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* Blue font indicates that it is a recent text change, not in the original strategy paper  

Introduction and Relevance to Northeastern Illinois 
Agriculture continues to have relevance and importance in the United States as an economic activity and way of 
life. The Illinois General Assembly adopted the definition of agriculture in the Farmland Preservation Act as “all 
land in farms including cropland, hayland, pastureland, forestland, corrals, gardens and orchards, land used for 
farmsteads, buildings, barns, and machinery sheds, adjacent yards or corrals, pens, waste lagoons, feedlots, 
farmstead or feedlot windbreaks, grain bins, lanes for farm residences and fields, field windbreaks, ponds, 
commercial feedlots, greenhouses, nurseries, broiler facilities and farm landing strips” (ILGA). The preservation 
of agriculture is not only a land use choice; it is the preservation of an interconnected system that relates to the 
environment, the people, and the economy. 

 
At the calculation of the 2002 Agricultural Census, Illinois had 27.3 million acres of farmland.  In 1974, total 
acreage was approximately 1.8 million acres greater (USDA NASS).    This translates to an average loss of over 
63,000 acres of farmland each year, for the last 28 years.  Of the 24 million acres dedicated to growing crops, 
89% is considered prime farmland--placing Illinois in the top three states for total acreage of prime farmland 
(USDA NASS).  According to the Illinois Department of Agriculture, Illinois was ranked second in terms of 
exports of agricultural products, averaging $4 billion worth of goods shipped to other countries each year 
(Illinois Department of Agriculture, 2004). Illinois’ agricultural contribution to the state and national economy, 
paired with the continual loss of agricultural land, is a strong motive to increase preservation efforts. 
 
Several other trends have sparked further interest in agricultural preservation: continued development of 
greenfields, a major increase in biofuel production, recent food cost increases, and growing demand for organic 
and locally produced food.  Development is occurring outside of city and suburban limits at rapid rates which is 
encroaching upon agricultural land. Farmers without strong incentives or promising options for farming 
fruitfully are likely to opt in selling their land for development purposes. Additionally, farmers face competition 
for space with the infrastructure that new growth requires. 
 
In January of 2007, President George W. Bush announced that by 2017, the United States’ production of ethanol 
should reach 35 billion gallons, and increase to 60 billion gallons by 2030 (The National Academies, 2007); the 
anticipation has driven major spikes in the demand for corn and other products such as wheat--creating new 
opportunities and challenges for the preservation of agricultural land, as well as contributing to food price 
increases.  Also, more attention to nutrition and carbon footprints has broadened the market for organic and 
local food, shifting some traditional farming to more specialized food markets. 
 
Agricultural preservation is significant at the local, state, federal, and even global levels.  This strategy paper 
explores the challenges and opportunities that preservation offers for the region.  First, this paper will define 
agricultural preservation.  Second, it will identify the existing conditions of the agricultural sector, most 
importantly the state’s inventory of land, current policies, and the level of commodity production.  Third, this 
paper seeks to measure the effects of preserving agricultural land on the environment, economy, and land use.  
Finally, there are case studies, highlights from the region, and a summary of regional interviews grouped as 
appendices.  

 

Agricultural Preservation and Regional Planning 
Previously, the topic of agricultural preservation was addressed by the Northeastern Illinois Planning 
Commission (NIPC) in its 2040 Framework Plan. NIPC concluded that farmland preservation is a priority for 
the region and is “strongly linked to the principles of strengthening centers and corridors” (NIPC, 2005). 
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NIPC Recommendations for Farmland Preservation, 2040 Regional Framework Plan (2005) 
 

1. Recognize the Economic Value of Farmland 
a. Review Zoning Codes to ensure compatibility with farmland preservation 

2. Implement Farmland Preservation Measures 
a. Create Agricultural Districts 
b. Plan and zone for varied and flexible residential development within already developed 

areas to reduce pressure to develop on farmland 
c. Adopt right-to-farm legislation 
d. Implement a farmland conversion fee 
e. Implement design principles to sensitively integrate development with agricultural 

preservation 
3. Examine the Public Costs of Farmland Conversion Prior to Development 

a. Purchase land or use transfer development rights to acquire conservation easements to 
preserve farmland 

b. Identify and map agricultural soils and resources to identify priority protection areas 
c. Support farm businesses through technical and financial resources such as the Ag-Business 

Development Office of the Illinois Department of Agriculture 
http://www.nipc.org/2040/ 

 
 
The Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP) was created as the comprehensive regional planning 
organization for the seven counties of northeastern Illinois.  By state and federal law, CMAP is responsible for 
producing the region's official, integrated plan for land use and transportation.  The GO TO 2040 planning 
campaign will develop and implement strategies, such as agricultural preservation, to address projected 
population and employment growth and its serious implications for transportation, housing, economic 
development, open space, the environment, and natural resources.  See www.cmap.illinois.gov and 
www.goto2040.org for more information. 
 
Agricultural preservation is a strategy within CMAP’s 2040 Regional Comprehensive Plan because it is an 
integral part of the economy and the local ecosystem that supports the region.  It is also an important way of life 
for some residents and provides the opportunity for rural living. This strategy paper will present agricultural 
preservation as it pertains to the decisions and policies of the region to develop and preserve land for economic 
and environmental purposes. Also, a main goal of this paper is to stimulate further discussion among experts, 
local governments and advocacy groups that could highlight best practices, common challenges, opportunities, 
and successes. All of these outputs will help shape the GO TO 2040 plan. 
 

Overview of Existing Conditions  
 
What is the agricultural landscape in the Northeastern Region of Illinois? 
The map of Agricultural Lands in northeastern Illinois, created with 2005 land use data by CMAP, shows 
where agricultural land is located within the region. Will, McHenry, Kane, and Kendall counties all have 
significant and valuable amounts of agricultural land.  Future land use and development decisions will 
affect the regional landscape, which may lead to further decline of agricultural land.  
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The Agricultural Economy in Illinois 

Commodities 

Illinois is clearly a leader in agricultural production, not only in the nation, but also globally. Illinois ranked 
seventh in the nation (2002) on value of all agricultural products sold, which totaled approximately $7.5 
billion (2002) and ranked 1st in the production of soybean, 2nd in the production of feed grain and products, 
and 3rd in the country for total value of crop sales (USDA, 2002).  For the fiscal year of 2006, Illinois still 
remained highly ranked in commodity production—2nd in both feed grains and soybeans. Also in 2006, 
Illinois exported 5.5% of the nation’s agricultural products abroad (USDA Economic Research Services). 
Illinois is also a large provider of hogs and other livestock.  Table 1 summarizes farm income for the State 
of Illinois in 2006. 

 
The trends within the northeastern region of Illinois are 
consistent with the rest of the state.  The region contains 
over 700,000 acres used for producing corn and 
soybean—the two primary crops (USDA NASS). 
Livestock is also an abundant commodity in the region; 
hogs and pigs, and cattle and calves are two major 
groups that were valued at over $42 million in 2004 
(USDA NASS).  Solely within the triangle of Illinois-
Indiana-Wisconsin, agricultural goods valued at $29 
billion have traveled 14 billion ton-miles (Federal 
Highway Administration, 2002).  These agricultural 
goods are often transported nationally or internationally, 
contributing to the region’s status as a major freight 
hub. 

Farm Characteristics 

A majority of Illinois farms are operated by individuals 
or families, and the average age of operators is 55 
(Census, 2002).  During the last few decades, there has 
been a significant decline in the number of farms. In 
conjunction with this decline, there has been a trend in 
farm consolidation which has increased the average size 
of farms. During the period of 1970-2000, 51,000 farms 
disappeared across the state (Census, 2002). Figure 1 
shows the declining trend for the northeastern Illinois 
region.  In 1978, there were 5,492 farms.  By 2002, the 
total number of farms had decreased by 38% to 3,358 
(Census 2002). In 2002, the average size of a farm in 
Illinois grew to 374 acres, from an average of 262 acres 
in 1974 (Figures 2 & 2a).  

Table 1. Illinois Commodities 
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.   
Figure 1. Number of farms in northeastern Illinois 

 

 
Figure 2 and 2a. Total Acreage of Farmland in northeastern Illinois 

 

Farming Operations 

Improvements in technology have decreased the necessity for manual labor in farming.  Many farmers have 
sold their land, and there has been an increase in processed food production and consumption. The total 
number of jobs connected to agriculture (including wholesale and retail trade) for Illinois was 
approximately 951,000 in 2002 (Economic Research Service, USDA), having declined over the past few 
decades due to these trends. Additionally, U.S. food imports are on the rise according to recent trends, 
although trends are variable. A few contributing factors to increasing food imports include the changing 
American diet, more reliable supplies from foreign sources, improved shipping and storage technology, 
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ethnic market demands and international trade agreements such as NAFTA. All of these factors affect the 
demand of domestic food production over time (USDA, 2002).  
 
While farming profit margins have been declining, operational expenses have been rising. Prices for 
equipment and gasoline, cost of land, and feed for cattle and hog, have increased. Due to more expenses 
and shifts in demands, farming income fluctuated greatly between 2000 and 2006. In northeastern Illinois, 
the average production cost per farm was $111,000 (USDA, 2002) and the average net cash income of 
operation for farmers in the region was $19,325 per year (USDA, 2002).  
 

The Role of Policy for Agricultural Preservation  
The role of policies for farmland protection is critical.  Statutes that regulate the conversion of agricultural 
land to non-agricultural land exist on the federal, state, and local levels; they all use a variety of methods to 
reach the same goal of preserving prime farmland.  It is important that there is secured funding and a sound 
framework that allows all levels of governments to pursue agricultural preservation programming.  

Federal Policies 

The Farm Security and Rural Investment Act, commonly know as the Farm Bill, has been the primary 
source of agricultural preservation developed by the federal government.  This act created a specific 
Farmland Protection Program which focused on providing “funds to State, tribal, or local governments and 
to nonprofit organizations to help purchase easements against development of productive farmland” 
(USDA Economic Research Services). Over six years, the program allocated $597 million to be used for 
purchasing development rights from lands that had prime, unique, or productive soils, and/or historical or 
archaeological resources (USDA Economic Research Services). As of July 2008, a new Farm Bill was 
passed by the Senate with emphasis on crop subsidies, stricter qualification for payments, conservation 
programs, food stamps and nutritional programs, and international food aid. Additionally the Farm Bill 
recommends a consolidation of certain programs in order to create more efficiency in the conservation 
process.  The Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) would embrace a broader range of 
agricultural lands including cropland, grazing land, feeding operations, and agricultural production lands 
(US Department of Agriculture). The new Private Lands Protection Program, if implemented, would 
encompass three existing easement programs, FRPP, Healthy Forest Reserve Program (HFRP), and 
Grasslands Reserve Program (GRP) to reduce redundancies, administrative costs and consolidate funding.  
This new program would also seek to provide instruments to better monitor the purchased easements, 
award extra points to those applicants that provide public open space, and add time to the process of 
choosing candidates due to the reduced standards and regulations (US Department of Agriculture).  
 

State Policies 

Illinois has a number of state policies in place to support agricultural preservation.  The state has adopted or 
enabled local governments to adopt policies such as agricultural district areas, conservation easements, 
right-to-farm laws, and purchase of development rights. A major break for farmers is the land use 
assessment procedure that values the land based on its soil productivity index, rather than land market value 
(ILGA, Property Tax Code). Other legislation requires the state to minimize its own conversion of prime 
farmland (both directly and indirectly), secure funding for agricultural research, and mandate notification to 
local Soil and Water Conservation Districts if any municipality is planning to rezone or subdivide 
agricultural land.   
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Important State Legislative Policies 

Among all of Illinois’ initiatives to preserve agricultural land, there are five key policies that have been 
exceptional in their effort to assist preservation. 

1. State Farmland Assessment- provides farmland to be assessed based on its soil quality which is 
gauged by a complicated process conducted by the University of Illinois, the Illinois Department of 
Agriculture, and the Illinois Department of Revenue.  This allows farmland to be assessed by its 
agricultural value as opposed to market value and causes taxes to be less cumbersome for 
struggling farmers (American Farmland Trust Research Center). 

2. Protection of Farming Operations-when nonfarm uses encroach upon agricultural areas, there is a 
threat of nuisance suits against farmers.  This policy protects farmers from suits like these 
(American Farmland Trust Research Center). 

3. Illinois Farmland Preservation Act required state agencies to prepare and implement policies on 
farmland preservation. State agencies must provide notice of projects that will convert farmland to 
the Illinois Department of Agriculture for review and comment (Illinois Dept of Agriculture/Laws). 

4. Illinois Soil and Water Conservation District Act requires that anyone seeking to rezone or 
subdivide agricultural land to notify the county’s Soil and Water Conservation District.  This 
provides for a stronger awareness on the county and state level as to the rate of agricultural land 
being converted to other uses (American Farmland Trust Research Center). 

5. Illinois Food, Farms, and Job Act was created to support a state and local organic food system 
that will increase local organic food production. The Task Force formed under this act will submit 
a full plan in September 2008 that will identify land preservation and acquisition opportunities, 
farmer training and development, financial incentives and technical support to expand farmers 
markets, develop strategies, and research best practices all in support of further developing food, 
farms, and employment opportunities. (Illinois General Assembly). 

 

State Legislation “In the Making” 

As of mid-2008, there were three pending bills in the Illinois legislature regarding agricultural preservation 
in either the House or Senate.  At the time of the posting of this report, all of these bills have been referred 
to the Rules Committee. 
 

Illinois Senate Bill 1992 (2008) 

An amendment to county code passed allows a county with over 1,000,000 residents to levy an annual tax 
no greater than 0.05% of the equalized assessed value of taxable property in the county for farmland 
preservation purchase of easement purposes if approved by referendum. 
 

Illinois House Bill 4774 (2008) 

An amendment to the county and Illinois municipal codes which allows county boards and corporate 
authorities of municipalities, for the purpose of preserving agricultural land, to purchase or accept 
donations of development rights.  
 

Illinois House Bill 4462 (2008) 
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Provides that Kane County specifically may levy an annual tax of no greater than .05% of the equalized 
assessed value of taxable property in the county for farmland preservation purchase of easement purposes if 
approved by referendum. 
 

Under the Farmland Preservation Act (FPA), local agencies have to notify the State of requests for 
conversion of agricultural land for non-agricultural purposes. Local municipalities must be FPA compliant. 
The State then conducts an agricultural impact study to determine whether or not this project is harmful to 
the environment. In this capacity, the State plays an advisory role. The goal is to try to minimize 
agricultural land conversion. Typically the municipalities notify IEPA (Illinois Environmental Protection 
Agency) directly and then IEPA, the regulatory authority, notifies the State. On average there are up to 
1,000 requests per year for conversion to non-agricultural development all over the State. However, only 
30% of farmland conversion is a result of state agency action, recommendations or approvals. The State 
doesn’t review privately funded projects (Source: Steve Chard, IL Dept of Agriculture). 

Local Efforts 

Individual counties within Illinois have additional techniques to preserve agricultural land, including 
purchase of development rights, agricultural zoning, land use restrictions, farmland protection programs, 
conservation easements, and agricultural security areas.  Agricultural zoning usually consists of a 
maximum ratio of developed acres to agricultural acres.  Farmland protection programs can consist of their 
own easement purchase programs, but these easements are usually funded by the Farm and Ranch Land 
Protection Program (FRPP) or a state government program. Other restrictions are agricultural security 
areas, and growth area boundaries.  One of the most useful and valuable tools used by local governments is 
the Land Resource Management Plan, which outlines land use goals and objectives for a municipality and 
sets standards. 
 
Several case studies of local efforts are available in an appendix to this report.  Kane County is often 
identified as the region’s leader in agricultural preservation, as it has preserved over 4,000 acres of 
farmland using a purchase of development rights program. Other counties within the region, Kendall, 
Boone, and McHenry Counties, have also developed farmland protection ordinances.   
 
 

Trends in the Region 
 
What is threatening farmland? 
The most serious threat to the viability of farmland in the region is rapid suburban development.  Much of 
the region’s growth in the past several decades has occurred on former agricultural land.  Often, residential 
development occurs first, and then creates demand for more roads, schools, and other services. The housing 
market bubble over the last couple of years, with decline beginning in 2006, has dramatically slowed down 
the pace of development; it still remains as one of the most significant threats to farmland. 
 
Farmland is desirable to residential and commercial developers because it is inexpensive to acquire and 
develop. In a survey completed in 2007 by the Illinois Society for Professional Farm Managers and Rural 
Appraisers (ISPFMRA), farmland per acre sold in 2006 between $3,600 to $10,625 for prime land, $3,400 
to $5,600 for good quality land, and $1,800 to $3,500 for recreational tracts of land for activities such as 
agri-tourism. The highest prices paid per acre for recreational tracts were concentrated in Southern Illinois; 
within Northeast Illinois land values were also high and values were between 7% and 12% higher than the 
prior year (Aupperle, Schnitkey, ISPFMRA).  
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The Housing Boom’s Impact on Farmland 
The 2006 estimated population of northeastern Illinois was 8,496,884 (CMAP). Table 2 gives a population 
breakdown by county, and the number of new building permits that were approved by each county.  

 

 
 

Table 2.  Population and Building Permits by County 
 
Approximately 41,000 new building permits were issued within the region for development during 2006. 
Most of this development can be classified as residential. Not only have building permits been in demand, 
housing sizes have also increased, making the footprint of new development even more significant.   In 
1970, the average home was 1,500 sq feet.  By 2002, it was up to 2,230 sq feet (National Association of 
Home Builders, 2004). Also, as reported in the 2005 “Homes for a Changing Region” report, sponsored by 
the Chicago Metropolis 2020 and Metropolitan Mayors Caucus, many suburban jurisdictions require 
densities with no more than 3 or 4 homes per acre (Chicago Metropolis 2020). 
 

The Lake County Experience 
Lake County was selected as a regional example because they have tracked land use changes very closely. 
As the third most populous county in the region, Lake County has seen significant changes over the last 5 
years that have contributed to a decline in agricultural land use. Lake County experienced a 9% population 
growth between 2000 and 2005. Simultaneously, between 2000 and 2005, 8,500 acres of agricultural land 
were converted to other uses. Agricultural land still accounts for 35,021 acres, but the county continues to 
develop, meaning that conversion of much of this land to other uses is likely. 
Data Source : Lake County Caliper, “Measuring Lake County’s Growth & Development”, 2005 Land Use Inventory and Regional 
Framework Plan Implementation Report, November 2007 

 
Additionally, Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting saw the biggest percentage loss of jobs, (7.1%) 
within the employment sector of Lake County, ranked after manufacturing jobs. Zoning changes included a 
net increase of residential land use, with a net decrease of acres in agricultural land use.  
Data Source : Lake County Caliper, “Measuring Lake County’s Growth & Development”, 2005 Land Use Inventory and Regional 
Framework Plan Implementation Report, November 2007 

 
As of 2005, the two largest land use areas in Lake County are public and private open space and single 
family residential. Figure 3 shows the increases in percentage among the two largest land uses, compared 
with the decrease in agricultural land during the same timeframe. 
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Figure 3. Lake County Change in Land Use (2000-2005) 
 

Regional Trends 
The more recent trends of rapidly changing prices and demand for farmland, up until the recent housing 
bubble, require that we view farmland in perspective of regional gain or loss. Table 3 gives a regional view 
of farmland acres comparing 1997 and 2002 agricultural census data statistics. If the trend remains the 
same, farmland will continue to erode at the same pace or perhaps faster. 
 

 
 

Table 3. Farmland Acreage Loss (1997 – 2002) 
 

 
Between 1997 and 2002, DuPage County lost 56% of its agricultural land, Cook lost 43%, equivalent to 
9,971 and 18,338 acres, respectively, while Will County lost nearly 35,000 acres of farmland. 
 

Regional Projections 
Kendall, Will and Kane Counties are among the Top 100 Fastest Growing Counties (CNN Money, 2005) in 
the country and ranked 7th, 32nd, and 84th respectively in the 2004 US Census for fastest growing counties.  
Table 4 shows 2030 population estimates (NIPC). Based on interviews with regional county planning 
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experts, there has been a high demand for housing, and support services, which some counties have had 
difficulty managing, considering their limited taxing capabilities and funding streams.  
 
    Table 4-2030 Population and Employment Forecasts 
 

 
 

 

Factors affecting Agricultural Preservation 
 

Environment 
Farmland is essential to the vitality of the region and agricultural preservation will be an important element 
in creating regional sustainability.  Increasing conversion of agricultural land for non-agricultural uses not 
only threatens farmland, but quality of air, water, and soil for the region.  
 
Lower density development in suburban and rural communities reduces viability of public transportation 
and residents rely predominantly on single-occupancy vehicles for transportation.  Increased vehicle use 
reduces air quality because emissions from vehicles contribute carbon monoxide, ground-level ozone, 
particulate matter, and greenhouse gases. In addition to finding ways to increase density and decrease 
distance of communities from existing infrastructure and urban centers, farmland can also play a role in 
improving the environment. 
 
Techniques aimed at promoting efficient soil absorption, such as carbon sequestration and no-till farming, 
are known as conservation management practices.  These practices can dramatically reduce atmospheric 
greenhouse gases and improve air quality (Cook). Vegetation removes carbon dioxide from the region’s 
atmosphere and deposits it into the soil, allowing carbon accumulation in the ground to be dramatically 
increased. Other conservation practices include “planting cover crops and replanting degraded lands with 
perennial grasses” (Dr. C.W. Rice).  Additional benefits of conservation practices and carbon sequestration 
are “increased soil fertility, reduced erosion, improved wildlife habitat and better soil and water quality” 
(CASMGS). As a result of good farming practices, greenhouse gas emissions can be reduced, improving air 
quality. 
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Two other key environmental benefits of farmland preservation are improved soil and water quality. Both 
soil and groundwater are negatively affected by loss of agricultural land and increased impervious surfaces.  
Increased impervious surfaces lead to increased storm-water runoff (Stormwater Authority) and removal of 
valuable soil layers.  Lower soil quality is less efficient in the removal of pollutants which can cause 
contamination of groundwater sources, leaking into “springs, wells, streams, wetlands and surface water” 
(Cook). Farmland preservation can play an important role in protecting our natural resources, improving 
environment and health.  
 

Economy 
Illinois’ agricultural industry has generated 
jobs, affected land values, and contributed to 
the Gross Regional Product, amounting to 
billions of dollars each year.  Three factors 
strengthening the agricultural industry today 
are: 1) federal government funding, 2) 
changing attitudes toward local food 
production, and 3) the ethanol and biofuel 
boom. These factors represent a changing 
tide in the agricultural economy which will 
undoubtedly impact preservation.  
 
Federal Funding  

The main source of conservation payments 
and commodity subsidies come from the 
federal government.  A total of $237.5 
million was allocated to Illinois recipients for 
conservation program payments, a total 
combining both FY 2005 and FY 2006 payments (Environmental Working Group, 2006 Farm Subsidy 
Database). For commodity subsidies, federal payments totaling $2.49 billion were allocated to recipients, a 
total combining FY 2005 and FY 2006 payments (Environmental Working Group, 2006 Farm Subsidy 
Database). Illinois was ranked in the top 5 states for federal farm subsidy receipts for both years.  
 
Funding receipts are likely to change with the new Farm Bill 2008 which aims to alter program funding 
allocations, possibly increasing opportunities to save thousands of acres of farmland per year.  The bill 
proposes to shift more funding toward a new system of conservation payments and less toward the 
traditional direct funding to farmers for commodities (Environmental Defense). Under the new Farm Bill 
legislation, 37 states containing over 550,000 farms should receive increased funding (Environmental 
Defense).  
 
Additionally, the Farm and Ranch Land Protection Program (FRPP) operated under the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) matches 50% of conservation easement payments from a state, local 
government, private or not-for-profit organization. Illinois has taken advantage of federal funding, but the 
FRPP program has not been fully utilized. The program is not fully utilized in part due to local entities 
experiencing difficulty in securing funds for local match (IDNR). NRCS funded 978 Environmental 
Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) contracts on 199,621 acres, and provided more than $11.4 million to 
landowners to implement conservation plans; Illinois’ NRCS received more than $1.8 million in FRPP 
funds and obligated some funds to Kane County to protect 558 acres of farmland (2005 Illinois NCRS 
Report).  
 
Organic Farming 
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Increasing popularity of organic farming has allowed both producers and consumers to make sustainable 
contributions to their local economy and the environment.  The market has grown considerably in the last 
decade increasing roughly 20% each year from 1998 to 2004 (Laux, 2006).  Sales are projected to continue 
increasing anywhere from 9% to 16% until 2010 (Laux, 2006). The benefits of organic farming include: 
availability of fresh food for consumers, stabilization of soil qualities, increased job opportunities, and 
increased profits for farmers, all of which directly stimulate the local and state economy. Also, local 
farmland has the potential to play a key role in reducing greenhouse gas emissions through conservation 
farming practices. 
 
According to local experts, organic farmers are only meeting less than 2% of the existing market for 
organic food in Illinois, met with product from Wisconsin, Illinois, and Indiana. Moreover, in a 2001 study 
analysis indicated “more than 95% of the organic produce sold in the Chicago area comes from out of the 
region” (The Prairie Partners Group).  
 
It is estimated that retail sales of organic food ranges from $502 to $628 million in Illinois (Sustain, Family 
FarmEd). The organic market within Illinois is brimming with opportunity, especially employment 
opportunities. On average, organic farming requires 11% more work per unit of production than ordinary 
farming practices (Kuepper & Gegner, 2004). This drives up the demand for labor thereby increasing the 
number of jobs. Studies have shown that the organic food products that have the highest premiums are 
fruits, vegetables, grains, and milk.  In 2005, the amount of organic foods grew 16.2% and brought in $13.8 
billion in sales nationwide (Organic Trade Association, 2006). The potential for the organic market is 
significant.  
 

Ethanol and Biofuel Production 

One of the most anticipated economic drivers for agriculture in Illinois and the other parts of the Midwest 
is ethanol production.  Much of the demand for ethanol over the past few years and current future 
projections came after the passage of the Clean Air Act amendments in 1990 and the National Energy 
Independence and Security Act  (2007) by Congress. The Energy Security Act is focused on improving 
energy efficiency through reduced consumption and improved products. The Clean Air Act was created 
with the objective to reduce acid rain, urban air pollution, and toxic air emissions.  Both Acts paved the 
way for increased use of ethanol--a form of renewable energy. The foreseeable use for ethanol is for a 
renewable bio-fuel, termed E85, 85% ethanol and 15% gasoline, which would be used to fuel a certain fleet 
of vehicles. Most automobile fuel in Illinois is composed of 90% gasoline and 10% ethanol (Illinois Corn 
Association). Due to its high corn crop production, Illinois has invested $1 billion in the ethanol industry, 
creating 800 jobs in plant operations and 4,000 jobs in industry-related services (Illinois Corn Growers 
Association). The expectation is that the U.S. will become less dependent on fossil fuels for gasoline in the 
future.  
 
Although the spike in demand for ethanol and biofuels has provided a new opportunity for the agricultural 
economy in the Midwest, there are also potential negative repercussions that are being considered 
(Wescott, 2000). The high demand for corn, the main ingredient of ethanol in the U.S., would alter the 
current corn market and the overall commodities market. This could lead to higher corn prices and drive the 
need to substitute corn for animal feed. Also, the market for corn would influence farmers’ decisions on 
how they rotate crops, causing less diversity in the farm fields. Lastly, it is likely that government outlays 
for farm programs would be reduced due to higher farm incomes. All of these changes would eventually 
mean higher food prices for consumers (Wescott, 2000). In fact, many reports indicate that food prices are 
already rising, though it is difficult to disentangle this change from other factors such as fuel prices. 
 
According to a study done by the Nebraska Public Power District, ethanol plants can provide economic 
benefits for the local economy.  NPPD reports that a typical 40 million gallon ethanol plant will provide a 
one-time boost of $71 million to the local economy during construction, generate over $70 million for the 



Agricultural Preservation Strategy Paper 

 

 14

local economic base of the community, create at least 33 full time jobs, and   increase household income for 
the community by $6.7 million annually (Ethanol Across America). 
 
Presently, 40% of the ethanol consumed in the country is produced from corn grown in Illinois (Illinois 
Corn Growers Association). There are 62 permits issued or under review for ethanol plants in towns and 
cities all over the state of Illinois (Illinois EPA). Ethanol also has high potential for tax income generation 
at the state level.  The ethanol and gas mixture sold within Illinois is named gasohol and the state applies 
tax to 80 percent of the proceeds from sales of gasohol (IL Department of Revenue, 2004).  Although there 
is high anticipation for ethanol in the region and nationwide, the actual results remain to be seen, but if 
ethanol does meet the expectations set, the agricultural economy, market, and policies will be led in a new 
direction.  However, there is considerable concern about the actual environmental benefits of ethanol.  
CMAP will be examining this in greater detail in a separate report on energy. 

Land Use 
 
Agricultural Landscape 

Community character is a key factor residents use to select their neighborhoods; character creates a 
community identity and is differentiated by landscapes, streets, and people. Agricultural preservation 
contributes to a rural community character. One definition of rural character is: “a landscape where the 
predominant feature is the natural environment, such as open space, farmland, woodlands and water bodies, 
and the intrusion of development is minimal” (Hunterdon County, NJ, 1999).  As farmland is replaced by 
development, rural character is disappearing across the region, which also erases the rich heritage of some 
communities. 

 

 

Costs and Benefits of Agricultural Land Preservation 

Suburban and rural development often leads to new infrastructure and public facilities, such as roadways 
and schools, which can be costly for many communities according to cost of community service studies 
(COCS) (Edwards & Ventura, 1999). These studies were designed by the American Farmland Trust and 
have become a standard way of examining the costs and benefits of different land uses for planning 
purposes. The key cost categories of a community service study usually include: 1) public safety, 2) public 
works (utility), 3) transportation, and 4) education.  Other important categories include culture and 
recreation, health and human services, and local government services.  
 

COCS Study Results from Wisconsin 

In a Cost of Community Services (COCS) study about Dane County, Wisconsin three towns were selected 
to represent different but common types of communities. The purpose of the study was to evaluate the 
fiscal impact of the town’s land use decisions. The Town of Dunn had a history of strong agricultural 
preservation but was close to an urban fringe of Madison, the capitol city of Wisconsin. The Town of Perry 
was least developed and in a rural township and faced some scattered development.  The Town of 

Development can affect the viability of nearby farms.  The following factors were identified as some of the ways 
in which this happens: 
� Farmers must compete with residents for road space when transporting their equipment or goods. 
� There is crop vandalism and complaints about farming operations when residents relocate to rural areas. 
� Infrastructure for farming business has disappeared from the local areas, leaving farmers to travel further to 

meet their business needs. 
� There are no funding incentives for farmers to keep their land and continue farming when competing with 

development and developer’s large cash offers for land. 
� Demand for open space has increased with residential developments, in many cases open space that is 

preserved is replacing land that was once used for agricultural purposes. 
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Westport, close to the City of Madison, continually dealt with rapid development and population growth.  
The study concluded that in all three towns of Dane County, “Although residential development may 
expand the tax base, according to the results, the tax revenue associated with the developments were offset 
by even larger increases in public services provided to the development” (University of Wisconsin-
Madison, Aug 1999).  The revenue/expenditure ratios were as follows for the three towns: 
 

 
 

Table 5. The Cost of Community Services for 3 Dane County Townships 
 
As the table shows, the agricultural-residential land has a slightly higher ratio than residential-only because 
agricultural land is assessed at a lower value resulting in lower tax revenue.  Agricultural land-only has a 
much lower ratio than both residential-only and agriculture-residential because the cost of service is much 
less than the revenue derived from the land. The importance of this study and many other cost of 
community service studies is to show that diversification in land use is beneficial for many communities in 

relation to costs, the environment, and preservation. 
 
COCS Study Results from Illinois 

In a research study focused on the Chicago Metropolitan Area, fiscal costs and public safety risks of low-
density residential development in rural areas were evaluated.  The study examined the provision of public 
services, including emergency and education with the goal of determining if new residential development 
further from mature suburban developments and urban centers was a major contributing factor to higher 
fiscal costs. Also, response time for emergency services was measured to assess the level of risk presented.  
 
The study results concluded that for schools, at selected homes in “early scatter sites” (new development), 
“two-thirds of new homes were at least three miles or more and 25% of new homes were five miles or 
more”; “High-school bus routes averaged 51.5 minutes round trip and 44.5 minutes for elementary routes” 
(Esseks, Schmidt, Sullivan, 1999). Finally, the average response to emergency medical calls was just less 
than 10 minutes, for fire calls it was 15 minutes, and police it was 25.3 minutes (Esseks, Schmidt, Sullivan, 
1999). In comparison to selected new homes in matured scattered sites some commute and response times 
were similar, but “higher densities of development and tax base permitted the building of school campuses 
and fire/emergency medical service station at the edge of the nearby city,” which was a benefit for those 
residents and less burdensome on surrounding communities (Esseks, Schmidt, Sullivan, 1999). 
 
Overall, the topic of this research study coincides with the challenges that many townships and counties 
face when the population increases faster than resources permit to expand public services. Newer 
development in rural areas poses additional costs and resource constraints on the local municipalities and 
tax-paying residents.  

Conclusion 
 
Agricultural preservation is a critical topic in the discussion of creating a sustainable and healthy region.  This 
report has sought to examine the current issues facing agricultural preservation efforts around the northeastern 
region to inform the GO TO 2040 plan. The GO TO 2040 planning process is an opportunity for collaboration 
within northeastern Illinois which could lead to designing more regionally based policies. Although preservation 
of farmland and agricultural activities are not highly prioritized for all communities, it is important to realize 
that preservation in only some areas will still benefit the entire region. Opportunities such as organic farming as 
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well as conservation oriented development and sustainability practices are all part of land preservation. In the 
future, whether 2020, 2030, or 2040, the same challenges will exist and this encourages planning to play a vital 
role in selecting the best policies and practices for the northeastern region. 

 
Additional Agriculture Related Graphs in Northeastern Illinois  
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