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Summit on the Future of Vermont’s Working Landscape

Summit on the Future of Vermont’s Working Landscape Draws 300
by Nancy Wood,
December 16, 2010, page 17.....

The Vermont Statehouse was packed on December 10 as over 300 people gathered to celebrate
Vermont’s working landscape and to offer their help in preserving it in the future.
The Vermont Council of Rural Development (VCRD) convened the summit to introduce an action
plan that includes the creation of a Working Landscape Partnership.
During 2008 and 2009, the VCRD-formed Council on the Future of Vermont interviewed and
polled thousands of Vermonters on their values and priorities for the future of the state. According
to the report, “Polls, interviews and stakeholder sessions with diverse groups of Vermonters all
concurred that revitalizing the state’s working landscape was at the top of the priority list of state
residents. In polling, over 97 percent of Vermonters endorsed the value of the working landscape
as key to our future; this was higher than any other value expressed by the people of Vermont.”

"When most people talk about the “Working Landscape” they are referring to the land actively
used in productive agriculture and forestry. Yet, to many Vermonters the working landscape also
means additional public values it provides, including aesthetics, contributions to the tourism
economy, and its central role in building a common sense of place and the Vermont quality of life.
These values are all hard to quantify, but vital to the personal identity of Vermonters."
(From Imagining Vermont; Values and Vision for the Future, the final report of the Council on the
Future of Vermont.)

VCRD has built the Working Landscape Partnership effort to address the key ideas heard by
Council on the Future of Vermont and set forth in their conclusions. The action plan is designed to
respond to the thousands of Vermonters who called for action to ensure that the working
landscape is preserved as the foundation for Vermont’s future. VCRD is charged by the federal
Farm Bill to serve as a neutral convener and facilitator of public processes at both the community
and state levels to advance rural community development.
Governor-elect Peter Shumlin and Speaker of the House Shap Smith both spoke about the
importance of farming and forestry, and committed their support to preserving Vermont’s working
landscape. Shumlin looked into the future and the potential impact of climate change, which he
said could be an opportunity for Vermont agriculture. The northeast is expected to have more
rainfall and a longer growing season, advantages over the western United States which may be
facing severe water shortages.
During the day-long conference numerous speakers identified the opportunities and challenges for
farming and forestry, with the day culminating in a call for participants to sign up to become
members of the Working Landscape Partnership. All Vermonters are invited to join; information is
available on the website futureofvermont.org/programs/policy-councils/working-landscape.
Among the challenges identified are rising land values, the cost of doing business, climate change
and the cost of energy, and the difficulty of intergenerational transfers of farm and forest lands.
It was noted that in 1947 Vermont had 11,206 dairy farms. In October 2010 the total stood at
only 1,007 dairy farms. Milk and dairy products continue to dominate Vermont agricultural cash
receipts, accounting for 77 percent of total 2007 farm income, and much more when hay, beef
and sugaring connected to dairy farms is added. Fifty years ago half of the state’s land was in
farms. That number has dropped by almost 60 percent – today, only one fifth of lands in Vermont
are being farmed.
The number of farms has increased to 7,000 in recent years, but many of these are very small.
Fewer than 25 percent have annual sales greater than $50,000, and 40 percent have annual sales
of less than $2,500.
At the same time, the Vermont forest products industry is in slow decline, which has resulted in
dramatic reductions in wood processing and manufacturing. Nearly 80 percent of Vermont’s six
million acres of land are forested. In 2000 Vermont forest products businesses processed 927,811
cords of wood; in 2008 they processed 584,150, a 37-percent drop in eight years.
Despite these challenges, agriculture continues to be a key element of the Vermont economy and
brand and important to the quality of life in Vermont.
The Vermont Working Landscape Partnership is designed to implement policy and program efforts
to advance the working landscape.
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