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D 
utchess County has a rich and diverse history in 
agriculture ð 620 farms span 101,948 acres of 
active farmland and generate almost $44 million in 

agricultural products sold annually [1]. The scope of farming 
seen today could not have been predicted a few decades 
ago. When the 1998 Dutchess County Agricultural and 
Farmland Protection Plan was written, the biggest concerns 
facing agriculture were the continuing loss of farms and 
conversion of farmland into non-farm uses due to the high 
level of development pressure and the lack of profitable 
farm operations. Now, our agricultural diversity ð 
composed of traditional livestock and dairy farming, fruit 
and vegetable operations, tree farms, nurseries/
greenhouses, local distilleries, wineries, and breweries,  
u-pick farms, and newer farming ventures like community 
supported agriculture, among others ð provides many 
benefits to our community including strong local 
economies, local food security, agri-tourism, preserved open 
space, and scenic viewsheds.   

Dutchess County Agricultural and 

Farmland Protection Plan   
The 2015 Dutchess County Agricultural and Farmland 
Protection Plan establishes a long-term vision of diversity, 
growth, and support for agriculture in Dutchess County. 
Broadly, the plan considers recent changes in agriculture, 
evaluates past successes, identifies current and future needs 
and opportunities, and develops new strategies to use 
moving forward. Five (5) priority initiatives were outlined, 
and serve as both the foundation to the plan as well as a 
method to implement it: 

¶ Coordination and collaboration through an 
Agricultural Navigator and Agricultural Advisory 
Committee; 

¶ Agricultural economic development and a business 
retention and expansion program;  

¶ Farmland preservation;  

While some may be accustomed to thinking about livestock 
farming as solely cows or pigs, Dutchess County is teeming 
with agricultural diversity, including llama and alpaca 
farms. (Photo Credit: Jennifer Fimbel, DC Ag Navigator)   

Fielding Farm-Friendliness Through 
Planning and Zoning 
By Shelby Tompkins-Frangk 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/8620/2015-dutchess-county-agricultural-and-farmland-protection-plan-rev.pdf?1433188359
https://s3.amazonaws.com/assets.cce.cornell.edu/attachments/8620/2015-dutchess-county-agricultural-and-farmland-protection-plan-rev.pdf?1433188359
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òôFarm operationõ means the land and 

on-farm buildings, equipment, manure 

processing and handling facilities, and 

practices which contribute to the 

production, preparation and marketing 

of  crops, livestock and livestock 

products as a commercial 

enterpriseé,ó as defined in NYS 

Agriculture and Markets Law (Article 

25-AA, §301). 

¶ Farm-friendly regulation; and  

¶ Marketing, public relations, and awareness.  

Farm-Friendly Regulations  
You may be wondering what farm-friendliness means. At its most basic level, it is the 
acknowledgment that farms and farmland are valued in your community, and that 
agriculture is an industry worth supporting, preserving, and perpetuating for future use. It 
places an emphasis on opportunities to allow agriculture to grow rather than placing 
unreasonable limits or restrictions on it. 

Farm-friendly regulations codify these goals through your 
local land use documents, like the comprehensive plan and 
zoning code. Formed out of a public process, a 
comprehensive plan establishes the long-term vision for a 
communityõs future, as well as the strategies to achieve it. 
This public process may have revealed that agriculture is an 
important aspect of your community. If so, your 
municipality should memorialize the value and future of 
agriculture in the comprehensive plan and establish 
complementary, enforceable tools and policies in the 
zoning code based on New York State Agriculture and 
Markets Law. Zoning codes that are considerate of impacts 
on agricultural lands and apply òright-sizedó processes to 
farm operations are a critical step towards farm-
friendliness, and where òthe rubber meets the roadó in local 
decision-making.  

Farm-Friendly Audit  
Included as part of the òFarm-friendly regulationó initiative was the completion of a 
countywide audit of municipal comprehensive plans and zoning codes to gauge farm-
friendliness. Initially, the Plan involved an audit of nine communities (towns of Clinton, 
East Fishkill, LaGrange, North East, Pawling, Pine Plains, Red Hook, Wappinger, and 
Washington), adapted from a guidance document by the American Farmland Trust entitled 
òPlanning for Agriculture in New York: A Toolkit for Towns and Counties.ó However, the 
Dutchess County Department of Planning and Development recognized that more needed 
to be done to forward this effort. Over the past year, our Department completed the audit 
for all 30 Dutchess County municipalities. In total, the audit encompassed 41 questions per 
community ð 14 regarding comprehensive plans and 27 regarding zoning codes ð all of 
which were focused on understanding the relationship between municipal regulations and 
agriculture in our county.  

Goals  

Throughout the audit process and subsequent review of the data collected, the goals  
were to: 

¶ Understand the relationship between municipal regulations and agriculture in our 
county by creating an existing conditions report;  

¶ Discover instances to remove barriers and enhance opportunities for farm-
friendliness in municipal planning and zoning documents;  

¶ Present communities with the tools to create a farm-friendly environment where 
agriculture can succeed as a productive, viable, and dynamic business in Dutchess 
County; and 

¶ Provide a public benefit to all local communities.  

https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/AGM/A25-AA
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/AGM/A25-AA
http://contentmgr4.dcny.gov/cms/ImageCache/B2D1031B55EF48C1A3E930CBA3AB29CA/C2338C4B64874C8C8A7F345AEA89C02E/PL/Planning-for-Agriculture-in-New-York.pdf
https://www.dutchessny.gov/Departments/Planning/planning.htm
https://www.dutchessny.gov/Departments/Planning/Docs/Auditresults-website-22MAR19.pdf
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Takeaways  

The Farm-Friendly Audit revealed a number of important 
points, but none more striking than this: 61% of Dutchess 
County communities acknowledge the positive impact of 
farming and farmland in their municipal documents, but 
72% have barriers that make it harder for agriculture to 
operate effectively. Most municipalities include broad 
support for agricultural statistics and policies, but this level 
of support is not matched in municipal zoning codes where 
real implementation of the comprehensive plan should  
take place.  

In Dutchess County, 61% of  

communities acknowledge the positive 

impact of  farming and farmland in 

their municipal documents, but 72% 

have barriers that make it harder for 

agriculture to operate effectively.   

Local Example: Farm-Friendliness in the Town 

of Beekmanõs Comprehensive Plan  

The Town of Beekmanõs Comprehensive Plan has a 

specific section on agriculture, specific 

recommendations related to agriculture (which are 

reinforced in other sections), and includes a discussion 

of local and regional tools for the promotion and 

preservation of agriculture ð all of which are 

recommended as part of the Farm-Friendly Audit to 

strengthen farm-friendliness in municipal 

comprehensive plans.  

McIntosh Farm (right) is a farm in the Town of Beekman 
specializing in the production of hay. (Photo Credit: 
Dutchess County Planning) 

Comprehensive Plan   

Agriculture is often treated favorably in municipal comprehensive plans, but those plans 
do not include specific information to actively forward the goals associated with 
supporting agriculture. Generally, most communities establish policies toward farmland 
and farming, recommend actions to preserve and enhance farms and farmland, and 
create policies for the agricultural use of open space. However, few comprehensive 
plans capture the full range of benefits that farms bring to a community, including as a 
business and not just a scenic vista. Ultimately, this will affect the strength of the 
recommendations to protect and promote farmland. To this end, farm-friendliness 
could be strengthened in the comprehensive plan through the inclusion of a specific 
section on agriculture (including any input on its importance in the community as part 
of the public engagement process), the discussion and integration of agricultural data 
and maps, the discussion of New York State agricultural districts, and reference to the 
Dutchess County Agricultural and Farmland Protection Plan. 

Zoning Codes  

Although communities may be supportive of agriculture in their comprehensive plans, 
regulatory barriers often exist in municipal zoning codes that make supporting this 
industry challenging. The audit demonstrates that a farm-friendly comprehensive plan 
does not necessarily translate to a farm-friendly zoning code. The audit highlighted four 
general barriers to farm-friendliness found in the majority of Dutchess County zoning 
codes, many of which: 

¶ Do not allow agriculture and/or ag-related uses in many different districts; 
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¶ Require a special use permit and/or site plan review for ag-related uses; 

¶ Regulate farms by acreage and/or the number of animals; and 

¶ Do not allow personal windmills or solar panels as a permitted use by right  
for farms.  

Municipal Toolkit for Implementing Farm-Friendliness in 

Your Zoning Code 
There is no single program or policy that will strengthen farm-friendliness in every 
municipality. Based on the results of the audit, in no particular order, eleven tools are 
highlighted below to foster farm-friendliness in municipal zoning codes. These tools are 
context-sensitive, based on the priorities of your municipality, and focused on òright-
sizingó the local review process to meet both the needs of farmers and your community. 
Agriculture across Dutchess County is not created equally ð if your municipality deems that 
agriculture is an important part of your community, then these tools may be for you.  

Tool #1: Define Agricultural Uses .....................................................  4 

Tool #2: Employ Local Agricultural Zoning Districts  .......................  5 

Tool #3:  Establish Agricultural Overlay Districts/Zones  .................  6 

Tool #4:  Utilize Agricultural Land Preservation ................................  6 

Tool #5:  Regulate Farms in the Zoning Code ..................................  8 

Tool #6:  Employ a Modified Site Plan Review .................................  8 

Tool #7:  Zone for Farm Markets and Roadside Stands ..................  9 

Tool #8:  Zone for Agri-Tourism/Recreational Activities .................. 10 

Tool #9:  Allow Farmworker Housing ................................................. 10 

Tool #10: Allow Alternative Energy for Agricultural Purposes ........... 10 

Tool #11: Require Buffers and Setbacks for Agricultural Uses ........ 11 

Tool #1: Define Agricultural Uses    

Definitions are the foundation of any zoning code; details of the ordinance are defined and 
clarified in this section. Communities should adopt the NYS Agriculture and Markets Law 
(AML) definitions (Article 25-AA, §301), by reference, into their code. This alleviates any 
potential conflicts that could arise if a municipalityõs definitions are not aligned with the 
State statute.  

For example, per AML, òfarm operationó means òthe land and on-farm buildings, 
equipment, manure processing and handling facilities, and practices which contribute to the 
production, preparation and marketing of crops, livestock and livestock products as a 
commercial enterprise.ó Despite their inclusion in the Stateõs definition, only half of the 30 
communities allow accessory farm structures (i.e. garages, equipment storage, and barns) 
and only a third allow farm processing facilities (i.e. community kitchens and 
slaughterhouses) as-of-right. These farm-support uses and structures, which help farms stay 
viable, make ends meet, and provide an alternative to selling farmland for development, 
should not be precluded from being allowed in conjunction with a permitted farm 
operation due to limitations or unintentional barriers in the definitions section. If they are 
precluded, a farmer or concerned citizen could challenge the legality of the ordinance, 
inciting a potentially expensive and time-consuming battle for the municipality.  

In most cases, if a use is not defined in the zoning code (or omitted from the use table), it 
is prohibited. To prevent against unreasonably restrictive local ordinances, it is critical for 
agriculturally related definitions (from AML) to be included in the code. 

audit RESULT: 

24 communities 

define agricultural 

terms 

https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws/AGM/A25-AA
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Tool #2: Employ Local Agricultural Zoning Districts    

In pursuit of farm-friendliness, a community may choose to establish a local agricultural 
zoning district in their zoning code, where agriculture and ag-related uses are principal 
permitted uses. This kind of zoning is usually applied to farming areas and is designed to 
restrict uses or densities (of non-farm uses) that are incompatible with farming. It is 
important to clearly state the mission of the district in the establishment of districts section 
and, if desired, embed right-to-farm protections in the mission.  

Based on the information presented in the comprehensive plan, communities should have a 
clear idea of priority farming areas and where they want to support agriculture over the 
long-term; this should then inform the process of districting lands in active agricultural use 
to help stabilize the agricultural land base.  

audit RESULT: 

14 communities 

establish local 

agricultural zoning 

districts or 

agricultural 

overlay districts/

zones 

Local Example: Town of Red Hookõs Agricultural Business District 

This district is one example of a local agricultural zoning district, which requires land to 

be either at least 50% òimportant farmlandó and be a òfarm,ó or be proximate to other 

farmland in the Town. This district allows many farm and farm-supported uses.   

Local Example: Town of Milanõs Agriculture 

Definition 

The Town of Milanõs Zoning Code includes a definition 

for òagriculture,ó which states òéAny agricultural use 

of land which is required to be permitted by state law 

or state regulation is permitted in the Town of Milanéó 

Every season affords the public access to a new and different local agricultural bounty. Pictured above is a 
fall pumpkin harvest and corn maze at Kesicke Farm in the Town of Red Hook. (Photo Credit: 
Heather LaVarnway, Dutchess County Planning) 

Great Song Farm operates a CSA using organic and 
environmentally sustainable practices on their 88-acre farm in 
the Town of Milan. (Photo Credit: Great Song Farm) 


