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Bill to encourage land preservation deserves support
Editorial

June 10, 2008
The North Carolina Senate is expected to vote this week on a bill that would give private landowners who agree to manage their land for wildlife and conservation the same tax benefits landowners who use their property for commercial purposes already get.

It’s a bill that would help stem the annual loss of 100,000 acres of the state’s private forests and farmland. It’s a loss that affects not only wildlife but water quality, food security and the aesthetic beauty of the state, one of its most appealing characteristics.

The bill had overwhelming bipartisan backing in the House where the vote in favor was 93-22. It deserves the same support in the Senate.

Equitable treatment.
As it stands now, private farm and forest landowners who agree to manage their lands to protect wildlife habitat or water quality or want to place their lands under a permanent conservation easement do not qualify for reduced property taxes available to landowners who engage in commercial agriculture, forestry or horticulture. The House bill would provide equitable treatment.

Population growth and rising land values, accompanied by sometimes dramatically increased tax assessments, have made it harder and harder for many North Carolina families to hold on to their land. Mountain families have been especially hard hit.

This bill would offer some relief without bankrupting county budgets. It limits enrollment to 100 acres per landowner per county and requires a written management plan approved by the Wildlife Resources Commission. If a landowner chooses to exit the program, he or she would be required to pay up to five years back taxes. The bill requires a review of the program after three years.

A landowner who chooses to participate in the conservation program voluntarily gives up potential income that could have been made on his or her land. It seems unfair to penalize such landowners, who help the state reach its conservation goals, while benefiting others who make money from their property.

Widespread support.
The bill has the support of major state environmental groups such as the Environmental Defense Fund, the Conservation Council of North Carolina, Audubon North Carolina, the N.C. Wildlife Federation and the N.C. Association of Soil and Water Conservation Districts.

North Carolina’s population has grown dramatically over the past three decades and that growth is expected to continue. It’s now one of the fastest growing states in the country, according to the Census Bureau. That growth places enormous pressure on landowners to sell their property for development. 

In order to provide services and infrastructure economically and protect the state’s environment, aesthetic beauty and water quality, development to accommodate all those new residents should be focused in urban areas rather than sprawling across the countryside. 

Lawmakers should be doing all they can to encourage urban development and discourage sprawl. Laws are needed that encourage rural property owners to retain their land rather than sell it for development.

Mountain lawmakers from both parties signed on as co-sponsors in the House. We encourage those in the Senate to provide the same support.
