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Executive Summary:
With support from the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities, the recently-dedicated Baldwin Center for Preservation Development at Bundoran Farm hosted a two-day gathering to foster intellectual exchange on an increasingly urgent topic: the condition of the American working landscape, and the relevance of these landscapes to cultural and aesthetic values of individuals and of American society.  The symposium progressed from a historical and cultural placement of working lands, through a review of the philosophical, aesthetic, economic, legal and environmental framework for their preservation, to a specific review of selected legal and design strategies being employed today.  This progression was revisited in a discussion of the social value of these strategies and their outcomes, and the gathering was concluded with a plenary session to consolidate knowledge gained, to outline follow-up investigations, and to delineate a potential role for the Baldwin Center as an information exchange and facilitator of high-level discussion on these topics.
The intention was to gather a set of diverse voices with overlapping expertise, and to facilitate discussion across disciplines that might not otherwise collaborate.  To that end, attendees included historians, legal scholars, agricultural economists, farmer-producers, planners and scholars of urban planning, government officials, designers and developers, and advocates from the field of conservation and environmental policy.  Each segment of the program was followed by a break-out, to promote person-to-person exchange, and to support connections across disciplines. 

The symposium was well-attended, maximizing the capacity of the space.  Discussion was lively, and focused on issues of current relevance to both academics and policymakers.  The goal of fostering interaction between different lines of intellectual inquiry was met.  Selected exchanges, commentary and future possibilities for improvement and expansion are outlined in the following pages, but as an inaugural symposium, this event became more than the organizers dared to hope.  The support of the Foundation has been essential to this endeavor, and we at the Baldwin Center look forward to working with your organization to continue this exchange.

The Relevance of this Inquiry to Current Issues and Concerns:
The urgency of this topic is obvious to any citizen with a passing interest in conservation or agriculture.  In the Commonwealth of Virginia, the American Farmland Trust estimates the conversion of farmland to have been approximately 69,000 acres per year, in the mid-1990’s.  Nationally, the rate was over a million acres per year, and including forested lands doubles the number.  

The drivers of this massive and well-documented land-use change are primarily economic and spatial.  One of the primary forces is residential land development. Outward growth of metropolitan regions has increased land value beyond agricultural, silvicultural or other currently accepted values.  At the same time, each acre lost fragments the critical mass of farming and rural economy, further weakening the hold of the remaining parcels.  The same land also performs as an ecological asset, but these values are difficult to monetize, and the development of regulatory-market mechanisms (i.e. nutrient trading) to address this problem is in its infancy.
At the same time, Virginia is not alone among states in its dependence upon agriculture, both as a primary (though often overlooked) economic engine, and just as importantly as a brand.  American cultural and historical attachment to working landscape runs deep and broad, as evidenced by artifacts as varied as tourism and economic development initiatives, which deploy agricultural landscapes as place-defining icons, and political advertisement, which target Americans’ deep attachment to a vision of farm life which connote purity, hard work and other values we hold dear, if not always close.

Approaches to slowing farmland conversion are often limited by a few factors.  First, the primary mechanisms used to preserve farmland are land-use regulation and tax-driven subsidy, though the terms and players vary regionally, and even within jurisdictions.  As such, efforts to secure farmland are always subject to political will, or to a calculation of future political will.  Also, the funding for such efforts is tied to jurisdictional budgets which may or may not include all the beneficiaries of preservation as stakeholders.  Finally, existing efforts are simply inadequate to address the scale of rural land conversion.  Their inadequacy lies both in scope (the US is a nation with well-defined property law which priveleges individual landowners’ determination over societal concerns), and in simple math (the conversion of land, in acreage, times the average “development value” per acre, results in a terrifying cost estimate for equitable preservation of these assets.
The organizers assert that, if the goal of preserving farmland around urbanizing areas is to be met, new models are needed, to complement what we are doing today.  We further assert that, if these models are to scale appropriately to meet the challenge, they must take advantage of market mechanisms: the same mechanisms that underpin residential development, the primary conversion threat for green-field parcels adjacent to growing communities.  The development of these alternative models is underway, being driven by landowners, planners, developers and other stakeholders.  There is, however, relatively little discourse among the players in this field, and even less between the players above and experts in fields related to this endeavor, who may be as varied as historians, sociologists and field ecologists.  It is the intention of the Baldwin Center, with humble beginnings in this inaugural symposium, to begin to close this gap with communication, education and debate.
The Role of the Humanities in this Inquiry:
The organizers of this symposium offer an observation about planning and development practice: while there is elsewhere an abundant exchange of information, insight and technical advances among design and policy professionals, the discussion can at times be narrow.  The role of the humanities here, as specifically embodied in the symposium’s agenda and in the spectrum of invitees, is to broaden this discussion, to step back from the purely technical or economic, and to examine the cultural, aesthetic, legal and historical framework which drives our work. What are we trying to save?
We assert here that in the effort to preserve American landscapes, as in many other fields of inquiry, the role of the scholar can be to pull back from solution-finding, to revisit and interrogate assumptions.  With apologies to Stanley Fish, scholars attending this discussion were not primarily invited for the pleasure of the exchange.  In fact, we at the Baldwin Center believe that the search for solutions to the problem of farmland loss is an inquiry that urgently requires this philosophical soul-searching, and a cross-disciplinary approach guided by goals which survive rigorous interrogation and historical review.

The state of this field might be summarized by a cliché: the cart is ahead of the horse.  The problem of farmland loss and conversion to other economic uses has been identified.  Political consensus has been achieved to “do something” about the problem.  Policymakers, environmental advocacy groups, concerned individuals, developers and farmers have proposed solutions, and ingenious versions of these solutions have been implemented, at tremendous scale and economic cost.  We are “preserving farmland,” with some success.
And yet, the understanding of what farmland we should preserve, or of the aspects of these assets that should be protected, and critical comparative review of available techniques, has been rather ad hoc, relative to the scale of the undertaking, a point which can be illustrated by comparison to issues surrounding the control of carbon emissions.  The simplest instruments to protect farmland loss have been implemented in the field for decades, representing public and private investment of billions of dollars, while we are only now beginning to outline a framework for emissions reduction.  The economic scale of the two problems is actually quite similar, at least at the regional level, but the sophistication of debate on climate change is advanced.  As a society, we are able to talk about which elements of climate change matter to us, and why we might want to mitigate or reduce these impacts.  We await only political will and economical tools.  In farmland preservation, political will and tools are in place today, without a corresponding sophistication regarding the role of working landscapes in a post-industrial society.  Coincidentally, we are now at a point in the development of design and mapping technology where measuring and understanding landscape asset value is possible to a level of detail and nuance that increases every year.
The conservative impulse behind efforts at landscape preservation would benefit from historical and legal perspective.  Questions must be asked:  “What do we want this land to be, if not converted to other economic uses?”  “Are we protecting farmland, or farming?”  “What are the values of this landscape, and of the rural cultures that exist in them?  To whom do these values accrue?”  “What do we mean by ‘preserve,’ and why do we think ‘perpetuity’ is an appropriate term for this effort?”  The value of such an effort was evident in the symposium’s breakout sessions, details of which follow.  The program of land conservation is both urgent and political, and it has not had the luxury of critical inquiry.  It was the organizers’ intention to begin this inquiry at the symposium.

On the Outcome of the Program for the Baldwin Center and for Attendees
The immediate reaction of attendees is summarized in an attached table of responses to a post-symposium survey.  In general, comments were positive both regarding the symposium and the future possibilities of the Baldwin Center operating as an institution to encourage and shape debate on development and rural land.  The symposium also received good marks for simply making introductions between individuals and institutions working in normally disparate fields, whose interests intersect in the complex mix of farmland preservation.  Among negative responses to survey questions was a general desire for a more focused, less ambitious agenda.  The organizers agree with this in principle, but felt that an inaugural symposium would best serve the long-term agenda by laying out known conditions and interrogating existing concepts.  This suggestion of specificity in fact mirrors our own plans for increasing specificity future programs.   Comments addressing the format and flow of discussions, background and follow-up communications are addressed in the Problems and Successes section of this report.

For the organizers of this event, who are developers and design professionals by training, the sessions were a test of the value of an institution to focus on these issues.  The need for organizing intellectual institutions is understood in the world of urban development, but we see a vacuum in the rural-exurban equivalent.  For us, the preparation for this symposium was the first major benefit, as we were able to work, primarily with Dr. Bruce Dotson, on developing a program, and defining the constituent groups.  

The symposium itself was a fantastic benefit to the organizers, personally and professionally.  In our day-to-day work, we deal intensively, and sequentially, with a few groups:  landowners during acquisition, planning and zoning officials during approvals, and end-users during sales.  We seldom have the opportunity to meet with theorists, or with experts on the big picture of regional conservation, for example, and we only have the opportunity to talk with legal scholars when we run across a relevant issue in our work.  This opportunity to stop and to define criteria for success, and to consider all constituent groups and relevant expertise at once is an unusual gift.

Educational Dialogues Resulting from the Program

The intent of this symposium is to jump-start the intellectual program of the Baldwin Center foundation, whose mission includes facilitating the exchange of information on topics of rural land use planning, agricultural innovation and land management.  These topics are not discrete, so we would count as a success merely making successful introductions between leaders in agricultural economics, for example, and environmental law.  These sorts of social connections were made in abundance, and were a consistent element in the positive review comments of attendees.
Frankly, it is too soon (about a month out) to measure the depth or importance of more formal dialogues arising from the program.  It is the organizers’ intention to stage a series of smaller, more focused events over the next year, in order to maintain momentum. A number of suggestions for these kinds of events are summarized in our attendee comments.  A key outcome of the symposium and its preparation is that the organizers now have contacts within several of the key institutions with whom we’d like to collaborate on future programs.
The debate over rural land use is historically, and naturally, an atomized and local discussion.  While we present data in the symposium’s Background Report on national-level trends, rural areas are in fact diverse ecological conditions, facing varied development pressures, in communities tending toward every part of the political spectrum.  Modest proposals in some jurisdictions are considered unconscionable intrusions on property rights only fifty miles down the road.  An important element of the symposium’s program was a parallel communications and press effort.  Several news and public service organizations were engaged, in order to take the discussion, at least in broad strokes, to a wider, general-public audience.  In addition to the digital recordings of most of the presentations for distribution through the Charlottesville Podcasting Network, the symposium was covered by Virginia Living magazine, a publication focusing on quality-of-life and preservation issues in the Commonwealth.  Also, Virginia Public Radio conducted a series of interviews of attendees during the symposium’s breaks, the product of which will, we expect, be refined into VPR programming over the next few months.  A companion Virginia Public Television program is expected to run on April 8th, 2010.
Problems and Successes Encountered in the Program, and Opportunities for Improvement

The challenges of assembling fifty experts from across the eastern US, for a gathering in an A/V-capable room in a brand new building should not be underestimated.  For the organizers, simply the logistical challenges of this event were a valuable learning experience, and the successful use of the facility for this gathering was a notable success.  The symposium’s program and early-confirmed attendees enabled a very successful recruitment effort that resulted in a guest list which exceeded our expectations.  The level of engagement with the issues was fantastic.
The format of the symposium was a mixed success.  The opening lecture was a compelling, but very detailed, economic history of commodity-crop production in the Shenandoah Valley.  Running long on time, the lecture never really made the points we hoped, returning to the cultural and sociological implications of agriculture for settlement patterns.  We found that the break-out sessions were either spectacular and lively debates, or fell flat, even when two groups were discussing the same topics with identical preparatory remarks or presentations.  The lesson-learned here is twofold:  First, the group leaders, members of the organizers’ team charged with ordering and recording their group’s efforts, would have benefited from additional preparation.  Second, if we host another event with a format like this, we would likely assign individuals to represent constituencies within these break-out groups.  Our intention, that the groups allow attendees to find one another in a less-structured environment, was probably better-suited to lunch seating than to the break-outs.  On this topic, more than one attendee comment requested additional time to get to know other attendees, or a longer program that would allow more interstitial social interaction. 
Future programming for the Baldwin Center will take some of these recommendations into account.  Although we continue to feel that a longer program would be difficult for the types of attendees we want to engage, future events will likely engage fewer persons, in smaller groups.  We also doubt the future viability of the presentation-respondent-panel model, and in the future we would likely proceed from a single presentation, perhaps with questions, into small-group sessions on the presented topic, or subtopic. 

Aside from the mechanics of facilitating discussion, a primary opportunity for improvement is in ongoing communication with stakeholders and experts, without benefit of a physical meeting.  The Baldwin Center’s rural setting is uniquely endowed with a robust fiber-optic network, and offers the possibility of distance-learning and other new kinds of facilitated learning, aside from traditional conferences, lectures and symposia.  Through Bundoran Farm and Qroe Farm Preservation Development, Baldwin Center staff hosts a blog, which generates commentary on national and local news stories, academic publications, and other points in the ongoing and previously undigested debate on rural land use policy and development.
Plans for Continuation, and New Programs Arising from the Symposium
As mentioned above, one recurring request from attendees was for more focus on individual models or cases.  There was a particular interest in Bundoran Farm as a case study, and its position relative to the relatively few extant models elsewhere in the United States.  Of course the specific model here was intentionally kept in the background, so as to broaden the discussion.  This symposium was intended as an introduction to both players and to issues and has been conceived as the kickoff of a multi-year program of major gatherings, interspersed with smaller workshops, lectures and charettes. 
The organizers have conceived of the Baldwin Center as an institution (not just a facility), which can help inform policy and practice in four ways: 
1. By sending executive-level staff to attend and participate in remote events germane to our mission.  This has already begun, with Executive Director Bob Baldwin’s attendance at the Prairie Crossing Institute’s November workshop, New Communities With Farms, and with Policy Director David Hamilton’s attendance at the December UVA Foundation’s Morven Farm panel on rural area conservation and documentation, and with Hamilton and Leif Riddervold’s attendance at Loudon County’s Forum for Rural Innovation..
2. By co-sponsoring local and regional events off-site, in partnership with academic, governmental or conservation groups.  This initiative is longer-term, but relationship-building efforts with appropriate organizations are underway.  

3. By facilitating and producing publication of research findings, editorials and policy papers relating to the role of market mechanisms in the conservation of productive and historic landscapes.  This effort is well underway with the dissemination of symposium content via Charlottesville Tomorrow (web), Virginia Public Radio (broadcast) and Virginia Living magazine (print).  In addition, Policy Director David Hamilton 
4. By presenting programs on-site or in the Charlottesville area. 

This fourth, and most resource-intensive type of involvement, is being developed, but the initiative will likely have three parts: small workshops with an on-the-land component at Bundoran Farm, one-day seminars on specific elements of preservation like governance, finance or farm-neighbor relations, and a continuation of the larger annual symposium series begun this fall.
 The organizers are only beginning to work out the potential program for a major 2010 conference, but one possibility is that a four-year series might begin with the general introduction we have just concluded, and proceed to an examination of specific elements of a successful preservation-development.  
Beginning with evaluation and planning of cultural, productive and environmental elements, the topic of the following year’s symposium might shift to value-added agriculture and agritourism, as an amenity and complement to residential or commercial development.  Such as discussion would bring in several cases of integration, and ask attendees to examine the elements of different types of productive enterprises, and the ways in which they suit, or do not suit, integration with other land uses.  Following might be specific symposia on community and municipal legal issues and governance, a critical issue in our field, culminating in an examination of economic and regional-plan implications of private conservation (greenbelts and regional ecosystem service markets, such as they are being developed).
