationists

concerned about the future of farming in this country. AF T woiks to stop theloss of productive fammland and to promote famming
pratices that lead to ahealthy environment. Our wotk indudes:

Empowering communities: AF T identifies “Strategic” fammland — productive farmland threatened by sprawl — through
mapping and other analysis, then works with communities to plan and effct fairmland conversion.

Devdoping fair polides: At the state and national leve, AFT partners with other groups — fiom farm bureaus to
environmentalist— to develop land conservation tools.

Engaging thepublic: Using public appearances, publications, media outreach and the web, AFT builds awareness of the
nead to protect ournation’s agticultural resources.
Working with landowners: Through land protection projects and consulting, AF T wotks with landowners to protect
fammland and to develop sustainable faming practices.
AFT Ohio Field Office
In 1997, Ameaican Famland Trust identified Northeastem Ohio (Eastem Chio Till Plain) & the seventh most threatened

faming region in the nation. This means that the area was determined to have some of ournation’s best soils and a the same time
this areais expeiencing immense development pressure.

This loss affats not only mual aress, but our city center and older suburbs too. These places have dedlining numbers of

houscholds and houschold income, while population and funding for infiasstucture goes to the new sububs. For example
Cuyahoga County lost 18% of its residents between 1970 and 1990.

Thestate as a wholeis losing farmland as well. Between 1987 and 1997, Ohio lost a total of 363,100 actes of prime, unique

and locally important fanmland to sprawling development—that’s an area approximately thesize of two Ohio counties! These days,
Ohio ranks second only to Texas in theamount of prime farmland lost to development.

Because of thesereasons listed above, AF T opened the Ohio Field Office in 1997. Some recent activities undataken by the

Ohio Fidd Office incdude:

Managing and editing the writing of the guidebook for the state’s new farmland protection program, whidh is intended to
help communities and landowners acaess the program.

Organizing a series of regional oneday wotkshops for locally dedted officials and evening meetings for landownas to
publicize the availability of the guidebook.

Providing partner communities with technical assistance on the new state farmland protection program. This induded
conducting sessions in Lake, Geauga and Wayne Counties. In addition, AF T staff wotked dosey with Northeastem Ohio
county fammland preservation task forees to educatethepublic.

Collaborating with the Grand Rivers Partners, Inc. on its first agricultural easement. This group protects land in Lake
Geauga, Ashtabula and Trumbull Counties.

Supporting patticipants from Northeastem Ohio on the Ultimate Fammland Presarvation Tour. This tour shows loca
officials and fammers fitst-hand how faimland protection is wotking in other states.

Hosting a luncheon for religious leaders in Northeastem Ohio. Over fifieen leaders flom diffrent faiths attended and
disaussed themoral and ethical issues of farmland preservation.

Coordinating the annual the Ohio Fammland Preservation Summit, which has become a staple annual event for famland
preservationists and concarned ditizens. This year’s summit will take place on November 7, 2002.

Serving & vice chair of the Ohio Fammland Preservation Advisory Board, appointed by Ohio Depatment Agriculture’s
Director Fred L. Dailey.

Providing testimony before the Ohio legisl ature on agricultural bills.

The Ohio Agricultural Easement Purchase Program



Mudh of AF T Ohio Field Office staffeffoits in thelast few yeas have been directed towards the Chio Agricultural Easerment
Purchase Program, onetool used to protect Ohio’s best agricultural lands.

This program is based on purchasing agricultural easement from willing famers. (Though agriaultural easements can be
donated as well.) An agricultural easement is a voluntary legal agreement by a landownerto retain theuse of land predominantly in
agriaulture When a landowner grants an agnicultural easement, the landowner forfits the night to develop the land for non-
agriaultural activities and agress to usethe land only foragricultural purposes.

A govemmental entity or nonjrofit organization ‘holds” the easement and has the legal right to require the landowner to
abide by theagrement. The agricultural casement is a permanent and legally binding restriction that remains with the land & the
land passes from one owner to another.

Ohiois nowthe 19" stateto offer a statewide agricultural easement purchase program.

This effort began when former Govemor George V. Voinovich appointed the Ohio Fammland Preservation Task Foree in
199. The Task Fore recommended the areation of an Office of Fammland Preservation within the Ohio Depatment of
Agriailture. It also rrcommended the areation of an agricultural easement purchase program (AEPP).

To makeit possibleto areate an AEPP in Ohio, in January 1999, Senate Bill 223 was signed into law. This law enabled the
Ohio Depatment of Agriculture, local govemments, and nonprofit organi ztions to hold, acquire, and acaept agricultural easements.
It specified that the program would be voluntary, but it did not provide fanding. In effact, SB 223 provided the legal basis for the
Clean Ohio Fund Agricultural Easement Purchase Program, as well as for a donation progam. This same law also provides the
ability fortownships to start theirown donation or purchase program.

Withthelegal basis areated for the program, finding had to be searred. In November 2000, Ohio voters approved Govemor
Bob Taff’s proposed $400 million Clean Ohio Fund (Issue 1). Govemor Taff signed the Clean Ohio Fund into law in July 2001,
which included the Ohio Agricultural Easament Purchase Progiam. The Clean Ohio Fund also provided $200 million for
brownfidd restoration, $150 million for open space and stream comidor protection, and $25 million for rearational trails.

The Clean Ohio Fund Agniaultural Essement Purchase Program (AEPP) provides matching grants to counties, townships,
municipal corporations and charitable organiztions forthe vohntary purchase of agricultural easements from fammland ownes. The
Office of Fammland Preservation, housed within the Ohio Depatment of Agriculture, administers the progam with funds from the
Clean Ohio Fund. The program includes an application and ranking process to select digible famms, llowed by the distribution of
state matching grants to the counties, townships, municipalities or chaitable organizations that will purchase the eigble
agriaultural easements.

Forthis program, theminimum local match to AEPP is 25% of the value of the easement (to the state’s 75%). The match
can be in the form of cash or in the orm of donated value from the landowner. Local govemments can raise matching dollars
sevaral ways to purchase, monitor, and enforce agricultural easements. Fist, a property tax can be levied, for up to five yeas with
voter approval. Similary, alocal sales and usetax, with voter approval, could be levied to raiserevenue.

It is importtant to notethat thesamelaw that areated the AEPP also enabled local govemments and nonprofit land trusts to
areate their own donation and/or purchase of agricultural easement programs.





