
availability of productive land is essential to farm operations

and the loss of these lands, and farms in general, is often

permanent, highlighting the need to develop measures that 

can effectively protect important agricultural resources and

local farms.  

Our farmland is being consumed by residential, commer-

cial, and sometimes industrial development. Since 1982,

Tompkins County has lost more than 20 percent of its 

farmland. Randomly scattered development is common, 

primarily in the form of single-family homes along rural

roads or as commercial strip development along highways.

Non-farm development threatens the economic viability 

of farming by fragmenting the land base and intensifying 

conflicts between farmers and non-farm neighbors over such

issues as noise, dust, odors, and trespass. 

Historic farmland loss, however, is not solely the result of

encroaching development. In fact, more farmland has been

lost to abandonment than to development. Since the 1950s,

over 30,000 acres of Tompkins County farmland has reverted

to forest. Much of this loss is the result of abandonment of

the more marginal farmland in the County.

Existing Farmland Protection Efforts 

Over the past 30 years, Tompkins County government has

taken a non-regulatory, incentive-based approach to farm-

land protection, featuring voluntary participation by

landowners in programs. Agricultural districts and the

Agriculture and Farmland Protection Plan form the founda-

tion of farmland protection efforts in the County. 

There are two agricultural districts in Tompkins County,

serving some 340 farms and covering 83,400 acres of farm-

land. This encompasses the majority of the farmland in the

county and approximately 27 percent of the county’s total

land area. Participation in the agricultural districts program

provides farmers with a number of benefits and protections,

including protection from nuisance lawsuits, limitations on

local regulation of farming structures and practices, tax

incentives to keep land in production, and special considera-

tions in local planning and land-use decision-making. 

The Agriculture and Farmland Protection Plan emphasizes

strategies that keep farms profitable as the most effective

means of maintaining and protecting farm operations.
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The nature of the Upstate rural population must also be

taken into account. Rural poverty has proven difficult to

eradicate. While the expansion of human services in recent

decades has improved the lives of many low-income rural

residents, poverty remains a very real and in some cases a

very isolated plight in rural areas. Business growth can have

a positive impact on the incomes of rural people; on the

other hand, visual evidence of extreme poverty is a detri-

ment to tourism and business patronage. Some rural resi-

dents value, above all, their privacy, peace and quiet, and

lack of outside interference. For these reasons, they may be

reluctant to apply for government-funded business assistance

programs, and they may not seek to address what others 

perceive as community issues of benefit to all.

Protecting Agriculture 

Farmland makes up nearly a third of Tompkins County’s

land area. Intact farmland is essential for an active agricul-

tural economy and contributes to the scenic countryside

that attracts tourists and businesses to the area. Nearly

100,000 acres of land are in farm ownership in the county,

with about 80,000 being actively farmed. Approximately 

230 full-time farms contribute $50 million annually to 

the local economy.6 Many more people are employed in

farm-related jobs, such as transporting and processing farm

products and supplying farmers with necessary supplies. 

The total value of farming to Tompkins County probably

exceeds $100 million a year. 

Farmland in Tompkins County has been lost to both

abandonment and development. In 1987, there were

110,609 acres of land in farms. This decreased to 91,822

acres in 1992, and then increased slightly to 95,451 

acres by 1997. Although the recent increase in land in 

farms suggests a degree of stabilization in the farmland 

base locally, the general trend indicates significant loss in

agricultural land resources over time. This is consistent with

the statewide trend in agricultural land conversions. The

Agricultural districts form the 
foundation of farmland 

protection efforts.

Rural economies face challenges from
lack of ready access to infrastructure,
capital, and business support services. 

The loss of productive farmland, and of
farms in general, is often permanent.

AGRICULTURAL RESOURCES 
FOCUS AREAS

tries can have negative effects on the quality of life in resi-

dential neighborhoods. The Town of Dryden has identified

approximately 40 commercial offices or retail establishments

scattered outside the downtown center, mostly along the

State Route 13 corridor. According to the Town’s Draft

Comprehensive Plan, “In recent years this scattered develop-

ment of small-scale retail and industrial enterprises has creat-

ed some land use conflicts.” The Town’s plan also identifies

quality-of-life impacts – such as noise, hours of operation,

traffic, and light pollution – to surrounding neighborhoods. 

Despite the welcoming, convenient, and lower-cost busi-

ness environment in rural areas, challenges to the rural

economy are many. They include:

■ Lack of access to business support and assistance.

■ Less federal and state financial support than in 

urban areas.

■ Inadequate infrastructure, such as roads, water, sewer, 

high-speed Internet, and cable.

■ Inadequate services, such as winter highway 

maintenance, road signage, and response time in 

power outages.

■ Difficulty in attracting and retaining customers due to 

lower visibility, lower pedestrian and vehicular traffic, 

and travel time or conditions.

■ Lack of available labor or adequate attractions for 

workers who might relocate. 

■ Higher property taxes in Tompkins County than in 

other rural regions. 

■ Threats to prime agricultural land by water and sewer 

infrastructure expansion projects. 

■ Increases in deer population that negatively impact 

agriculture and landscaping operations.

■ Sometimes confusing development regulations as a 

result of each county, town, and village having its own 

rules, codes, fees, and officials. 

■ Competition from big businesses and “superstores” that 

carry lower priced goods.

■ Degradation of rural character due to more traffic, 

sprawl, reduction in natural beauty.

■ Regional population loss, especially the loss of 

young adults. 

6 1997 Census of Agriculture

Prepared in 1998, the plan recommends strategies in three

major areas: agricultural economic development, education,

and government policies. 

In 2002, the County evaluated using a voluntary conser-

vation easement program to protect agricultural lands. The

study identified several areas of the county as strategic in

terms of keeping agriculture viable and thriving. These

Agricultural Resources Focus Areas, identified on the map,

have the best soils and high concentrations of contiguous,

actively farmed parcels of land. In 2004, Tompkins County

was awarded state funds to purchase a farmland conserva-

tion easement for the long-term protection of a 433-acre

farm in one of these focus areas.




