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Background 
Across the country there is a growing concern for farmland preservation, particularly about land at the 
vulnerable peri-urban edges of cities. Development pressures often encroach on long-standing, fertile, and 
essential parcels of productive farmland. Once a farm is lost, it is almost always lost forever. Over the last 40 
years, Michigan has experienced farmland loss at rates as high as 117,000 acres lost annually[1]. To address 
the issue, the state of Michigan and a number of regional land trusts have developed farmland preservation 
programming to help ensure the intergenerational protection necessary to conserve Michigan’s fertile soils and 
protect our agrarian livelihoods.  
 
Key Terms 

 Land Trust: A land trust is most often a private nonprofit organization that seeks to protect land 
through ownership. There are several accredited land trusts in Michigan that have acquired land 
through donations associated with conservation easements, or strategic purchase of development 
rights of land.   

 Conservation Easement: The Land Trust Alliance defines a conservation easement as: “a legal 
agreement between a landowner and a land trust or government agency that permanently limits uses of 
the land in order to protect its conservation values. It allows landowners to continue to own and use 
their land, and they can also sell it or pass it on to heirs”[2]. 

 Purchase of Development Rights (PDR): The City of Ann Arbor defines PDR program as: “a 
voluntary program that compensates owners of agricultural property for their willingness to accept a 
permanent deed restriction (through a conservation easement) on their land”[3]. 

 
Options for Conserving your Farmland 
 
Option 1 – State of Michigan 
The state of Michigan has long had the Farmland and Open Space Preservation Program. This program is 
comprised of five options for initiating the preservation of privately owned farmland, and a sixth that no longer 
has funding available[4]. These methods include: 
1. Farmland Development Rights Agreements 

PA 116: In exchange for tax benefits and selected assessment exemptions, a landowner can enter into 
a temporary agreement with the State that preserves the land exclusively for agricultural use. 

2. Conservation Easement Donations 
A conservation easement is an amendment to the deed of a landowner placing a permanent restriction 
on the development of the land. A landowner can donate land for permanent preservation to the State. 

3. Agricultural Preservation Fund 
Local municipalities and governments can apply for funding from the State to assist in acquiring 
purchase of development rights (PDR) of land they wish to conserve, or to initiate a local PDR program. 

4. Local Open Space Easement 
A landowner may enter into this temporary agreement with their local government to conserve their 
land for open space in exchange for similar tax benefits and assessment exemptions as the PA 116. 
Applications can be accessed online.  

5. Designated Open Space Easement 
A landowner may enter into this temporary agreement with the State to conserve their land for open 
space in exchange for similar tax benefits and assessment exemptions as the PA 116. Applications can 
be accessed online. 

http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mda_LOSE_Application__Form_51770_7.pdf
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdard/Designated_Open_Space_Easement_Application_361492_7.pdf
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdard/Designated_Open_Space_Easement_Application_361492_7.pdf


   
  

6. Purchase of Development Rights 
For a cash payment from the State government, a landowner can enter into an agreement to place a 
permanent restriction on the development of their agricultural land. The Michigan Department of 
Agriculture & Rural Development (MDARD) website states: “Currently funding is not available for this 
program. Contact your township or county to see if there is a local PDR program established”. 

 
Option 2 – Ann Arbor Greenbelt Initiative 
The Ann Arbor Greenbelt Initiative is a tax levy voted on and approved by the citizens of Ann Arbor to help 
generate funds to help with the purchase of development rights (PDR) of open space and farmland within and 
surrounding the City of Ann Arbor[5]

. Leveraging an estimated $80 million in tax revenues over 30 years, the 
Greenbelt Initiative partners with several key 
organizations to realize the full potential of this 
conservation effort. Notable partners include The 
Conservation Fund, Ann Arbor Township, Scio 
Township, Washtenaw County Natural Areas 
Preservation Program (NAPP), Webster Township, 
Legacy Land Conservancy, Southeast Michigan 
Land Conservancy, and Preserve Washtenaw[6]

. 
 
Figure 1. Map of the Ann Arbor Greenbelt District[7] 
 
To date, the Greenbelt Initiative has protected over 
4,300 acres of farmland and open space in the 
Greenbelt District. If you are located within the Ann 
Arbor Greenbelt District and are interested in 
selling your PDR to the City of Ann Arbor to add to 
the success of this initiative, you can find an 
application online. 
 

 
Option 3 – Land Trusts 
There are two major land trusts that specifically serve Washtenaw County residents: Legacy Land 
Conservancy and Southeast Michigan Land Conservancy. Many townships have their own government land 
preservation programs as well. The efforts of all this nonprofit and government agencies is collectively advised 
by Preserve Washtenaw – an advisory committee with representatives from stakeholders within the County 
concerned with or actively engaged in land preservation[8]

. For a complete list of land preservation efforts 
specific to each part of Washtenaw County, please visit http://www.preservewashtenaw.org/ to determine 
which program is most suitable for you.  For more information on how to conserve your land in partnership with 
Legacy Land Conservancy or the Southeast Michigan Land Conservancy, contact their respective directors, 
Susan Laskey (susan@legacylandconservancy.org) and Jill Lewis (jlewis@smlcland.org). 
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