Farmland Preservation in Pennsylvania

The American Farmland Trust, a nongovernmental organization, recognizes Pennsylvania as the leading state in the number of farms and acres of farmland protected. The state bureau that oversees the program to purchase agricultural easements and administers the legislative programs designed to preserve farmland is the Agricultural Preservation Board (APB).


The Pennsylvania Agricultural Conservation Easement Purchase Program was developed in 1988 to help slow the loss of prime farmland to nonagricultural uses. The program enables state, county, and local governments to purchase conservation easements (sometimes called development rights) from owners of quality farmland. The first easements were purchased in 1989. Counties participating in the program have appointed agricultural land preservation boards. Overseeing the program, the APB is responsible for distributing state funds, approving and monitoring county programs, and making specific easement purchases.


To be chosen for easement purchase, a farm is rated against other eligible parcels according to the following criteria:

• Quality of the farmland. State regulations require that easements be purchased on farms of a minimum of 50 acres in size. Parcels as small as 10 acres may be preserved if they are adjacent to existing preserved farmland or used for the production of crops unique to the area. At least half the tract must either be harvested cropland, pasture, or grazing land.

• Stewardship. Farms are rated on the use of conservation and best-management practices in terms of nutrient management and control of soil erosion and sedimentation.

• Likelihood of conversion. Easements offered for sale to counties are scored and ranked for acquisition based on such factors as the proximity of the farm to sewer and water lines, the amount and type of agricultural use in the vicinity, and the amount of other preserved farmland in close proximity.


Farmers may choose to receive the proceeds from easement sales in a lump-sum payment or installments. Many farmers use the proceeds from easement sales to reduce debt loads and expand operations, and as a way to pass on their farms to the next generation. 

