 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1WHAT'S PRESERVING WORTH?
The usual discussion about preserving our rural, scenic and historic heritage, our beautiful land and our precious water, is, what is most worth preserving? Should we give priority to protecting prime agricultural land and the fruit belt to stabilize our shrinking agricultural sector, a mainstay of our local economy? Or should we emphasize protecting our scenic views and historic places which are vital to the tourist industry, another pillar of the local economy? And what about preserving open space for parks and recreation to serve a growing population? Let's not forget protecting our water resources. Since Adams County depends on precipitation for virtually all of its water, protecting the headwaters of local creeks, recharge areas for community wells, and the riparian buffers (trees and vegetation) along our streams are all vital for assuring adequate water in the future.

Deciding which of the areas noted above is most worth preserving presents difficult choices, and I believe most people would want to protect all of them if there were no costs involved. But, of course, preservation does cost money. Some generous and civic-minded land owners have donated conservation easements to the Land Conservancy of Adams County, but even these donations require funds to monitor the easements in the future. So, as we all know, there is no free lunch and no free preservation. Nor should we expect landowners to limit their land use options without reasonable compensation. 

Since it will cost money to preserve our land, our water and our heritage, the questions are: What will it cost, and what can be accomplished? If Adams County were to borrow $30 million for preservation by issuing bonds over several years, and these funds were matched at a 2 to 1 ratio by the State from its $625 million Growing Greener funds (their matching ratio is yet to be set), Adams County could have $90 million for preservation. If preservation easements, purchases, and other arrangements cost about $1,500 per acre (easements probably would cost less, while purchases would cost more), some 60,000 acres could be preserved over several years. That would not accomplish everything that everyone wishes, but it would be a giant step toward protecting our future.

The estimated cost of a $30 million bond issue financed solely by the property tax would be $80-85 a year – about $7 a month – for a house worth $140,000 (but assessed at $70,000 under Adams County’s prevailing assessment ratio of 50%). Repaying the bonds and interest would add a little over 1 mil to the property tax rate, or less if other sources such as an increase in the real estate transfer tax could be utilized. (Although $140,000 is below the $157,000 median price of houses sold in Adams County in 2004, those sales included many expensive new houses.)

Not a lot to pay when you think about the future costs of not protecting our vital natural resources and economic base. If our agricultural base erodes through loss of prime land to development that could have taken place elsewhere, if our tourist industry suffers because historic and scenic sites are compromised by inappropriate development, if we don't have green space for parks and recreation to nourish our bodies and spirits, and if our water sources are impaired through failure to protect streams and groundwater recharge areas, the future cost will be very high. Paying a little now for preservation is much better than paying a lot in the future to overcome problems that could have been prevented.

Charles Skopic is President of the Watershed Alliance of Adams County (WAAC). WAAC’s web site www.adamswatersheds.org contains information if you would like to join, contribute, or volunteer.

