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A fight for farmland in S. Jersey

The state wants to save 20,000 acres a year. Money and zoning are the key elements in the battle.

By Cynthia Burton

Inquirer Staff Writer

Not since glaciers scraped, piled and flattened the Earth thousands of years ago has New Jersey's landscape been so transformed by a single force.

This time, ice is not changing the five million-acre state. It is warm-blooded humans who have been fleeing cities and furiously building suburbs since the 1950s. In 40 years, they could be finished, making New Jersey the first state to be built out in the once seemingly endless frontier of the New World.

About 28 square miles a year are being transformed into homes, strip malls and offices, according to geographers John Hasse of Rowan University and Richard Lathrop of Rutgers.

Most of the development happens on farmland that comes in big chunks, has few owners, and is already cleared and, most often, flat. It is this very same land that preservationists are fighting for.

The conflict is particularly intense in Burlington and Gloucester Counties, where more land-consuming development is happening than anywhere else in the state, according to Hasse.

"The biggest problem in New Jersey is land is being eaten up faster and faster," observed Gloucester County farmer Tom Sorbello, who as a Harrison Township committeeman had wrestled with the frequently competing issues of property rights and sprawl control for 15 years.

Pressure will only intensify in those two counties.

The Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission predicts that, without proper planning, market forces could drive a 29 percent increase in developed land in Burlington County and a 39 percent increase in Gloucester County by 2025.

Within five years, every one of the 160,000 acres of farmland in Burlington and Gloucester Counties combined will be claimed for future development through sales agreements and zoning or preserved as farmland, according to officials in each county.

The counties seem to have two possible options for the future. They can preserve farmland and use cutting-edge methods to carve their new communities and leave plenty of open space. Or, they can look to densely populated Camden County, where the talk is more about redevelopment than new development, and the government is spending a fortune to preserve what little open space is left.

• 

The battle between preservationists and builders is fully engaged in Burlington and Gloucester Counties, where the weapons are money and zoning.

Last year, Gov. McGreevey ordered the Department of Agriculture to save 20,000 acres of farmland a year until 2009, when the state money will run out. New Jersey met its 2003 goal and is planning to preserve another 20,000 acres this year.

Much of that preservation effort is in this region, where prices are lower than in more developed parts of the state.

The government spends an average $4,435 an acre in Burlington County and $3,911 an acre in Gloucester County for preservation, according to the state.

When state, county and local governments preserve farmland, they buy a "preservation easement" that gives owners the difference between a farm's lower value as a farm and its higher value as a potential development property. In return, owners agree to a deed restriction that keeps the farm a farm.

New Jersey's farmland preservation movement has some of its roots in Burlington County, where freeholders in the late 1970s began paying to preserve farmland and took a lion's share of available state money. It has preserved more farmland than any other county.

Last summer, it rolled out a new tactic: national security. Burlington was the only county to get a $200,000 federal grant to preserve farms around Fort Dix and McGuire Air Force Base as security buffers.

In contrast, Gloucester County got a late start, losing thousands of acres to development before its program began in earnest in the late 1990s. Now it is desperately trying to catch up.

For their part, home builders generally oppose aggressive preservation and restrictive zoning. Citing population projections and dwindling buildable lots, they say there will not be sufficient land to accommodate new residents or even the growing children of existing ones.

• 

At 524,000 acres, Burlington County is the largest of the state's 21 counties. It holds the most farmland at 103,000 acres, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. With state and local money, it has spent $79 million to preserve almost 18,000 acres of farms - the most in the state.

Burlington County began preserving farmland in 1977, when county freeholders first asked voters to spend $1 million for conservation easements. The county hopes to preserve 40,000 acres altogether, mostly concentrated in its farm belt around Route 206, which cuts roughly through the county's center.

About 30 years ago, Burlington County leaders began to worry about losing farmland. Former Freeholder Robert C. Shinn, from rural Hainesport, found a model for a conservation easement in Jackson Hole, Wyo.

The county quickly took advantage of a new state farmland preservation fund in the 1980s and acquired so much of the money - $15 million - that the Legislature set limits on how much one county could use.

"It blew the doors open on a program that had been based on a sleepy little statute," said Susan Craft, director of the county's farmland preservation program. "Everybody else around the state noticed."

Knowing that money alone won't be enough to preserve farmland, the county also actively opposes the issuing of new water and sewer permits in its farm belt, encourages townships to adopt restrictive zoning, and has fostered a system in which developers pay farmers to preserve their land but in return are permitted to build high-density housing in a specially designated area.

"Unless the economy tanks, we have to lock down everything we want to lock down in five years, or it will be spoken for," said Craft.

That effort hasn't always gone smoothly.

The county's aggressive approach is one element of a lawsuit brought by a developer who had an eye on Mansfield Township. Calton Homes of Manalapan, Monmouth County, accuses the county of deliberately breaking up a parcel on which it wanted to build 414 homes. The county bought the easement on one of the three farms that Calton wanted for its project in Mansfield Township. William Haines also is named; he is accused of using his position as freeholder director to influence the state's denial of water and sewer permits.

• 

Smaller, 215,000-acre Gloucester County holds 58,000 acres of farmland and has preserved 7,420 of those acres at a cost of $29 million in state and local funds, according to state and local figures.

It has not designated the number of acres it wants to preserve but has created a farm belt on its southern end, where it is targeting most of its preservation efforts.

With its late start, Gloucester County is similar to most farming communities in the state, observed Peter Furey, executive director of the New Jersey Farm Bureau.

Although farmland preservation has long been popular, it is only in the last decade that taxpayers began to realize that sprawl often brought tax hikes to pay for more services for those additional people.

By November 1993, when the Gloucester County freeholders first asked voters to create a preservation tax, Burlington County had already preserved 4,900 acres. Gloucester County had deals on three farms spanning 500 acres.

Gloucester County did not begin collecting the tax until 1997. By then it had saved 700 more acres, while Burlington was up to 6,400 acres.

Fed up with the slow pace, Gloucester County freeholders in September 2002 agreed to spend $10 million to acquire farmland, open space and land for playing fields.

Freeholder Director Stephen Sweeney, also the area's state senator, gave this reason for taking that leap: "We are losing the war on development, without question, because we can't compete financially with what developers can offer."

Although not a believer in zero growth, Sweeney, a Democratic, said he thought the county had lost its balance.

Three years ago, the county enraged builders when it used $4 million in state and county funds to purchase easements on 1,000 acres in Elk Township, a farming community sliced by the busy Route 55.

Mount Laurel-based builder Thomas Paparone accused the county of "buying lands in wrong places at sometimes inflated prices at taxpayers' expense."

Sweeney makes no apologies.

"Half of that town is going to grow by leaps and bounds," he said. "Why do we have to develop every square inch of land?"

The next battleground is just south of Gloucester County, in Salem County. Preservation easements on farms there cost about $1,800 an acre - a bargain considering that, in more urbanized Bergen and Morris Counties, preservation costs an average of $19,568 and $13,339 an acre, respectively.

Salem County, with its 222,100 total acres, has preserved 16,890 of its 92,000 acres of farmland. Former Freeholder Director Jack Kugler said the county stepped up its preservation efforts by dedicating $800,000 for acquisitions this year. Voters last year approved a 2 percent property tax increase that could be used for preservation, if necessary, Kugler said.

"Salem County is at risk to be the next frontier for development, if local municipalities don't move forward and protect their land," said Kugler.

• 

And, that is the rub.

There isn't enough money to preserve enough farmland to serve as a buffer to overdevelopment, according to recent studies by New Jersey Future, a nonprofit land-use policy group. It concluded that the state could afford to preserve only 65 percent of its 500,000-acre goal by 2009.

"We can't buy our way out of sprawl," said Samuel M. Hamill and Chris Sturm, the report's authors.

So, preservationists argue that restrictive zoning could go a long way toward saving farms.

With few exceptions, local zoning - controlled by the state's 566 municipalities - encourages sprawl. Not a single acre of farmland is zoned for agriculture, according to New Jersey Future. Almost all farmland is zoned for development.

Under most municipal zoning codes, it's all right for development to hopscotch around the countryside with clusters of new homes built far away from hospitals, schools or even supermarkets. Eventually, those communities have to raise property taxes to pay for expanded services.

That's what happened to the state's two fastest-growing communities - Woolwich in Gloucester County, and Mansfield in Burlington County - which now are fiddling with their zoning codes to put the brakes on development.

Mansfield welcomed developers until the 1990s, when residents began to complain about paying higher taxes for more services. But last year, it tossed out a project that had been approved in its pro-development years. Officials now face a $40 million lawsuit from the developer.

And Woolwich is now trying to undo the very zoning laws that helped make it the state's fastest-growing community.

• 

Of all the bursting rural New Jersey townships, Woolwich has, perhaps, the most intriguing development history.

In 1972, W.R. Grace & Co. wanted to build a suburban utopia out of isolated Woolwich and Logan Townships with 29,000 homes and 80,000 residents. It bought up thousands of acres and then went broke.

But before Grace pulled out, Woolwich's leaders passed a 176-page zoning code that offered developers high-density housing with little consideration for the impact that rapid development could have on the town of 1,200.

After taking a beating from the mid-1970s oil crisis, high interest rates, a failing economy, and, finally, bankruptcy, a Grace subsidiary sold its interests in the land to Summit Ventures, which in 1998 won township approval to build 4,500 homes. By 2000, the township's population had soared to 3,032, and in 2003, taxes rose 20 percent, according to government figures.

With Summit's developments destined for completion, residents fear that there will be even more development and higher taxes.

In 2002, voters threw out three of the five Township Committee members in an anti-sprawl vote. In December, they passed the first phase of a new master plan that forces lower housing densities. They are not considering a radical maneuver such as agricultural zoning. Oregon does this, with 16 million acres zoned for farming only.

"We would really restrict landowners' rights," said Woolwich Mayor Joe Chila, explaining the township's rejection of such zoning.

The township's plans to reduce density to one or two houses an acre angered some farmers, who argue that restrictive zoning strips property owners of their rights. The fewer houses that can be built, the less money a farmer can get when he sells to a developer.

At a public meeting last year in Woolwich Township about reducing the housing densities, farmer Mike DiBella asked the ultimate question.

"I planned for this land to be my retirement," he said. "When I go to the bank in the spring for an operating loan, they're going to tell me my land is not worth as much as it was. Mr. Mayor, Mr. Deputy Mayor, what am I going to do?"
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