WHO LOVES A LANDSCAPE?

Do you like the way your farm or ranch looks?  

Do you like the environment around it?  

Do you enjoy looking at it in the evening or morning light, in moonlight or under the midday sun?  Does it make you think of your history, your family’s history on the land, the way it’s worked, the importance of owning it and living there, the story of agriculture in your area?  

Does it make you feel peaceful?  Energized?

Landscapes can do that to people.  Some scientific studies even suggest that looking at beautiful or interesting landscapes has therapeutic value; it can help sick people get well.

Historic Landscapes, Cultural Landscapes, Inspiring Landscapes

Landscapes can be historic, and be valued by people for cultural reasons.  The landscape where a battle was fought can be of historic value, and a landscape shaped by traditional farming or ranching practices can be a valued reminder of an area’s history.

A natural landscape – a mountain, for example, or a lake -- may be regarded as a spiritual place by Indian tribes or others.  Or it may be a place where important cultural activities take place – fishing, hunting, plant gathering.  These things can make some landscapes eligible for the National Register of Historic Places, which then gives them special consideration in planning by federal agencies like the Department of Agriculture.

Even if a landscape isn’t “historic” or “cultural,” it may still be important to people simply because they like it and find it inspiring.  A beautiful natural vista or a peaceful rural countryside can be something that people very much value and wish to preserve.

Landscape Protection

The first step in protecting a landscape that you care about is simply thinking about it –what elements make it what it is?  What would the landscape be like if a given element – a grove of trees, or a field pattern, or a special view – were taken away or changed in some dramatic way.  Would you still like it as much? still find it pretty or inspiring? representative of your area’s history?  The elements that really make the landscape what it is – the elements you would be sad to lose – are the ones you ought to try to maintain if you’re interested in keeping the landscape in your life and the lives of your children

Having decided what’s important about the landscape, you can think about ways to protect its important elements.  This may involve developing it in ways that retain its general appearance and character.  

You may need help if you want to preserve a landscape’s character.  Some states offer financial assistance for landscape preservation, usually through tax abatement in exchange for conservation easements.  And programs like the Department of Agriculture’s Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) and Conservation Security Program (CSP) may provide financial and technical assistance.  There are also a number of non-governmental sources of help; some examples are listed below.

We all live in landscapes, and in many ways it is landscapes that make our farms and ranches pleasant places to live.  It’s worth thinking about ways to maintain and protect them.

Sources of Help in Landscape Preservation

For information on the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, see http://www.fsa.usda.gov/pas/publications/facts/html/crep03.htm
For information on the Conservation Security Program, see http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/programs/csp/
A good source of information on conservation easements is at:  http://www.r6.fws.gov/pfw/r6pfw8b1.htm
Your State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO) may have staff expertise in historic landscape identification and protection. For the names, addresses, phone numbers and email of State Historic Preservation Officers, see http://www.ncshpo.org/
The American Farmland Trust (http://www.farmland.org/} and the Trust for Public Land (see http://www.tpl.org/tier2_kad.cfm?folder_id=805) can provide technical advice and put you in touch with appropriate experts; these trusts also manage land and easements.

An example of a university-based landscape preservation program is the Tennessee Century Farms Program at Middle Tennessee State University:  http://histpres.mtsu.edu/histpres/initiatives/centuryfarms.html
An example of a state’s program for landscape preservation is the Minnesota Historical Society’s Inventorying, Managing and Preserving Agricultural Historic Landscapes in Minnesota, http://www.mnhs.org/preserve/shpo/landscape/landscape1.html
