N.C. ‘million acre’ plan falling short
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Rising land values have shoved North Carolina well off track with its drive to set aside 1 million acres for preservation by 2009.

Spending on measures that include buying property, development rights and easements have brought in less than half that amount since work started in 1999.

Advocates say that’s not likely to change — even with the recent $24 million private and public deal that made Chimney Rock North Carolina’s newest state park.

The only increase in funding for conservation in the state budget last year was $15 million for Chimney Rock. Officials who buy land for the state don’t expect lawmakers this year to do much more, though special money is set aside for farmland preservation. 

The lag in the N.C. Million Acre Initiative comes at a time when the South is losing more private land to development than any other region. In North Carolina, the rate of development in 2005 was twice that of conservation efforts.

Advocates want more conservation paired with development, as some other states have done.

“It’s not ending development because that is not feasible,” said Matthew Schaffer of the San Francisco-based Trust for Public Land. “It’s inevitable. It is how you grow that can be really important.”

A national problem

North Carolina started the Million Acre Initiative with goals that include protecting waterways, stemming the loss of farmland, protecting environmentally sensitive areas and saving land for recreation. 

So far, the initiative has protected about 405,00 acres. 

In 2005, the most recent year for which statistics are available, the initiative made “a disappointingly small step forward” with the protection of about 53,000 acres, according to the state’s 2006 annual report.

North Carolina is not alone in its goal, but some of its neighbors are spending more.

Florida started a similar program in 1990 called Florida Forever. By the end of last year, it had protected 535,643 acres at a cost of $1.8 billion, according to the Trust for Public Land, a nonprofit that tracks conservation programs.

Virginia last year also made protecting land one of its goals, although the state’s move is less ambitious than its neighbors to the south. Gov. Tim Kaine said he wanted 400,000 acres protected by 2010, but the legislature set aside no money for the project.

New Jersey has one of the oldest and most successful land protection programs. It started conserving open space in 1961 with the Green Acres Initiative. Under Gov. Christine Todd Whitman in the 1990s, it ramped up the program and dedicated $150 million a year to match local governments that wanted to protect land. The state has protected 1.2 million acres.

New Jersey has been successful because of decades of state leadership in conservation and a dedicated funding source, said Schaffer, of the Trust for Public Land.

“It allows the state more flexibility to make conservation happen more quickly,” he said. “And you’ve got local communities that are already bought into this because they have been benefiting from land conservation for so many decades.”

Program’s pace

Land protected under the Million Acre Initiative since 1999 in WNC includes Jocassee Gorges in Transylvania County, Lake Logan in Haywood County and Chimney Rock in Rutherford County, which will become Hickory Nut Gorge State Park.

The program’s pace doesn’t even come close to matching the state’s development rate of 100,000 acres a year.

“One of the major issues is obviously the cost of property is going up and there is not enough conservation funding in order for us to meet our million-acre goal,” said Richard Rogers, the state’s assistant secretary for natural resources. “And that has been the case since the beginning.”

He said North Carolina’s conservation money comes from state-run trust funds, nonprofits and private donors.

The Clean Water Management Trust Fund gets about $100 million a year, he said. The money is spent on conservation that protects water quality. The Natural Heritage and Parks and Recreation Trust Fund together get about $80 million. That money is used mostly for protecting land that improves water quality. 

Gov. Mike Easley has requested $6 million for a new fund this year, the Farmland Preservation Trust Fund.

Rogers, like WNC lawmakers and local advocates, said he believes the best chance for success is through conservation easements.

These agreements mean land, like farmland, is protected from large-scale development but still usable to its owners. The state and conservation groups don’t usually have to pay the full price per acre with this method.

“People are really seeing the loss of land, and it is becoming an important issue, and people are feeling a sense of urgency to respond to the loss of land,” he said. “In a way it’s sad that it takes that for folks to recognize the importance, but at the same time, it’s going to open up doors and provide opportunities for us.”

Political movement

Although North Carolina hasn’t fully funded its conservation plan, voters are starting to make protecting land a priority. 

In Jackson County this year, commissioners put a stop to new subdivisions to give the government time to craft development laws. The board was able to approve the controversial six-month moratorium because its majority won election last year on a controlled growth platform.

Other counties are considering subdivision regulations.

And that mirrors voters nationally, the Trust for Public Land reports. Since 1996, more than 1,500 of almost 2,000 conservation ballot measures have passed across the country, and they have been just as popular in states with Republican majorities as those that lean Democratic.

That could be good news for North Carolinians who want to see more land protected.

Development in rural areas and the prediction of 4 million new state residents over the next 25 years has allied farmers and environmentalists. The new political partnership could mean more money for preservation here and in other states. Easley has already responded with more money set aside for farmland protection.

“Chimney Rocks are critical and wonderful, but if we are going to save what’s special in Western North Carolina it is these beautiful valley farms,” said Paul Carlson, the director of the Land Trust for the Little Tennessee, of those big types of deals. The Franklin-based group conserves land in the upper Little Tennessee and Hiwassee River valleys.

Carlson says this political trend might have already meant more funding in Raleigh.

“There is no greater constituency for the land than farmland owners,” he said.

In 2006, North Carolina spent $2 million on farmland preservation. 

In 2007, it was $7 million. And two WNC lawmakers want a big jump in funding for 2008. Rep. Phil Haire, D-Sylva, and Sen. John Snow, D-Murphy, have asked for $10 million for farmland preservation, Carlson said.

He said he believes for each million spent on farmland preservation, the state could protect 10 million acres.

“I think that, more than anything else, will increase land conservation across this state at the rhythm we need,” he said.

