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In Compliance with the requirements of 6 V.S.A. §8, the Secretary of Agriculture, Food and Markets shall establish guidelines to assist the municipal and regional planning commissions of the state in identifying agricultural lands. These guidelines will assist the municipal and regional planning commissions with reviewing, evaluating and safeguarding Vermont’s best soils.  Act 250 defends several natural resources but affects less than half of all development resulting in an alarming shrinkage of available agricultural land. The passage of time with significant population growth and population shifts renders 6 VSA §8’s principles both more crucial yet more challenging.  
Vermonters universally embrace the importance of rolling farm fields and operating farms but Vermont’s 256 towns and distinct regions are increasingly diverse socio-economically and geographically.  Not all municipalities or residents welcome conserved land.  The difficulty of equating agricultural acres with a healthy local economy, clean air & water, healthy wildlife, lower municipal costs and abundant local food is complicated and crafting a single set of guidelines is challenging: codifying principles sufficiently general to be widely applicable yet firm enough to be meaningful.  
Land use planning is never easy and long-standing support of property rights needs to be considered as we plan for Vermont’s future.  Land conservation, as an arms length transaction of development rights, is a land use tool widely used in Vermont. Farmland conservation should focus on the best soils as well as working farms and farmland and be flexible to address existing and future agricultural needs.  These guidelines express the intention to maintain agriculture as a fully functioning industry and preserve an irreplaceable natural resource, a key part of Vermonter’s quality of life.
We do not advocate trying to protect or preserve every acre that is currently in farm use.  Population growth, economic growth, and real estate development will continue to consume farmland, and balanced growth is desirable some of this growth may be desirable.  We do encourage creative, cooperative, and strategic efforts to slow down the rate of farmland conversion.  Farmland protection efforts should attempt to protect the best-quality farmland that has the greatest chance of staying in farm use.  
Few of our 256 towns have identical land use planning procedures but the towns can be grouped: those towns with zoning, those without zoning and without any interest in zoning, and those towns actively considering instituting some sort of zoning or development ordinances.  These guidelines will affect each group differently.  The unifying factor is the USDA/NRCS agricultural value system of soil identification and evaluation.  All municipalities have some farmland and, whether primary agricultural soils constitute 95% or only 5% of a town, that soil was likely what governed the town’s settlement patterns.  Like those first residents, stepping forward to actively protect the best agricultural soils for future agriculture defends today’s investment in Vermont’s traditional character.  Each town should decide whether and how to conserve the best available agricultural soils both for today and for future residents.
The Guidelines:
1. Soil characteristics appropriate to agricultural land.  Vermont soils are identified by USDA/NRCS in its publication Farmland Classification Systems for Vermont Soils (June 2006 edition).  USDA/NRCS acknowledges those soils with agricultural values of 1 through 7 as demonstrating the characteristics needed for various agricultural uses.  This compilation is updated when necessary, is available in print, on the internet, and on CD-ROM.  Although Essex County is not finished and other counties are not validated, USDA/NRCS is making good progress and will finish sooner with additional resources.  Soils rated agricultural value class 1, 2 and 3 and have few limitations restricting their use; these soils are level to gently rolling and are the most productive. Soils in classes 4, 6, and 7 have more limited agricultural value due to slope, excessive wetness or shallow depth to bedrock.  Class 4 through 7 are federally classified as “statewide” but within Vermont agricultural values 1 through 7 are all categorized as “primary agricultural soils.”   Complete details are available at: http://www.nrb.state.vt.us/lup/publications/importantfarmlands.pdf , Vermont Center for Geographic Information (http://www.vcgi.org), your nearest office of  USDA/NRS or on line at  http://www.vt.nrcs.usda.gov/soils/ and http://websoilsurvey.nrcs.usda.gov
2. The appropriate size of the parcel and the use of adjacent lands vary greatly across Vermont, from mountains to valleys and from clay soils to sandy and glacial.  Although farmers would generally prefer farming or forestry as activities on adjacent land, having residential areas near farms brings the customer closer as well as an understanding of how food is produced.  With the clarity of Vermont’s Right-to-farm laws and recently revised Accepted Agricultural Practices, costly nuisance suits from non-farm neighbors are less likely.  Both municipalities and regional commissions need to consistently reinforce this and assist in settling local disagreements.  That said appropriate parcel size is more complex. The ‘appropriate size’ is the size a farmer/landowner finds useful and affordable.  These individual decisions should be actively supported by the municipality, the regional commission and the State of Vermont in all areas.
3. The importance of agriculture to the region or locality varies with the topography and the prevalence of farming as a full-time occupation but the importance of agriculture as an amenity is consistent throughout Vermont.  The Secretary encourages all towns to have some version of agricultural land planning to maintain the availability of land for farming, preserving both the economic engine and the scenic charm. Agricultural land planning is important where there remains significant undeveloped primary agricultural soils (classes 1 through 7) and especially where there are minimally twenty contiguous acres of agricultural value classes 1, 2 or 3 soils.
4. The availability and capacity of agricultural services and labor to support farming in the region is highly dependant on the health and profitability of area farms.  But regardless of whether farmers are buying new tractors or repairing older models, establishing agricultural zoning lessens acres lost to development which, in turn, enhances the farm economy’s current and future health.  The Secretary encourages all municipalities to have subdivision ordinances  requiring any subdivision of a parcel located, wholly or in part, in an agricultural zone, regardless of the purpose of the subdivision, must conform to the Town Plan and the subdivision must target lower quality agricultural soils to the extent possible.  The sub-divider must obtain sketch plan approval from the town planning commission.  The subdivided parcel cannot remove agricultural value classes 1, 2, or 3 soils from the larger farm parcel.  
5. The importance of the land, as agricultural land, to the character of the locality fluctuates with the quality of the soils, the contours of the area, community traditions and the ease of operating as profitable farm businesses.   Significantly, there has been a consistent increase in the overall number of Vermont farms which, matched against the decrease in the number of dairy farms, underscores the noteworthy expansion of the diversified farming sector: equine operations, horticulture, poultry/eggs, vegetables, goats/sheep--- kept for dairy, meat & fiber--- llamas/alpacas, beef, and ornamental/landscape are all aspects of today’s Vermont agriculture.  Each of these farm types has different prerequisites in terms of equity investment, acreage, buildings and soils.  All of these farms constitute today’s agricultural appeal and are important to Vermont.  What future farms will raise cannot be known but the importance of farming, farmers and farmland to the visual and community structure of Vermont is virtually certain.  Increased conservation aggregates larger contiguous areas of working farms, ensuring a healthy primary and secondary agricultural economy, providing diversified community-based employment opportunities for people with different educations & skills, and retaining the visual character of Vermont with rolling agricultural land. 
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