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2009 Significant Issue Statement
Land Use Patterns that Threaten Natural Resources and Rural Character
Problem Statement:
New Hampshire communities recognize that in order to remain vital socially, economically, and physically, they must commit to maintaining a strong agricultural and natural resource base, as well as provide affordable housing opportunities for diverse individuals and families. In spite of this inherent recognition, the predominant approach to land-use planning in New Hampshire over the past three decades has been the incorporation of large-lot subdivisions. This approach has impacted conservation/agricultural preservation and affordable housing, resulting in competition for the same lands, with both parties claiming that the other drives up the price of land and therefore makes acquiring land more difficult. Within our communities, natural lands and productive landscapes (e.g. farms) are becoming increasingly fragmented, communities are becoming physically disconnected, and certain parts of the state are losing jobs. These stresses, all together, contribute to the degradation of social, economic and natural systems and the long-term vitality of communities.

[what about water resources?]

Public Value in Addressing the Issue:
Decision makers understand the interconnections between conservation of natural resources, preservation of the working landscape, the provision of affordable housing, and community vitality (social, natural and economic); and are able to work collaboratively to find creative solutions for meeting the needs of diverse groups of residents. As a result entire communities benefit by:

· providing affordable housing without sacrificing key assets the community values

· seeking  integrated solutions that do not merely seek to patch holes by addressing single parts of the system 

· maximizing leverage points 

· minimizing negative impacts that focusing solely on one part of the system might have on other parts of the system.

Key Data:
· According to the US Census, New Hampshire’s population is expected to grow by 12.1% between 2004 and 2015 as compared to Massachusetts (5.3%), Maine (5.4%), Connecticut (3.8%) and Vermont (8.3%). In fact, New Hampshire marks the 10th fastest population growth rate in the country. Much of this growth is coming from individuals over the age of 65.
· Given the net in-migration of people into New Hampshire, and the high rate of population growth, the following link illustrates how residential growth in Southern New Hampshire has caused agricultural lands and forested lands to become increasingly fragmented. The link takes you to a time series showing land use change between 1962 and 2005: http://extension.unh.edu/GDR/LandUseMap_RC/LandUseMap_RC.htm
· Many communities perceive population growth as a major benefit, for it adds new people to the tax rolls. Yet, according to the publication, “Does Open Space Pay”, taxes actually increased with residential growth in the towns sampled. The publication can be found at: http://extension.unh.edu/forestry/Docs/nrgn1010.pdf  The problem is not necessarily the growth in population and new residences, but rather, the pattern of disperse development that municipal regulations foster. 
· One of the main fiscal costs of ‘sprawl’ is the costs incurred for building new schools. As communities expand outward into the hinterlands, new schools need to be constructed to service the increasingly disperse population. In a study done in Maine between 1970 and 1995, the costs for the construction of new schools came to nearly $750 million dollars, in spite of the fact that the school-age population decreased by approximately 27,000 (see chart).
· Land fragmentation is of great concern in the Southern tier of the state. Fragmentation negatively impacts water supply, wildlife diversity, biodiversity, and severely limits the natural services provided by natural landscapes. The following flash presentation series illustrates land fragmentation in part of Southern NH over the past 50 years: http://extension.unh.edu/GDR/LandUseMap_RC/LandUseMap_RC.htm
· While lands are becoming fragmented, housing costs have also escalated over the past ten years. This is not merely a result of the increase in population, but rather, is largely due to the current pattern of land use (i.e. large lot zoning) which is fragmenting lands and forcing development to occur further and further from town/city centers (i.e. sprawl). According to the New Hampshire Housing Finance Authority, the median purchase price for homes nearly doubled between 2000 and 2007 (see chart). 
· Housing costs have also escalated over the past ten years, partly as a result for the increase in population and secondly due to the current pattern of land use (i.e. large lot zoning) which is fragmenting lands and forcing development to occur further and further from town/city centers (i.e. sprawl). According to the New Hampshire Housing Finance Authority, the median purchase price for homes nearly doubled between 2000 and 2007 (see chart below). 


· According to the New Hampshire Housing Finance Authority (NHFA), a main cause of rapidly escalating housing prices is the expansion of residential development that incorporates large-lot zoning, thus limiting the amount of land available for future housing. This trend is manifest in Rockingham County (as illustrated by the link to the land use change maps in item “c”.  For more info on housing trends, go to: http://www.nhhfa.org/demographic_housing.cfm
· According to the US Census of Agriculture, acreage dedicated to agriculture in New Hampshire decreased from approximately one million acres in 1964 to 415,000 acres in 1997. Part of this loss is a result of expansion of residential development into lands formerly used for agriculture. The following table, derived from a publication of NH’s Economic and Labor Market Information Bureau, shows illustrates a trend towards consolidation of farms in New Hampshire.

To conclude, the data suggests that the current pattern of land use in New Hampshire – sprawl – is contributing to higher housing prices, loss of natural and agricultural lands, increased costs for schools and other services and out migration of youth from the state.  The solution to these problems lies in wiser use of lands that seeks to integrate the human, social, and natural services inherent in New Hampshire communities. 

The University of New Hampshire Cooperative Extension is an equal opportunity educator and employer.   University of New Hampshire, U.S. Department of Agriculture and N.H. counties cooperating.
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