Fall 2007 -  Regional Advisory Council (RAC) Meeting Notes

The third series of RAC meetings were held October 8-12, 2007.  At the request of the RAC members a new agenda item was added which involves a discussion by an IFAS faculty member on a key issue identified in the 2006 listening session.  For this meeting discussion of the urban/rural interface was facilitated by Dr. Laila Racevskis, Department of Food and Resource Economics.  A summary of her presentation and the input received is as follows:
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Introduction

In a series of meetings held with the Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences Regional Advisory Councils across the state in October 2007, the council members were asked a series of questions pertaining to growth, land use and sustainability in Florida.  Overall, the discussions highlighted the importance of connecting educational and communication efforts about agricultural land protection, natural resource preservation and land use decision making to local government and state agency goals.  
Five overarching themes emerged from these discussions:

1) Managing conflicts between stakeholder groups at the urban/rural interface; 

2) Property rights and land values;

3) Public and local government education and awareness of the value of agriculture and natural resources;

4) The complexity of the land use decision-making process and lack of public engagement; and

5) Water quality and quantity.

The following summary provides an overview of responses to six discussion questions presented at advisory council meetings held in the following locations and respective regions:

Defuniak Springs - northwest
Lake City - northeast
Ocala - north central
Bartow - southwest
Belle Glade - southeast 
Question 1: In your opinion, what are the most important issues and concerns related to the rural-urban interface in your region?  In Florida?

In the northwest meeting, discussion of this question focused on the importance of balancing agricultural land preservation and development.  There is a perception among some people that the urban growth pressure in this part of the state is not real and has been perpetuated in order to ensure the future value of agricultural land, while others do not want development to occur.  Several people expressed the importance of balancing preservation and development.  There is a concern that agricultural lands rented at agricultural land values lose value and decrease operating capital.  Therefore, some agricultural lands have been sold for future development in order to ensure short term operating funds.  The importance of preserving individual landowners’ property rights was emphasized by many people.  Agricultural land should be protected through provision of incentive programs and not through regulation.  It is important to educate new residents of the area about the value of agricultural lands and the potential rural-urban interface issues they will encounter.  For example, pesticide drift is not a familiar issue for individuals who have lived in urban areas and may require buffers to be incorporated into land uses to reduce conflicts.  These issues have been dealt with on a case by case basis to this point, and as they continue to progress, a more global solution becomes necessary.  Many elderly residents from urban areas have moved to northwest Florida and have not expressed support for agriculture.  Education efforts for local elected officials as well as the general public are critical to ensure that agricultural lands are protected to meet the needs of future generations.  
The northeast Florida meeting included discussions of the importance of the forest industry and services that forests provide.  A question was raised over whether growth management is working or not.  The fragmentation of large tracts of land is creating sprawl in areas that subsequently are difficult to manage sustainably.  In order to achieve sustainability, growth and economic development need to be accommodated along with the needs of protecting the environment.  Forest lands need to be properly managed in order to meet sustainability goals.  Waste water impacts are also important to consider.  There is not enough accurate information on how much forest is lost annually versus how much is replanted.  We do not know what is in the pipeline in forest production.  Because of the difficulty of maintaining operations on land that is worth $50,000 an acre, many of the largest land sales are forest lands.  It is important to identify new income streams for forestry, such as through carbon sequestration or through some of the programs in the new Farm Bill.  There need to be job opportunities for youth in the future.  The best way to preserve land and control growth will be through maintaining a sustainable agriculture industry in the state.  Strategies could be developed to pay landowners to store water, to compensate them for not pumping groundwater, and to provide conservation easements on a limited time basis.  The BMP incentive programs are very important, but more information is needed from IFAS on other incentive programs for landowners.  Education and public awareness of the forest industry was also cited as an important factor.
In the north central region, the discussion began with the topic of marketing of agricultural products to nearby urban areas and the need to look at models and examples of this from other states.  Some participants pointed out that the conflicts that often emerge between homeowners and developers are not necessary and can be alleviated through education.  Although people are aware that the Florida Department of Community Affairs (DCA) officially manages growth in the state, participants pointed out that the “squeaky wheel” tends to drive the process and that good science is too often left out of the decision making process.  The process of land use decision making is too complicated for most people to understand, and there needs to be better information from a neutral source available to the public on incentive programs.  There is a lack of delivery of scientific information to decision makers about these issues.  The development that has occurred in the state has allowed waterfront access by the public, but at the same time has led to urban/rural interface dynamics that have led to changes in rural lifestyles.  The value of agricultural crops cannot compete with increasing land values, and higher value crops with premium value are needed.  Landowners are not sure of many options to them except for selling out at some point.  There are services generated from alternative agricultural production that may have value beyond the production value, but not enough is known about these services.  As population increases, it is important to know what the true costs of urban versus rural services are at the local level.  University of Florida should play a larger role in providing this kind of information.  There has been an adversarial relationship between rural/agricultural landowners and the public/developers.  The competing interests of these groups need to be better understood in order to better manage our resources.  Water issues were also discussed in the context of water access and regional transfers of water.
Much of the discussion of this question in the southwest region focused on water issues.  The competition for water between agricultural and urban uses is increasing.  Agriculture is contributing to water quality and water retention but is not being compensated for this service.  Pesticides are in general closer to urban areas than they have been before.  There is a disconnect between the concept of no growth and the concept of preserving the value of agriculture, which represents a communication failure between stakeholder groups.  There is serious concern over drought, floods and disaster preparedness in general, and the cost-effectiveness of water management on agricultural lands needs to be considered.  Best management practices for farmers are tied to the use of the property and determine the types of plants that can be grown and the rights to sell them.  There is an ongoing losing battle for public education on the economic and environmental values of agricultural lands, and the importance of continuing efforts to educate the public on the importance and value of agriculture was discussed a great deal.  Emotions versus facts often affect perceptions of these issues and subsequent interactions between different groups.  A more productive dialog needs to be facilitated between agriculture and mainstream environmental groups.  It is important to get all people, including critics, to the table to discuss these issues.  Local governments are a key target audience for these topics, as well as state agency land managers who need the ability to manage lands at the urban/rural interface in order to address issues such as pesticide regulations, water quality and property rights/land value effects.  Many comments were made about the importance of water supply, quantity, the link between water and property rights, credits for water recharge and water quality.  
Many of the same themes emerged from discussions in the southeast region.  Agriculture is perceived as a “dying industry” among local elected officials and citizens, and the media contributes to a negative public perception of agriculture.  Property values will continue to increase as growth continues, and agricultural landowners will continue to farm until they are able to sell their land.  One of the reasons for exit from farming lies in the heavy permitting and regulatory requirements placed on smaller farmers, and this, combined with growth pressures, overwhelms many landowners and pushes them out of agriculture.  Farmers will either farm or sell but will not develop themselves because of cumbersome and complicated regulatory requirements.  There is a significant lack of understanding of the implications of development and infrastructure requirements associated with urban/suburban sprawl among local elected officials.  There is a poor understanding of agricultural economics as it relates to land values, and farmers need assistance to keep their land in agriculture, if that is what they choose to do.  Public education on the value of agriculture is badly needed, including education of state and local elected officials.  Both growth and agriculture need to be accommodated, but local land use decisions are often fragmented and do not allow the accommodation of both.  Water quantity and quality issues were also discussed, with a focus on the water re-use programs in south Florida and the cost implications of these programs for farmers.
Question 2: In your opinion, who are the key stakeholders involved in these issues?

This question generated a variety of responses in each region, but the nature of the discussion about stakeholders was similar across regions.  State agencies (DCA, WMDs, DEP, FWC) and county commissioners and county staff were listed as major stakeholder groups, as well as regional planning councils, the general public, environmental groups, public opinion leaders, media, homeowners associations, and agricultural organizations, such as the Florida Cattlemen’s Association.  

Many participants pointed out that the most vocal and visible stakeholders are often those that have little invested in the situation.  Some pointed out that the “deal is done” before the public is aware of what took place.  In many cases, stakeholders hold NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) attitudes and are often urbanites who have relocated to rural areas and may have more time to attend meetings than others.  Many stakeholders have “just enough knowledge to be uninformed.”  The demographic character of rural communities has changed in recent years with many people moving inland from coastal areas, and these individuals are not familiar with agriculture or other characteristics of rural communities.  The land use decision making process is complicated, and the perception is often that the process is run by special interests.  

The process of identifying key stakeholder groups brought about discussion in all regions about the importance of educating the public and elected officials about the value of agricultural lands and natural resources through activities such as on-farm visits, collaborative approaches such as the Suwanee River Partnership, education of local government staff, providing information on similar issues in other states, conducting studies of economic impacts and values of agriculture and natural resources and the services they provide to society.  There are time costs associated with public participation in these issues that are important to recognize.  It is important to have an effective method of bringing groups in the most disagreement to the table in order to improve educational and communication efforts related to agriculture.  
The importance of maintaining a sustainable landscape and labor force for agriculture was mentioned several times.  BMPs were also discussed, and several participants emphasized the need to make more use of BMPs that are developed for specific commodities as well as the importance of the verification of BMP implementation.      
Question 3: In your opinion, what additional information and knowledge is needed to address these issues?

A good deal of discussion in several regions focused on additional and continuing information provision related to Best Management Practices (BMPs).  Information on techniques that work for land preservation and land management, such as BMPs, needs to be passed on to the next generation.  The consequences of “bad actors” in other states need to be conveyed to stakeholders here in Florida.  There is also a need for BMPs that maintain a balance between preservation and development, and perhaps urban development BMPs are needed.  BMPs need to be updated, kept current and verified.
Increased awareness of agriculture to younger generations is extremely important, and the activities of organizations like 4H are important to continue.  More information is needed on Total Maximum Daily Load programs (TMDLs) and how well they are achieving stated goals.  A concern was expressed about the lack of a “real source of information” on all of these issues.  The comprehensive planning process was discussed, which is often driven by emotional responses and “quick fixes,” and several participants agreed that IFAS should become a more active participant in this process.  Good examples have been set in places like Sarasota County where the “science vs. emotion” struggle has been avoided.  
Some participants stated that in some cases, policy makers do not recognize the value of IFAS to this process and that many legislators, especially those not from Florida, do not understand the value of Florida agriculture or the Florida environment.  The importance of increasing public and local government awareness of the importance of agriculture and natural resources was mentioned many times by participants in all regions.  Florida agricultural heritage should be incorporated into ecotourism and educational programs.  Florida Yards and Neighborhoods guidelines provide valuable information, but many planning boards and elected officials are not aware of these programs.  Education on agriculture and forestry is critical.  Additional information needs to be provided to local elected officials as well as county staff on topics such as smart growth, green building, the values of services provided by agricultural lands, the value of green space, and the economic impacts of agriculture at local and state levels. 
There are high educational barriers for farmers, and more information is needed for landowners on incentive programs available to them to keep their land in agricultural production and/or conservation.  While many large landowners are aware of these programs, smaller farmers may not have access to this information.  The primary source of information on these topics should be IFAS.  This information is not just important for people in agriculture but for the general public and elected officials as well.  Information and assistance is needed on how to bring opposing stakeholder groups to the table to resolve many of these issues. 

Question 4: What are your primary sources of information on these rural-urban interface issues?

Several participants expressed that they feel there is no reliable source of information on these topics.  Information is available from special interest groups, but this information is not always correct.  Many people receive information from the newspaper and the media.  Water management districts are a source of information and a vehicle for public input.  Many participants stated that IFAS Extension is a primary source of information.  Other organizations that participants gain information from include Florida Division of Forestry, Soil Conservation Service, Farm Bureau, and agricultural commodity associations.
Some participants pointed out that county planning staff are too often uninformed and use incomplete information.  Education of legislatures and staff is needed, especially in high population areas where urban problems drive policy decisions on rural lands and where local government staff turnover is relatively higher than in rural counties.  To facilitate better information sharing, there should be a stronger interface between IFAS/Extension and the general public with more faculty specialists in county offices.  Some participants suggested that urban areas should pay for benefits of land and water management and conservation that occur in rural areas.  People need to understand that agriculture can be the solution to solving society’s environmental issues like waste management and water quality and quantity management, but these are intangible values need to be expressed in tangible terms.  
Strategies were suggested to address some of these information gaps.  One suggestion was to get “enemies” at the table together to find common ground.  Another suggestion was to identify ways of rewarding agriculture for environmentally friendly practices.  The current environment is pushing out small farmers who cannot afford to meet regulatory requirements. Private agricultural landowners are often at a disadvantage because they cannot participate in all public meetings, but educational efforts can help bridge this gap.  Agricultural associations must work more closely together.  State and local government elected officials and staff as well as regulatory agency staff need more information and education on the economic and social values of agriculture.  
Question 5: How knowledgeable do you feel about the process of land use decision making?

The land use decision making process is a very complex, often misunderstood process, sometimes even unknown, and is often driven by those who have enough resources to affect it.  Generally, people do not have much knowledge of the process or know where to look for the appropriate information.  Some find it from IFAS or the Farm Bureau.  The public is not knowledgeable about land use decision-making until there is a crisis that affects them directly, a manifestation of the NIMBY concept (Not in My Back Yard).  There is not as much information available on the process as there needs to be, but some good information is provided by The Nature Conservancy, various conservation trusts and the American Farmland Trust.  

Most opinions on land use decisions are generated by the media.  People in general are disillusioned by the growth management process and feel that access to financial resources to affect the process always triumphs.  Some feel that it is a mess on all sides of the issue.  Participants felt overall that people do care about preservation of agriculture and natural resources but that there is not enough information about the process of land use decision making.  Some members of the public do not even know that a land use decision making process exists.  The agricultural community and the general public do not understand their rights under this process, and often the public is not engaged until the yellow notice signs are posted.  

Non-profit organizations are needed to educate and “fight” for effective processes and policy, but this requires additional resources.  It was suggested that this is something that could potentially be built into the Natural Resources Leadership Institute program, with county staff as a key target audience.  The general public and policy makers do not have enough knowledge of these issues, and perceptions of impacts of agricultural practices may drive the general public to favor development over agriculture.  
While public purchases of private lands can be a strategy to preserve land, private property rights are important to consider, and other values generated by those lands need to be identified.  The non-production values of agricultural lands are not well understood, and research efforts devoted to understanding the economic value of agriculture and natural resources will be of value to counties and may have future financial implications.  
IFAS should be an objective source of information and is trusted in communities as a neutral source.  Elected officials at the state level need to understand the importance of IFAS.  The implications of both short and long term land use decisions need to be considered, and the Everglades was cited as an example of poor long-term land use planning consequences.  

Question 6: Have you ever been involved in helping others in your community understand land use decision making?

Some participants have been involved in youth education about golf courses and how they relate to agriculture.  There is little to no education on farm provision of services like carbon sequestration, air quality, and water filtration.  It is important to keep property rights and understand the services that farming provides.  Some individuals reported working with the Forestry Association, various trade associations, neighborhood associations, and civic engagement efforts.
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