Selling but keeping - conservation easements help preserve open land
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BRASSTOWN - Steve Whitmire isn't the kind of guy to get nervous about big decisions.

He's run a beef cattle farm for decades, as well as a couple of businesses, so he knows about taking risks. But deciding to put nearly all of his family's farm - 860 acres - into a conservation easement stole some sleep.

"I had multiple nights where I woke up in a cold sweat about donating the easement and giving up all the development rights," said Whitmire, employing a Shakespearean metaphor to describe what he did. "I have, in effect, put myself and my family in a box, and that box says we're doing a land sonnet. If it's not iambic pentameter, it's not a sonnet, and we've placed ourselves in box that restricts us to make a living on the farm without selling it off for development."

Conservation growing

While such conservation easements and agreements can be complicated and might scare off some farmers, they are growing in popularity in Western North Carolina.

"We absolutely have seen an increase (in agricultural conservation), particularly in the far west of Western North Carolina," said Sharon Fouts Taylor, land protection coordinator with the Land Trust for the Little Tennessee, the Franklin-based organization that worked with the Whitmire family on the conservation agreement.

Consider these statistics:

  About 1.1 million farmland acres nationwide have been put under easements at an approximate cost of $2.3 billion, according to the American Farmland Trust. 

  In WNC, 11,100 acres of open land in 64 locations were preserved in 2006, according to Blue Ridge Forever, an initiative of 13 land conservation organizations. 

  Since 1999, when the N.C. Agricultural Development and Farmland Preservation Trust Fund was established, about 4,700 acres of farmland have been protected statewide. 

Phones 'ringing off the hook'

This year, $6 million has been included in the state budget for farmland conservation.

"My phone has been ringing off the hook since the budget announcement," said Maximilian Merrill, environmental programs specialist with the N.C. Department of Agriculture & Consumer Services.

The Little Tennessee Trust, started in 1997, is finding more farmers are interested in conservation, once they understand how it works, Taylor said. Her trust essentially has two tools for conserving farmland: raising funds to buy the property or, more commonly, creating an easement, a legal agreement where the landowner makes a decision about the future of his property.

Sometimes farmers do retain rights for additional homesites for children, and they retain the rights to keep farming, but the easements usually strictly limit residential development - in perpetuity.

"There are significant tax benefits for putting the land in an easement, but they're only available if you're putting it in a permanent easement," Taylor said. Farmers also can get a cash payment for "development rights," a percentage of the land's potential value if it were developed.

Hard to compete with developers

Don't get the idea that every aging farmer is rushing to conserve his land and forgoing developers' cash.

"We can't keep up with developers, and we can't compete with developers' prices very well," said William Hamilton, farmland coordinator with the Asheville-based Southern Appalachian Highlands Conservancy. "Many older farmers are land-rich and not cash-rich. They need to be compensated."

But he's convinced more and more farmers will look into easements, partly because Buncombe County's commissioners and the county's Agricultural Advisory Board are well-organized and interested in conservation. Last November, the Board of Commissioners agreed to spend $1.9 million to help pay for conservation easements on 1,212 acres, mostly in the Sandy Mush area.

Jeanine Davis is a horticulturalist at the N.C. State University Department of Horticultural Science at the Fletcher Research Station. But she also has become integrally involved in farmland conservation through the Farm Prosperity Project, which strives to make farms more profitable and places farmland coordinators with local conservation land trusts.

She's pleased with the progress but knows developers constantly pressure farmers to sell.

"When you look at the price difference between selling to another farmer or selling to a developer, it can be huge - way more than double," Davis said.

With the population continuing to grow at a steady pace and Western North Carolina's population in the 800,000 range, demand for land is relentless. A UNC Asheville research project on disappearing farmland in Buncombe, Henderson, Haywood and Madison counties found that between 1987 and 2002, Haywood County lost 18.9 percent of its farmland, with Henderson, Madison and Buncombe following at 17.9 percent, 17.1 percent and 8.6 percent, respectively, according to USDA statistics the university cited.

In his family's case, Whitmire says they were only able to pursue conservation after he sold two businesses in 2006, freeing up some cash so he could buy out his brother and sister.

"They probably took less than it was worth, and I paid all I could afford to pay," Whitmire said, adding that the easement on the cattle operation provided a substantial tax benefit.

A tradition of conservation

The Whitmires learned their land ethics from their parents, E.J. and Genevieve Whitmire, who bought a 200-acre tract in 1951 in Cherokee County and added to it over the years. The family has always believed in using the land to make a living but preserving its natural beauty and wildlife habitat.

When E.J. Whitmire was killed by a bull in 1998, the farm was turned over to the children - Steve and his brother and sister. Working out the conservation easement deal produced tensions at time, but they were able to honor their parents' legacy.

Whitmire's Ridgefield Farm remains a working beef cattle farm, with about 160 braunvieh cattle (German for "brown cow"), 100 Black Angus and 25 half-blood cows. His sons - Bud Whitmire, a 19-year-old University of Wyoming sophomore, and Whit Whitmire, a 17-year-old high school student - have shown an interest in continuing the family operation.

Whitmire, 56, knows the family could've gotten a windfall from developers, but he believes it's important to maintain a local source of food and agricultural products - and to protect the farming heritage.

The decision to conserve has focused his family on making the farm profitable, and in the end, it's been worth the lost sleep. Whitmire said he is appalled by some of local development where builders "scalp" the mountains and cut down all the shade trees.

"My brother and sister and I didn't want to see the same thing happen on our farm," Whitmire said. "We wanted to see it protected forever."

