



15.0 Agriculture 
Promote and preserve the agricultural industry and retain farmland in the “Garden State” by coordinating planning and innovative land conservation techniques to protect agricultural viability while accommodating beneficial development and economic growth necessary to enhance agricultural vitality and by educating residents on the less obvious benefits and the special needs of agriculture. 


Agriculture is an important part of New Jersey life. Not only does the industry contribute considerably to the State’s economy and provide benefits to New Jersey consumers, it also contributes substantially to the State’s quality of life in important ways. Yet New Jersey is at a crossroads. It has been losing on average about 10,000 acres of productive farmland each year. If this trend continues, it will reduce the number of cultivated acres by 25% over the next 20 years. Therefore, retaining New Jersey’s agricultural land base is perhaps the most important issue
to ensure the future of a viable agricultural industry in New Jersey. Without an
adequate supply of tillable land, agriculture cannot exist.  However, the farmland base is not the only important issue confronting agriculture in the Garden State nor is it the only agricultural issue addressed by the State Plan.  

Agriculture & The State Planning Act   


Agriculture’s importance was recognized by the New Jersey State Planning Act. The Act specifically requires that the New Jersey State Planning Commission “Coordinate planning activities and establish statewide planning objectives  in “… agriculture and farmland retention …” and that the State Development and Redevelopment Plan “protect the natural resources and qualities of the State  including, but not limited to agriculture development areas, …” and “ … identify areas for growth, limited growth, agriculture, open space conservation, and other appropriate designations that the Commission may deem necessary.” 

The State Legislature in enacting the State Planning Act recognized that farmland is a valuable renewable natural resource. It has the potential to produce food and fiber year after year. The productivity of agricultural lands can decline or disappear entirely if they are overused, abandoned, polluted, or converted to other uses such as housing subdivisions, office complexes or shopping malls.

Agriculture’s Current Contribution to New Jersey’s Quality of Life 

New Jersey’s farmland currently includes an estimated 880,000 acres. Production agriculture and its associated support industries contribute about one billion dollars each year to New Jersey’s economy. In 2006, New Jersey’s approximately 9,000 farmers reported that the State’s 8,300 farms produced more than $ 923 million in sales. New Jersey’s largest agricultural industry segment is horticulture, sod and Christmas trees, which accounts for approximately 42% of the state’s agricultural production. Yet New Jersey is also the second largest producer of blueberries and the third largest producer of cranberries in the United States.  


In addition to these contributions, the small town and rural life style that is associated with the agricultural regions of the state continues to be an attractive feature of New Jersey life, although it may be more difficult to measure. The diversity that it adds to the State, a contrast from the predominant urban/suburban settlement pattern, is obvious. 

Well-managed agriculture lands also contribute to the protection and preservation of natural resources and the environment. Agricultural lands help to maintain contiguous open space and forests. They preserve the integrity of aquifer recharge areas and soils, and protect wildlife habitats. These environmental benefits are often provided to the public at relatively little public expense since agricultural communities tend to require less with respect to public facilities and services.
The Challenges

Yet despite these important contributions to New Jersey’s quality of life, the conditions under which agriculture typically operates in New Jersey, the most densely populated State in the nation, are often difficult. Farm operations are often subject to a variety of government regulations that are rarely written with farmers and farming practices in mind. The regulatory standards that are applied broadly sometimes seem more appropriate to the more densely-populated urbanized New Jersey than the less developed rural regions of the state. 

Non-farm neighbors can present conflicts in agricultural areas. As suburbs sprawl into once predominantly agricultural areas, maintaining viable agricultural operations become more difficult. Nuisance suits, traffic congestion and increased vandalism take their toll and add to cost of doing agricultural business in New Jersey. New Jersey is also a high cost state with respect to farm labor costs, utility expenses and taxes. These costs at times place New Jersey farmers at a competitive financial disadvantage when compared with neighboring states. In addition, as rural areas become more suburbanized, agricultural suppliers are likely to move away, posing yet another obstacle and an additional cost that will create inconveniences and erode profits for New Jersey farmers.  

Added to these difficulties, New Jersey agriculture today must also compete in a global marketplace. Transportation improvements have made New Jersey markets more accessible to farmers who are located far beyond New Jersey’s borders. 
In some instances, farmers’ land holdings may be more valuable for their development potential than for their agricultural value.  As more people locate in New Jersey’s diminishing countryside and commute to their urban or suburban jobs, the price   of farmland increases. As development pressures mount, farmers weigh the decision to sell their land. When farmland is subdivided and developed, the land base becomes fragmented and land prices usually further increase. Those farmers who remain have a more difficult time finding land to rent or to buy to expand their operations. Conflicts will likely increase between farmers and non-farm neighbors. Property taxes will also increase as new residents demand more public services. Farm-support businesses with fewer customers relocate. The local agricultural economy gradually becomes unstable and eventually faces a bleak outlook.   
 The Opportunity 
In light of these obvious challenges, the State of New Jersey should ensure that agriculture survives and thrives as a sustainable industry into the foreseeable future, through its strategic intervention. Otherwise, the benefits that the state derives from agriculture will be eroded and eventually lost. An effective agricultural strategy that will be sensitive to the challenges that farmers face is important. That strategy should plan for future economic growth and development in rural areas in ways that promote the continuation of agriculture without unduly undermining rural property values. The strategy should take into account the diverse economic activities that occur within and in proximity to the state’s agricultural areas.  State government and local jurisdictions can assist in setting the stage for meeting these challenges by developing and implementing policies that strengthen agriculture’s economic viability. 
The Strategy 

Over the past half-dozen years, the New Jersey Department of Agriculture has taken significant steps to meet these challenges. The strategy is contained in its “Agricultural Smart Growth Plan,” which was first adopted in 2003 and then updated in 2006. The “Agricultural Smart Growth Plan” embraces the concepts of “smart growth” and “agricultural sustainability.” It relies on the five pillars:   
1. Farmland Preservation 
2. Agricultural Land-use Planning
3. Economic Development 
4. Natural Resource Conservation 
5. Agricultural Sustainability 
This Plan is a template that other State Departments and agencies should emulate. It is an elaboration of the way that a State department can align itself with the vision and goals of the State Plan. The “Agricultural Smart Growth Plan” proposes that rather than “planning around agriculture” as was formerly the case, the New Jersey Department of Agriculture will now “plan for agriculture,” by effectively employing the vision, goals and strategy contained in the State Plan.
The “Agricultural Smart Growth Plan” builds upon New Jersey’s agricultural strengths -- its unique landscape, micro-climates and soil diversity that have provided a wide range of agricultural products. Yet the Plan also squarely poses New Jersey’s fundamental farmland dilemma in that its land base is likely to be as “attractive to the backhoe as it is to the farm tractor.” 
Farmland in New Jersey is for the most part in high demand. Farmland is more likely to command higher values for development than if the land remains in agricultural production. To survive and thrive and to maintain its land base, agriculture as an industry must remain profitable to counteract the additional costs associated with and inclination to sell high value real estate.   

1. Farmland Preservation 
The cornerstone of the New Jersey Department of Agriculture’s strategy is its heavy reliance on farmland preservation. This cornerstone is necessary because despite an aggressive program of farmland preservation since 1983, which has achieved the preservation of approximately 140,000 acres of farmland statewide, New Jersey continues to lose about 10,000 acres of farmland each year to development.         

New Jersey has the nation's most successful farmland preservation program. The state has a larger percentage of its active agricultural lands in permanent preservation than any other state in the country. Between 1985, when the program began and March 2008, a total of 1,674 farms were preserved through the sale of development rights
utilizing both state and county farmland preservation programs. The preserved farms are
located in 159 different municipalities in 18 of the state's 21 counties. These farms comprise 164,495 acres of land. The total cost to date to preserve these farms is approximately $1 billion. The average cost of these preservation efforts is about $6,699.00. There is a high degree of variability in the preservation value of land throughout the state. The average value paid for the purchase of development rights
ranges from a low of $1,802.00 per acre in Cumberland County to a high of $25,145.00 per acre in Camden County. 

To optimize its effectiveness, the farmland preservation program is strategic, carefully targeting the farms to be preserved for optimal impact, while also coordinating farmland preservation efforts with other pro-active planning and preservation efforts such as “green acres” open space land acquisitions and recreational and historic preservation efforts.  Collaboration with county and municipal land acquisition programs is also essential. 
New Jersey has a finite land base of 4.8 million acres that is shared by urban,
suburban and rural communities alike. Much of that land is already developed or has been preserved through various open space and farmland preservation initiatives. What remains is 1.7 million acres of unprotected, undeveloped land, more than half of which is actively devoted to agriculture and forestry production. The economic pressures
that make farming a difficult and unpredictable business and create a demand for new commercial and residential development put much of this land at risk.
        While the financial investment and the amount of acreage secured in farmland preservation programs to date is impressive, the work ahead is quite daunting. There is far more non-preserved agricultural land remaining. The value of that land continues to increase as does development pressure on that land. Farmland preservation efforts need to
be continued in conjunction with other measures designed to promote industry viability and protect farm owner equity. Securing the future of agriculture in New Jersey will demand a continuing financial commitment as well as an innovative and creative approach that utilizes many different tools and programs to be successful.  



2. Agricultural Land-use Planning & Regulation 
The “Agricultural Smart Growth Plan” acknowledges that not all farmland can be purchased. Instead, farmland purchases need to be coordinated with a wide array of sophisticated planning tools and techniques. Engaging in large-lot zoning has simply encouraged sprawl. Downzoning also devalues agricultural lands and is bound to be met with strong resistance. 
Instead, innovative land-use planning, employing such tools as agricultural-friendly zoning, clustering, density transfers, lot size averaging, transfer of development rights (TDR’s) or even minor municipal ordinance modifications can produce beneficial results.  


3. Agricultural Economic Development  
Supporting the agricultural industry and helping it grow may be the best way to preserve farmland. A strong and vibrant agricultural industry is the best way to bolster farmer resistance to development pressures. The unacceptable alternative is a weak industry in which individual farmers may too easily sell their portion of the agricultural land base and have the state succumb to more strip development and leap-frogged housing subdivisions. 
The means typically employed to support agriculture in the past have been the passage of “right-to-farm” laws and support for farmland assessment tax preferences. These two instruments already have a long history in New Jersey. They are supported by the New Jersey Department of Agriculture and enjoy wide support within the agricultural  community throughout the state. 

In the recent past, the New Jersey Department of Agriculture has taken significant steps to strengthen its support for the agricultural industry. It has identified the industry’s chief advantage -- its proximity to a large affluent metropolitan market. It has sought to build upon that advantage. The Department’s efforts have concentrated on shortening the supply chain between agricultural producers and food consumers. The strategy ensures that the producer will retain a larger share of the product’s value, while the consumer benefits from more direct access to fresh agricultural produce.

This approach is the premise upon which the New Jersey Department of Agriculture has expanded the number of urban farmers’ markets, broadened its “Jersey Fresh” program, to include “Jersey Organic,” “Jersey Grown,” “Jersey Bred” and “Jersey Seafood” to its repertoire, facilitated relationships between farmers and restaurants, and expanded outreach to school children, and those in need through food banks and the Women, Infants and Children (WIC) Program.  In these ways, the New Jersey Department of Agriculture has shifted some of its focus from food producers to food consumers. Forging these connections has significantly strengthened the economic viability of the agricultural industry. It has also created an agricultural presence throughout New Jersey, no longer only confined to the rural areas of the state. 

More recently, the New Jersey Department of Agriculture has also identified emerging trends with respect to renewable resources and changing technologies. It has organized a taskforce and begun to explore agriculture’s potential to contribute to  renewable sources of energy, e.g., bio-diesel and ethanol. Farmers are also experimenting with solar and wind power. Advancing technology and the recent rapid rise in fuel costs have created new opportunities for traditional crops. For example, corn and soybean farmers now have an opportunity to sell them to the manufacturers of ethanol and bio-diesel. Farmers who produce the feed stocks for such fuels also have a share in the ownership of the production process.     

Finally, the New Jersey Department of Agriculture has long encouraged agri-tourism, especially when that tourism can be combined with eco-tourism in the more rural areas of the state. 

4. Natural Resource Conservation 
New Jersey’s agriculture also adds value to New Jersey’s quality of life in terms of conserving natural resources and protecting the environment. Well-managed agricultural operations can provide models for environmental stewardship. For example, the New Jersey State Soil Conservation Committee (NJSSCC), through its State Committee and 15 districts, and in cooperation with the United State Department of Agriculture (USDA) and its Natural Resources Conservation Service (NCRS) provides technical assistance and issue permits to control sediments and prevent soil erosion related to construction projects throughout the state. In the future, their role may be expanded to manage the significant amounts of open space that have been acquired by State government and local jurisdictions, but today may be inadequately maintained. 

Collaboration also takes place with the New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection with respect to water supply, stormwater management and habitat protection.   
To protect the state’s natural resources is to also protect the state’s agricultural industry. Few would argue about the importance of an abundant supply of clean water and clean soil to maintain a viable agriculture. The preservation of farms and the planning for growth are both key to maintaining the industry, but what kind of industry would there be without the natural resources necessary to sustain it. 

Through the use of conservation practices and carefully designed policies and programs at the State, regional, county and local levels of government, New Jersey can continue to ensure that natural resources will remain available to sustain no only the state’s agricultural industry, but all of those who live and work in the Garden State. 

Through numerous efforts, coordinated among Federal and State departments and agencies, New Jersey’s agricultural community has demonstrated its value in protecting New Jersey’s natural resources. 


5. Agricultural Industry Sustainability 
The fifth pillar supporting the New Jersey Department’s “Smart Growth Agricultural Plan” is “Agricultural Industry Sustainability.”  This pillar raises the question of agricultural legacy, or what will this generation leave for future generations. It points to the importance of a supportive climate for the agricultural industry on multiple government levels. It argues for agriculture as a preferred land use. It calls for the support of the agricultural industry in terms of tax support, right-to-farm legislation and tailored regulations, financial incentives and educational opportunities. 
The notion of agricultural sustainability also points to agriculture’s human resource needs. It recognizes the importance of farm labor and their quality of life. It also identifies the value of education, training, public outreach and collaboration with institutions of higher learning to encourage the next generation to lead and manage the agricultural industry as well as the importance of educating the public about agriculture’s importance as a significant contributor to New Jersey’s quality of life.  
In summary, the “Agricultural Smart Growth Plan” underscores the coincidence between the wider public interest and agriculture as an industry. It argues for the recognition of agriculture as a significant land user with a major role to play in New Jersey’s battle against continued sprawl. It acknowledges that productive farmland can be instrumental in dampening municipal tax increases, bolstering property values, benefiting the environment, augmenting community character and preserving New Jersey’s cultural heritage, while simultaneously ensuring that New Jersey residents continue to have access to an abundant supply of locally produced fresh food and agricultural products. 

The following policies represent the major issues facing New Jersey agriculture. They should serve as a guide to State, regional, county and municipal jurisdictions in incorporating the State Plan’s agricultural policies into their planning and decision-making processes. These policies should be applied to meet State Planning Goals and Planning Area Objectives.  
Agriculture & Planning 

16.1 Coordinated Planning – Coordinate planning efforts on all levels of 
government to encourage consistency with the New Jersey Department of 

“Agriculture Smart Growth Plan,” “New Jersey Department of Agriculture Strategic Plan” and New Jersey State Plan in ways that effectively promote agriculture in the Garden State. 
16.2 Creative Land Use Tools – Consider, and where appropriate, use creative 

  land use tools, and rural design techniques, e.g., clustering, timing and  

  sequencing and the transfer of development rights,  to  

 accommodate growth in ways that maintain the viability of agriculture as

 an industry and achieve State Plan goals..  

16.3 New Development – Plan and locate development in rural areas in ways 

that are consistent with the State Plan, with special attention to Planning Area 4, and Planning Area 4B,  the rural planning area, encouraging growth in centers and promoting agriculture in the environs adjacent to and surrounding those centers. 
Agriculture & Infrastructure 

16.4 Farmland Preservation – permanently preserve and retain the 
optimal amount of New Jersey farmland to maintain a viable agriculture and food industry as part of a smart growth/sustainability approach to enhance New Jersey’s quality of life. 
16.5 Farmland as Public Infrastructure  – Consider the expenditure of public 
funds for Farmland preservation as an investment in a public capital asset, i.e., farmland as an item of public infrastructure, and thereby emphasize the public’s interest in maintaining long-term agricultural viability. 
16.6 Capital Facilities Planning – Provide adequate capital facilities to 

enhance agriculture in rural areas and  encourage rural municipalities to 

engage in capital facilities planning as an aspect of their municipal planning process.

Agriculture & Economic Development 

16.7 Agriculture as an Industry – Promote agriculture as an industry 

by identifying additional sources of agricultural-related revenues, providing technical assistance to farmers and aggressively marketing New Jersey’s agricultural and food products, including the expansion of New Jersey’s aquaculture and agro- and eco-tourism activities, and promoting “Jersey Fresh,” “Jersey Seafood,” and “Jersey Organic” brands.  

16. 8 Agriculture & Finance  Capital – Improve access to capital for agricultural 
operations and enterprises, including rural revolving loan funds and rural venture capital networks, operating funds and portfolios that reduce the reliance on land  as an asset for collateral or retirement.

16.9 Agriculture & the Rural Economy – Promote beneficial economic growth 
that recognizes the importance of diversifying the rural economy to provide opportunities for off-farm employment, without interfering with agricultural production activities. 
16.10 Right-to-Farm – Coordinate actions of state and local governments to 

encourage the continuation of agricultural production activities by protecting farm operations from interference and nuisance actions when recognized methods or practices are applied; and to ensure that the numerous social, economic and environmental benefits of agriculture serves  all New Jersey citizens. 
16.11 Farmland Property Tax Assessments – Support appropriate property tax
 relief for  farmers as a support to the agricultural industry. 
16.12 Reform the Regulatory Process – Reform the regulatory process, including

permitting, licensing, and building codes to be sensitive to the needs of agricultural operations.  
16.13 Agri-tourism – Expand opportunities for agri-tourism along with 

compatible opportunities for eco-tourism.
Agriculture & Public Health  

16.14 Agriculture & Public Health Protections – Oversee the health of New 
Jersey livestock, equine and poultry industries to protect human health, maximize food and fiber production and maintain a humane and economically  sound animal industry. 
16.15 Agriculture and Food Security –Recognize the importance of a locally-

grown food supply and take the necessary steps to ensure its safety for human consumption.
Agriculture, Natural Resource Conservation & 
Environmental Protection
16.16  Sustainable Agricultural Management Practices – Promote the   
stewardship of agricultural lands and other natural resources to protect and enhance fertile soils, clean water, and productive and healthy animal and plant resources. 
16.17
Sustainable Agricultural Water Needs – Ensure the availability of a   
sustainable agricultural water supply  in water supply planning and

water allocation on all levels of government. 
16.18 Pests, Invasive Species and Disease -- Detect and 
control indigenous and foreign plant pests, invasive species and diseases 
 of agricultural and environmental importance, and protect forested 
  areas against defoliation and tree loss.

16.19 Biologic-based Pest Control Strategies -- Promote alternative 

pest control strategies to control pests and reduce chemical pesticide use.  
16.20 Agricultural Land in Recycling of Organic Materials – Use 

appropriate agricultural lands for the recycling of non-farm generated bio-degradable and organic materials, such as leaves, food processing vegetative materials and residuals. 
Agriculture & Human Resources
16.21 Housing Supply and Financing – Use federal and state funding to expand 

the supply of decent, safe and reasonably priced housing for agricultural employees. 
16.22 Professional, Vocational and Technical Training – Create and expand 
access to training and technical assistance for agriculture and agriculture-related businesses. 
16.23 Agricultural Education – Create and expand agricultural education and 

leadership opportunities through basic skills training and vocational and entrepreneurial training on the secondary, county college and university levels. . 
16.24Public Outreach & Education  -- Educate New Jersey residents on the

importance of New Jersey agriculture in terms of its economic and environmental benefits and the important contribution that agriculture makes to New Jersey’s quality of life in the 21st century.  

PAGE  
15

