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Abstract

This study explores the premise that privately-owned land is vital for meeting recreation and greenway demands in urban
areas. A case study in the Great Meadows of the Connecticut River in the Hartford, Connecticut metropolitan area is used
to illustrate the challenges in promoting recreational access and open space preservation in a privately-owned farming and
riparian landscape. The study included a survey of local landowners to determine their attitudes toward land protection, public
access, and collaborative planning, as well as interviews with stakeholder groups from a local land trust and sporting clubs.
The results of the study showed that many landowners did allow recreation on their land, particularly hunting and fishing.
However, access was often limited to members of local sporting clubs, family members and neighboring farmers. Landowner
concerns about allowing widespread public access to this farming area included vandalism to crops and interruption of farm
operations. Recommendations are discussed for developing partnerships with private landowners, including working with
existing recreation and conservation organizations and increasing the role of local farmers in greenway and other land use
planning decisions.
© 2003 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

Across the United States, large tracts of agricultural
land are being converted for non-agricultural uses, a
trend that has increased in the past two decades. In the
northeastern United States, this increase in developed
land area has far outpaced regional population gains,
causing a precipitous loss in farmland in the region
(US Department of Agriculture, 1997). This trend of
farmland loss is particularly evident in rural and sub-
urban communities outside major urban centers. In
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addition to decline of agricultural production, increas-
ing residential development on the urban fringe cor-
responds with a growing demand for recreation and
protection of natural areas. In densely populated areas,
greenways provide scenic, natural, and recreational
value and can provide an alternative to the conges-
tion created by urbanization (Fabos and Ahern, 1996;
Little, 1990).

However, in many areas of the United States, parti-
cularly in the northeast, much of the remaining open
spaces are privately owned (Lindsey and Knaap,
1999). In traditional rural landscapes in the northeast,
recreation opportunities such as hunting, fishing and
hiking were often provided by informal arrangements
with private farm and forest land owners. For example,
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in Massachusetts many of the regional trails including
the Metacomet-Monadnock trail are primarily located
on private land (Howard, 1999). Unfortunately, as
increased residential development divides large forest
and farms into smaller home-sites, these informal
recreation agreements are no longer honored. While
purchasing land for public recreation use is one so-
lution to this dilemma, the fact remains that funding
for these purchases is increasingly limited and unable
to keep up with the demand for open space preser-
vation in urbanizing areas. Privately-owned farmland
and forests will become increasingly important for
meeting future recreation demands in the northeast, as
well as other regions of the country (Benson, 2001).
For this reason, greenway planners need to develop
innovative approaches to landscape planning and
management that use public–private partnerships for
promoting recreation development, natural resource
conservation, and farmland protection.

An important part of developing greenway partner-
ships is understanding the perceptions of those who are
concerned about protecting farmland and open space,
including conservationists, recreationalists, and pri-
vate landowners (Schrader, 1995). This paper explores
greenway planning in the urban fringe through a case
study of the Great Meadows of the Connecticut River,
a unique 1600 ha floodplain forest, meadow and farm-
ing landscape in the heart of the Hartford, Connecticut
metropolitan area. This case study describes an effort
to promote recreational access in this privately-owned
landscape. The objective of the study was to assess the
attitudes of landowners and other stakeholders toward
recreation and land protection. How willing would
private landowners be to allow public recreation on
their land? How interested were they in collaborat-
ing on land protection strategies? Insights from this
study provide an opportunity to discuss collabora-
tive approaches to greenway planning and farmland
protection efforts involving multiple stakeholders.

2. Background

2.1. Land use conflicts in urbanizing areas

Competition for land occurs at the urban–rural in-
terface as urban populations expand into the surround-
ing areas. Rural areas are attractive for prospective

residents because of the quality of life associated with
these communities. More and more people are mov-
ing away from the concentrated metropolitan areas
(apparently attracted by the quality of life in these
rural settings) to live in residential developments built
on converted farmland (Bouchard, 1998; Daniels,
1999). Case studies in agricultural areas have brought
to light sources of conflict concerning rural land use.
One of the social conflicts associated with an influx
of residential developments in agricultural areas is
the objection of these new neighbors to the unattrac-
tive aspects of farming, including noise, smells, and
dust (Bouchard, 1998). Other researchers have pro-
posed that development creates conflict for space and
may bring increased regulation of farming activities
(Maynard et al., 1998). Other impacts on farmers
associated with residential development are higher
property taxes, damage to crops, and loss of farmland
for construction of public services such as roads or
reservoirs (Nelson, 1990; American Farmland Trust,
1997).

2.2. Private property and public access

Farmland has community benefits associated with
its scenic and natural value as well as for its economic
value to the landowner. Open land is often coveted by
communities in the urban fringe because population
growth and development may limit the availability of
land for public parks and recreational spaces. In the
United States, unlike some countries in western Eu-
rope, there is no open public access to private farmland
and forestland for recreation; permission to recreate
is at the discretion of private landowners (Benson,
2001). In order to meet community demands for pub-
lic open spaces, agreements with private landowners
are sometimes pursued to allow limited access for
recreational activities. Certain types of low-impact
recreation can often occur on farmland without dam-
age to crops or interference with other agricultural
operations. For example, sportsmen often view farm-
land as ideal wildlife habitat for game (Klinkenborg,
2001). A nation-wide survey found that a vast major-
ity of farmers and ranchers (77%) in the United States
allow hunting on their property (Conover, 1998). Fur-
thermore, there is an increase in leasing of private
land for other forms of wildlife-centered recreation
such as bird-watching (Benson, 2001).



R.L. Ryan, J.T. Hansel Walker / Landscape and Urban Planning 68 (2004) 183–198 185

There are examples of areas where recreation on
private land has succeeded throughout the northeast.
In Jackson, NH, a group of property owners has an
arrangement that maintains a system of cross country
trails on their private land. Users buy a ski trail pass at
locations in the town and the money goes to support
the maintenance of the trail system. Another suc-
cessful partnership between private landowners and
community members is a trail program in Branford,
CT called “Walk around Branford”; this project illus-
trates a simple approach to initiating a trail project for
a small community with limited resources (American
Trails, 1998). The Town Parks and Recreation
Department covers promotion of the twice-a-year
event, which is led by volunteer interpreters. Eight
sections of the trail are covered over an 8-week pe-
riod for a total of 28 miles. The key component of the
program’s success was the work of diligent volunteers
that helped secure private landowners permission to
allow access to their land.

Permitting public access is often resisted by pri-
vate landowners because of concerns about liability.
Although many states (including Connecticut) have
passed “hold-harmless laws” with the intent of lim-
iting liability of landowners who allow public access
to their land, many landowners are not aware of these
protections (Connecticut Department of Environ-
mental Protection, 2001; Lundquist, 1989).

Understanding the attitudes and willingness of
farmers and other private landowners to support new
greenway planning programs is critical for promoting
public access and land protection. While many studies
have looked at farmers’ attitudes toward conservation
practices (Napier et al., 2000), few studies have looked
at their attitudes toward recreation and greenways.
A study of riparian landowners in Kansas found that
those owners who felt their land was important for
recreation and environmental protection were more
willing to participate in land protection programs
(Schrader, 1995). The amount of farm-income had a
significant influence on these perceptions, landown-
ers who were part-time farmers or non-farmers were
also more supportive of recreation and willing to col-
laborate in land protection efforts (i.e. greenways).
Furthermore, farmers who engage in recreation on
their own land, such as hunting, may be more likely
to protect natural resources such as forests on their
land (MacDonald and Johnson, 2000). There is a need

to understand how landowners’ perceptions may vary
in urban fringe areas where conflicts with suburban
residents may be more evident and more common.

2.3. Strategies for protecting farmland and
other open space

Strategies to protect farmland and other undeve-
loped areas from development as part of a green-
way corridor include regulatory methods as well as
voluntary programs. Voluntary programs focus on
purchase of development rights, use value tax as-
sessments and other tax incentives, and transfer of
development rights. Planning bodies often implement
land use regulations including agricultural zoning,
agricultural protection districts, and right-to-farm
laws in conjunction with other strategies to support
farming operations and to help deter the likelihood
of conflict between farmers and non-farmer residents.
Successful agricultural protection programs include a
mix of several strategies (Gibbons, 1999a; Hiemstra
and Bushwick, 1989; Daniels and Bowers, 1997).

Innovative approaches to farmland protection often
involve partnerships between different community
groups and private landowners. These partnerships are
designed to keep the land in private ownership while
still guaranteeing its protection and satisfying com-
munity interests. Regulatory methods which protect
farmland or natural resources are often controversial
because of the perception that they restrict the rights
of the landowner. For these reasons, some experts sug-
gest that successful land protection strategies should
be designed with the participation of landowners and
farmers in order to avoid the likelihood of conflict
or resistance in the future (Gibbons, 1999b; Jacobs,
1992).

Voluntary farmland protection strategies, such as
conservation easements and purchase of develop-
ment rights, may provide incentives to landowners
to restrict development or implement environmen-
tal conservation practices. A conservation easement
is a voluntary legal agreement between a private
property owner and the conservation entity that gen-
erally prohibits or limits development that would
impact the agricultural value of the farmland. In gen-
eral, conservation easements with private landowners
are attractive to public agencies for land protection
because an easement does not require the costs of
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patrolling and maintaining land that is often necessary
for publicly-owned parks (Lassner, 1998).

Some states have implemented agricultural pro-
tection programs which set up funding to purchase
development rights on farmland from willing farmers.
Similar to an easement, this approach has had signif-
icant success in the northeast (Pfeffer and Lapping,
1995; Freedgood, 1991). The goal of purchase of de-
velopment rights program (PDR) is to protect the best
and most productive farmland. The biggest drawbacks
of PDR programs and easements are the high costs
associated both with the purchase as well as the man-
agement of the contracts (Maynard et al., 1998; Wiebe
et al., 1997; Wright, 1993). Since many farmland
protection strategies are voluntary, it is important to
understand farmers’ willingness to participate in these
programs and other collaborative planning efforts.

While there are many examples of agricultural land
protection programs, there is no single solution for
communities that are concerned about both protecting
farmland and keeping farming economically viable.
Communities need to be innovative—taking existing
models and adapting them to achieve their objec-
tives. The following case study of the Great Meadows
presents an example of three urbanizing communities
where decline of available farmland, increasing de-
mands for recreation space, and protection of wildlife
habitat are all growing concerns. This study was con-
ducted in order to identify opportunities for collabo-
ration between stakeholders, town officials, and local
non-profits to protect and manage existing farmland
and green space in a way that has community-wide
support and participation.

2.4. Study area: Great Meadows of the
Connecticut River

The research for this case study is based on two
projects conducted by graduate students in the Depart-
ment of Landscape Architecture and Regional Plan-
ning at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst
under the direction of Professor Robert Ryan. Ini-
tially, seven students conducted an inventory and
analysis. This report was initiated and funded by the
Great Meadows Conservation Trust, a local land trust
devoted to protection of the Great Meadows (Ryan
and Hansel, 2001). The study built upon an earlier
study of the Meadows byFabos, 1969and provided

an overview of the resources and existing land uses,
and included recommendations for future manage-
ment and protection of the Meadows. Following this
initial study, graduate student Juliet Hansel conducted
an independent survey of local farmers to understand
attitudes about land use and protection in the Great
Meadows (Hansel, 2001).

The Great Meadows are located on the banks of the
Connecticut River within the towns of Glastonbury,
Wethersfield, and Rocky Hill just south of Hartford
(Fig. 1). As some of the oldest towns in Connecticut
and because of their location within the fertile Con-
necticut River Valley, these towns also have a strong
agricultural heritage. Due to their close proximity to
Hartford, these towns are experiencing rapid popula-
tion growth and residential development. Development
in these areas creates conflict over the remaining open
spaces, such as the Great Meadows. Decline of farm-
land, growing demand for recreational land, and the
scenic and cultural value of open spaces are concerns
held by many members of the Great Meadows Con-
servation Trust as well as other community members.
One of the continuing struggles for these communities
is to determine how to balance a variety of commu-
nity needs while still protecting the valuable natural
resources of the Meadows.

The Great Meadows consist of approximately
1600 ha of floodplain (Fig. 2) with three main types of
habitat—floodplain meadows, wetlands, and wooded
riparian zones. The majority of the land is in private
ownership and approximately 40% is farmland, which
is the dominant land use; approximately 650 ha are
farmed by 25 local farmers.

In this rapidly urbanizing area, the future of farming
is a major concern. State-wide, Connecticut is losing
3200 ha (approximately 80 farms) a year. Regionally,
the Hartford area continues to grow with a metropoli-
tan population of 1.18 million inhabitants (US
Census Bureau, 2000) and the surrounding towns
continue to develop, encroaching into traditionally
farming areas. Locally, these three towns have wit-
nessed fewer farms as older farmers sell to developers
and new and younger farmers move elsewhere or
do not continue to farm. There are few protective
measures in these three towns to promote farmland
preservation and enrollment in state and federal farm-
land protection programs is low, as well. While flood-
plain regulations restrict development in the core of
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Meadows, there have been significant encroachments
along the periphery (Ryan and Hansel, 2001). The
economic viability of farming is closely linked to the
availability of farmland and therefore closely tied to
management and protection of the Meadows, which
as a whole represents one of the last large open spaces
and viable farmland in the area.

Public access to the Meadows overall is limited by
physical barriers, such as Interstate 91 on the west-
ern border of the Meadows, and there are few public
entry points, seven in total. Periodic flooding also in-
hibits access to many areas. However, despite these
restrictions and the fact that much of the land in the
Meadows is privately owned, a variety of low-impact
recreational activities occur with the permission of the
landowners. The types of activities that occur in the
Meadows include hunting, fishing, and bird-watching

Fig. 1. (a) State of Connecticut. The Great Meadows are located along the Connecticut River just south of Hartford within the towns of
Glastonbury, Rocky Hill, and Wethersfield; (b) Greater Hartford Metropolitan Region.Source: US Geological Survey, 1994.

on private property. Local sporting clubs have arrange-
ments with property owners that allow them to hunt
and fish on private land. Hiking, biking, and horse-
back riding occur on the existing public roads and in
a few small parks on the periphery. In addition, there
are a few public boat launches for canoes and small
powerboats.

Suggestions to increase public access to the Mead-
ows for recreation have met with resistance from local
farmers, other landowners, sporting club members, as
well as members of the Great Meadows Conservation
Trust. They express concerns that increasing access
will not only interfere with existing farming activi-
ties, but will also pose safety concerns for hunting,
and could be detrimental to the wildlife habitat and
natural ecosystems of the Meadows. At present, the
informal arrangements that exist between landowners
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Fig. 1. (Continued ).
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Fig. 2. Great Meadows of the Connecticut River.
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and users in the Great Meadows are considered to
be preferable to formalized trail and greenway net-
works, which have been proposed by the local towns.
However, with growing residential populations and
declining open land these communities are recogniz-
ing an increased public demand for protected open
spaces and recreational opportunities. Such demands
may include more trails for biking and hiking, ex-
panded access for motorized vehicles, recreational
fields, public facilities, and boat launches.

3. Methods

This study included a survey of local farmers, as
well as interviews with other stakeholder groups. The
main objectives of the survey were to understand
farmers’ attitudes about land protection, recreation
access, and willingness to collaborate with other
community groups. The sample was limited geo-
graphically to the Great Meadows in order to allow
for comparison with other community groups, namely
the Great Meadows Conservation Trust and local
sporting clubs, who share the farmers’ interest in pro-
tecting land within the Great Meadows but differ in
the types of activities that they promote. The Great
Meadows Conservation Trust is a non-profit land
trust, which, in the 30 years since its founding, has
played an active role in supporting and promoting the
preservation of the natural and cultural resources of
the Meadows. The Rocky Hill Fish and Game Club,
Glastonbury Sportsman Club, and Wethersfield Game
Club have existed in these communities for almost a
century. These local sports clubs promote hunting and
fishing activities in the Meadows for their members.
In addition, these groups support land stewardship
and resource protection within the Meadows for the
purpose of maintaining wildlife habitat.

Local farmers were surveyed using self-adminis-
tered questionnaires and follow-up interviews. The
written surveys were supplemented by conversations
with individual respondents. Information about stake-
holder perceptions (Great Meadows Conservation
Trust and sporting club members) was obtained from
individual interviews, as well as through discussions
that occurred at a number of regular member meetings
of the Trust. This study employed several research
techniques in an effort to provide a more in-depth

exploration of the study issues (Babbie, 1998; Tauxe,
1995).

3.1. Study sample

This paper summarizes the results of the survey
responses from 18 farmers, the interviews with two
of the local sporting club presidents, and comments
from approximately 15 members of the Trust. As the
primary focus of this study was on farmer attitudes,
the information from stakeholders was useful for pre-
liminary comparisons between the different groups
who have a vested interest in land management and
conservation efforts in the Great Meadows.

The survey distribution list was compiled with the
assistance of members of the Great Meadows Con-
servation Trust and was supplemented by referrals
from some of the local farmers. According to town
assessor’s data, there may be as many as 40 landown-
ers who own land in the Meadows. However, not all of
these were included on the distribution list because of
a lack of accurate mailing addresses and because not
all landowners are farmers. Following an introductory
letter and follow-up telephone call, questionnaires
were mailed or hand delivered to the 25 farmers who
currently farm in the Meadows, either on their own
or leased land. Eighteen surveys were completed and
returned for a response rate was 72.0%. In addition,
six follow-up interviews were conducted with partic-
ipants to supplement the written survey.

Collectively, the survey respondents farm approx-
imately 90% of the active farmland in the Meadows
(590 ha) with an average farm size of 33 ha. Two-thirds
of the farmers grow fruits and vegetables, while the
remainder grow hay, sod, or livestock. Over 50% of
the survey participants were between the ages of 30
and 50, which is slightly younger than the national
and state averages for farmers (US Department of
Agriculture, 1997). These farms were family-run with
half of the respondents receiving all or most of their in-
come from farming, yet many survey participants also
indicated having part-time jobs away from the farm.

3.2. Survey instrument for farmers

The survey used a combination of scaled responses,
open-ended questions, and multiple response options.
A set of questions focused on farmers’ observations
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of community trends and their perceived impact on
farming. Farmers were then asked to indicate the ex-
tent to which certain factors associated with growth
and development trends may have interfered with or
benefited farms in these towns. Respondents were also
asked to reflect on the future of farming to determine
if farm viability is a concern.

Some questions were included to learn how willing
farmers are to allow different public uses to occur on
their farmland. As availability of recreational space
becomes a concern for these communities, farmers’
existing policies about permitting public access to
their land will help to determine the feasibility of
forming partnerships to allow recreational activities
on private lands as part of a greenway corridor. A
section of the survey asked about farmers’ partici-
pation in existing farmland protection programs, as
well as their willingness to collaborate with different
community groups in land protection efforts. Finally,
the survey collected data on farmers’ demographics
and their farming operations. This information was
useful for comparing factors that may have influenced
farmers’ responses and what characteristics were
shared or differed between respondents.

3.3. Interviews and meetings with conservationists
and recreationalists

Information about the opinions and attitudes of
members of the Great Meadows Conservation Trust
was obtained through discussions at a series of mem-
ber meetings and conversations with individual mem-
bers. These discussions gathered information about
the Trust’s policies toward agricultural practices in the
Meadows, the organization’s land management strate-
gies, and individual members’ opinions and concerns
about existing land uses and future protection.

During open discussions at these meetings, the re-
search team made observations about attitudes towards
local farmers’ use of the Meadows and members’
opinions about land protection efforts. Approximately
20–30 members attended each of these meetings.
Game club members were present at two of these
meetings. The format of the meetings was similar,
after a formal presentation by our research team,
members were asked for their comments and con-
cerns about the issues we had raised in our research.
In the course of these comment sessions, members

voiced their concerns and opinions about land in the
Meadows. These comments, along with individual
interviews, were the basis for this preliminary obser-
vation of stakeholder attitudes.

Telephone interviews were also conducted with two
of the presidents of the local game clubs in order to
provide more detail about specific issues concerning
hunting practices and related activities in the Mead-
ows. These interviews included questions about club
membership and activities, relations with farmers, con-
flicts with other Meadow users, and attitudes about
increased public access to the Meadows.

3.4. Data analysis

After a preliminary tally of all survey returns from
the farmers, the responses were grouped into cate-
gories of comparison using an a-priori approach based
on the similarity of the research questions and statisti-
cal relationship of the responses. Using this approach,
individual categories were first determined by the re-
searchers based on logical relationships between the
individual items and strength of correlations between
the responses. These categories were then tested using
statistical measures to determine their fitness. In par-
ticular, Cronbach’s coefficient of internal consistency,
α, was used to determine the strength of the relation-
ships within these new factors (Cronbach, 1951). The
mean responses for the individual survey questions
included in each of these categories were aggregated
to determine the overall mean for that category. While
statistical analysis methods were used for the tabu-
lation of survey responses, the quantitative results of
the informational interviews helped to determine how
the numerical summaries reflect actual attitudes and
opinions.

4. Results

4.1. Impact of urbanization on farming

The first research question looked at the factors
that affect farm viability. Participants were asked to
indicate on a 5-point Likert-scale (1 (not at all) to 5 (a
great deal)) the extent to which they felt the following
items impacted farming, including economic trends,
growth and development, government regulations, and
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Table 1
Community trends

Mean S.D.

Degree to which community trends
interfere with farming (α = 0.66)

2.44 0.80

Town Government regulations 1.64 1.17
State or Federal government regulations 2.00 1.50
Difficulty hiring farm laborers 2.53 1.28
Complaints from neighbors 2.06 1.41
Other recreational activities in the Meadows 2.94 1.25
Sale or closure of upland farms 3.82 1.33
Sale of neighboring land for development 2.65 1.50

Degree to which community trends
help farming (α = 0.80)

2.12 0.99

Improved water quality 1.71 0.99
Decreased pollution in the Meadows 1.94 1.25
Town agricultural policies 2.06 1.56
Increased market demand for farm products 2.53 1.66
State or federal agricultural programs 2.29 1.49
Partnerships with other farmers 2.24 1.52

Scale: (1) not at all; (2) a little; (3) somewhat; (4) a lot; (5) a
great deal.

community support. In general, participants did not
indicate many community trends that interfered with
or improved their ability to farm effectively (Table 1).
While farmers did not indicate that town policies
and state or federal regulations had interfered with
farming, they did not necessarily agree that these had
been supportive of farming, either. Interviews found
that some of the farmers believe town regulations to
be restrictive, as well.

One community trend which respondents indicated
had interfered with farming was the sale or closure of
upland farms, or those which are located outside of
the Meadows. However, interviews revealed that the
concern about conversion of upland farmland may not
necessarily be linked to concern about the future of
farming in the Meadows, but rather in the commu-
nity at large. A farmer in Glastonbury observed that
increasing demand for the Great Meadows land will
result as upland farmland disappears. A recently re-
tired farmer also mentioned the appeal of the “good
farmland” in the Meadows due to sales of the uplands
for development.

It appears that economics are the most difficult ob-
stacle facing farmers in this study area. In response to a
question about the future of farming in these communi-
ties, three survey respondents expressed concern about

the impact of economic trends. One part-time farmer
wrote simply, “We can’t make a living in Connecticut.”
Another commented on market demand being related
to a decrease in the overall number of farmers. He
suggested that as fewer farmers farm and produce
less, wholesalers “don’t buy local produce because
there isn’t enough to make it worthwhile.” A full-time
farmer remarked that the cost of farmland is an issue
making it difficult for new farmers and those who want
to expand their operations. According to him, “unless
the land is passed down to you, you’re out of luck and
farming.”

4.2. Attitudes towards public use and access of
farmland

One of the objectives of this study was to explore
opportunities for innovative approaches to farmland
protection and management in these communities, in-
cluding developing greenways. One possible strategy
for protection considered alternative uses of the Mead-
ows in addition to farming. As different community
members already use the Meadows for a variety of
low-impact recreational activities, farmers’ attitudes
about public access and recreation could provide in-
sight into the potential for future management and
protection efforts. The survey asked respondents to
indicate their attitudes toward public use and access
of the Meadows as a whole, as well as for their own
policies about recreational activities and access on
their private farmland. Respondents tended to strongly
agree that increasing access to the Meadows would
threaten farming practices. However, they were more
neutral on whether existing recreational uses, such as
hunting and fishing, were interfering with their ability
to farm effectively (Table 2).

A number of farmers in all three towns expressed
concerns about vandalism to crops and farm equip-
ment. Two farmers who farm in the Rocky Hill Mead-
ows mentioned in interviews that vandalism was their
primary concern about public access to the Meadows.
In Glastonbury, three farmers commented that theft
of crops and trespassing were a concern, but one felt
that the installation of locked gates on the roads into
the Meadows had reduced the problem.

Some respondents indicated in written comments
that public use was not the concern, but the abuse
of property by some of those who did access the
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Table 2
Attitudes toward public use and access

Survey statement Mean S.D.

Increasing public access to the Meadows
would threaten current farming practices

4.61a 0.85

Hunting and fishing activities have interfered
with your ability to farm effectively in the
Great Meadows

1.67b 0.77

Other recreational activities have interfered
with your ability to farm effectively in the
Meadows

2.83b 1.20

a Scale: (1) strongly disagree; (2) somewhat disagree: (3) neu-
tral; (4) somewhat agree; (5) strongly agree.

b Scale: (1) not at all; (2): a little; (3) somewhat; (4) a lot; (5)
a great deal.

Meadows was ruining it for others. One farmer wrote,
“Some people are slobs and don’t respect others’
property, proper consideration of others would fix it.”
Another farmer was concerned that “the public treats
us as if we owe them access and use.” He allowed
some recreational activities to occur on his land with
his permission, but felt that people trespass even when
he tries to restrict access. He was interested in the idea
of charging a user fee, “I would be happier about theft
and property loss if the town or others paid for access.”

The survey found that the vast majority of farmers
(84%) allowed at least one or more type of recre-
ation activities to occur on their land. A comparison
of the types of activities allowed with landowners’
permission revealed that farmers appear to approve
of activities which can occur on existing roads such
as hiking and biking, and were less willing to allow
access for skiing and horseback riding (Table 3).
Written comments and interviews did not reveal why

Table 3
Recreational activities allowed on private farmland

Activity Number of farmers
permitting activity

Percentage of
total farmersa (%)

Hunting and fishing 14 77.8
Hiking 11 61.1
Biking 10 55.6
Skiing and horseback

riding
9 50.0

Motorized vehicles 3 16.7

a Note: Total of all activities adds to more than 100%, since
participants could check more than one recreational activity.

this distinction, but one explanation may be that the
nature of skiing and riding allow for coverage of
greater distances than hiking and can occur on more
diverse terrain than biking and therefore may pose a
greater threat to crops. These differences may explain
reluctance on the part of farmers to allow activities
that may encourage deeper penetration to untracked
portions of their land. On the other hand, a high
degree of willingness to permit hunting and fishing
can be explained by existing partnerships between
local sporting clubs and farmers. In fact, hunting and
fishing were allowed by 77% of the respondents,
which is identical to the national average (Conover,
1998).

Survey results regarding who could access private
farmland suggested that there might be a tendency
to allow access by groups with whom landowners
have a personal relationship and less willing to allow
those with whom no such bond exists (Table 4). Those
groups that were most often allowed to recreate on
private farmland were family, friends and other farm-
ers. Local fish and game clubs were allowed by many
farmers (again due to existing agreements), and local
residents were allowed by less than half. The sport-
ing clubs probably exert more control and supervision
over their members than the general public. People
who are unfamiliar to the survey respondents, such as
members of other clubs and tourists were generally
not welcome. The survey did not list “neighbors” as an
option, but it would be interesting to explore through
further research whether this response would be dif-
ferent from the response to “local residents.” Due to
the changing nature of these communities with recent
increases in population growth and development, local
residents may be just as unfamiliar to local landown-
ers as non-residents.

Table 4
Groups permitted access to private farmland

Who Number
permitting

Percentage of
totala (%)

Family 15 83.3
Other farmers 14 77.8
Hunters and fishermen 10 55.6
Local residents 8 44.4
Other clubs or tourists 3 16.7

a Note: Total of all groups adds to more than 100%, since
participants could check more than one group.
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4.3. Attitudes towards farmland protection and
collaboration

Overall, farmers placed high priority on land pro-
tection and personally supported farmland protection
efforts (Table 5). They appeared more willing to work
with local groups and approved of a combination of
private ownership with public policies to protect farm-
land. With regard to collaboration, farmers were more
willing to work with other farmers than any other
group. The results suggested that they were somewhat
willing to work with the Trust, the town, and state
agencies to protect farmland, as well. However, other
community members and conservation organizations
were ranked the lowest for potential collaboration.

In interviews and written comments, respondents
revealed that many tended to approve of a combi-
nation of private ownership with public policies to
protect farmland. A farmer in Glastonbury wrote that
town ownership of Meadow land was problematic,
“the Meadows and uplands should be owned by farm-
ers, but preserved against development.” Another
farmer in Wethersfield agreed strongly that farmland
protection is best left in the hands of farmers, but also

Table 5
Attitudes toward farmland protection and collaboration

Mean S.D.

Farmland protection is a priority for
the Meadowsa

4.21 1.48

Personal support of farmland
protection effortsa

4.93 0.27

Conservation easements are a good
way to protect farmlanda

4.21 0.80

Willingness to collaborate for farmland protectionb

Willingness to work with local
community groups

3.00 1.27

Willingness to work with other
farmers

4.71 0.73

Willingness to work with the trust 3.29 1.27
Willingness to work with other

conservation organizations
3.36 1.15

Willingness to work with town
government

3.43 1.40

Willingness to work with state
and federal agencies

3.64 1.28

a Scale: (1) strongly disagree; (2) somewhat disagree; (3) neu-
tral; (4) somewhat agree; (5) strongly agree.

b Scale: (1) very unwilling; (2) somewhat unwilling; (3) neutral;
(4) somewhat willing; (5) very willing.

approved of a recent purchase of land by the Great
Meadows Conservation Trust. The same farmer did
not approve of certain types of recreation on private
land because of his concern about the recent town
approval to allow motorbike events on a neighboring
farm.

Questions about participation in agricultural pro-
grams and affiliation with different farming groups
were included in the survey to determine the existing
level of involvement in different types of land pro-
tection. The highest level of program participation
(66.7%) was in Connecticut’s Use Value Assessment
(Public Act 490), and 50% of the farmers indicated
that they were affiliated with the USDA Farm Service
Agency or Natural Resource Conservation Service.
Public Act 490 allows land enrolled in the program
to be assessed at a lower tax value which provides fi-
nancial incentive for landowners to keep their land in
farming (Working Lands Alliance, 2000). The USDA
programs provide financial benefits to farmers for im-
plementing certain conservation practices. The higher
level of participation in these types of programs might
suggest that farmers are more likely to participate in
programs which provide financial benefit. The low
enrollment in other state programs would suggest that
either these have not been effectively publicized or
they may not provide enough financial incentive. In
the case of the state Farmland Preservation Protection
Program, lack of funding has limited the success of
this program state-wide (Working Lands Alliance,
2000).

4.4. Perceptions of other stakeholders:
sporting clubs

Interviews with presidents of two of the local sport-
ing clubs revealed that there is little difference in
the types of activities their organizations support in
the Meadows. Furthermore, their opinions about ap-
propriate use and management were similar, as well.
Table 6provides an overview of the membership and
activities of each of the groups.

Both presidents said that other types of recreational
activities generally interfere with their hunting activ-
ities and, for this reason, they prefer that all public
access be restricted to the public roads. They indicated
safety as the primary explanation for their position.
While neither of the clubs have ever had a serious
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Table 6
Sporting club membership and activities

Club 1 Club 2

Size 100–115 members 55 members
Membership requirements Annual dues, participation in club work groups Annual dues
Season for activities Primarily fall, some in spring Year round, mostly fall
Primary activities Hunt and stock game birds, maintain nesting boxes Hunt and stock game birds
Public events “Turkey Shoot” in fall is open to public for a fee Distribute special hunting permits for a fee

to non-members (15 permits per day)
Cleanup activities Sponsors two annually, town provides trucks Sponsors one annually
Use of private land Have verbal or written agreements with 95%

of the landowners in the Meadows, the club
also owns land

Have agreements with all landowners in the
Meadows and the area is a state “Special
Permit Area”, the club also owns land

Policies about public access Club posts all land that they use, access is
restricted to members only

Club monitors access with the special
permits which are available for a fee,
otherwise town gates restrict access

hunting accident, they pay a great deal in liability
insurance as a precaution.

While both presidents maintained that their clubs’
official policies are against public access to the Mead-
ows, they admitted that “unofficially” they are not con-
cerned with people entering the Meadows as long as
they are respectful of private property and do not in-
terfere with hunting and farming activities. They both
mentioned that their concern is with those members of
the public who are uninformed or careless. However,
both agreed that, in general, they would be wary of
increasing public access to the Meadows. They also
both felt that their clubs had a good relationship with
the local farmers. One respondent indicated that they
provide a service to farmers by controlling the raccoon
population as well as by helping to monitor appropri-
ate use of the Meadows. The other respondent said that
he believes the best protection for the Meadows is to
keep the land as a balance between active farming and
wildlife management through the efforts of his club.

4.5. Perceptions of land trust members

Comments from Great Meadows Conservation
Trust members shared at the meetings and in indi-
vidual conversations reflected mixed feelings about
appropriate recreational uses of the Meadows and
revealed a general lack of consensus among the mem-
bers of this organization about this issue. Those who
objected to greenway and trail development into the
Meadows reflected the same fears as the farmers
about vandalism. Erosion to riverbanks and other

impacts from overuse were mentioned as concerns, as
well. On the other hand, those who expressed support
of increasing public use and access of the Meadows
argued that promoting low-impact recreation would
help increase public appreciation for the Meadows
and could actually help reduce vandalism and abuse.

The Trust as an organization supports the contin-
ued practice of farming in the Meadows. As a whole,
members appeared to be unwilling to voice any con-
cerns about the possible negative impacts of farming
on the natural health of the Meadows. However, in
some of the discussions it appeared that even if the
members expressed some doubt as to whether hunt-
ing and farming were the most appropriate use of the
Meadows, they were reluctant to alienate the hunting
clubs or local farmers by making judgements about
their practices. Their perception of the farmers’ and
hunters’ attitudes were that they would be opposed to
increasing public use and access for issues of safety
and damage to property.

In discussions about the most appropriate method
of protection for the Meadows, members expressed
support of public as well as private land ownership.
Some suggested that every effort should be made to
keep the land in the private ownership of the farmers.
Others support restricting development rights with
conservation easements and seemed to support pur-
chase of property by the town or state. The Trust itself
purchases land outright, however it is unclear whether
members prefer this method of protection above the
others. Realistically, neither the land trust nor local
governments have the funds to purchase large areas
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of the Meadows, so collaborative partnerships are
necessary for large-scale land protection. The fol-
lowing section discusses insights from this study for
collaborative greenway planning.

5. Discussion

By comparing the responses of landowners, con-
servationists, and sporting club leaders, the results of
this study provide new information about attitudes to-
ward land protection, recreation and collaboration in
urban fringe areas. There was strong support among
landowners for farm preservation, but only if the
land could be kept in private hands. Furthermore, the
economic difficulties of farming in an urban fringe
area pose a challenge to keeping farming viable in
the Meadows, especially as upland farming areas are
developed. Landowners were willing to collaborate in
efforts for land protection with other farmers and to a
lesser degree with government agencies and non-profit
groups. However, to date, these partnerships are weak
or non-existent.

With regards to the issue of promoting pubic green-
ways and access to private land, this study revealed
that a vast majority of landowners already allow some
form of recreation on their private land. However, there
is a tendency to allow more traditional recreation, such
as hunting and fishing, which are managed through
long-standing agreements with local sporting clubs.
Landowners were reluctant to encourage wholesale
public access to this study area, because of fears of
vandalism and interference with farming operations.

In light of these responses, this study proposes
several strategies for balancing public interest in in-
creasing access to private land in the Meadows while
reducing conflicts with existing farming and hunting
activities. Increased cooperation between local parks
and recreation departments and farmers to monitor
access to the Meadows is one way to reduce concerns
about illegal access and vandalism to crops. Local
governments might consider financial incentives such
as tax breaks to private landowners who are willing to
allow public access to their land or who allow certain
recreational activities to occur on their land. Further
tax breaks beyond those that already exist through
state programs may help the economic viability of
local farms. One strategy to reduce conflicts with

farming activities or hunting seasons is to offer sea-
sonal access to private land or to allow special access
for specific events organized by local groups, such as
a guided nature walk through the Meadows.

If greenway planning efforts are to succeed in this
study area, there is a need for a moderating agency,
such as a private group or local government to monitor
access to private land. The existing collaborative re-
lationships between farmers and sporting clubs could
be replicated with other community groups who may
be interested in accessing the Meadows for organized
activities such as hiking, bird-watching, or boating.
Working through organized groups helps reduce the
likelihood of abuse by users and can control frequency
of access. In addition, it gives landowners a contact
group to call when conflicts do occur and management
strategies need to be refined. This type of collabo-
rative greenway planning and management requires
building trust between local groups and landown-
ers. Finally, improving signage and implementing an
access permit program might be considered for allow-
ing limited public access that alerts users of proper
conduct and permitted uses in the Meadows.

While the research for this study focused on a small
sample of farmers in three specific communities, there
are some lessons which might be applied to greenway
planning and farmland protection efforts in other ar-
eas. Observations by the research team revealed an ap-
parent lack of a representative voice for farmers in the
decision-making bodies that drive greenway planning
and land protection in these communities. Local con-
servation groups such as the Trust expressed interest in
protecting farmland, but did not have a single farmer
among their membership. While local chambers of
commerce promote and represent local businesses,
there is no such local group for farmers. However,
while town master plans and greenway and open
space plans mention farmland protection as a com-
munity goal, there is no regulatory or advisory body
in any of these communities whose primary purpose
is to oversee and regulate activities affecting farming
areas.

Comparisons with other urban fringe towns like
these would most likely find that there is, in general, a
lack of involvement of farmers in greenway planning
and land use decisions. Information gathering from
under-represented groups is not a new concept in plan-
ning (Tauxe, 1995), and this study has attempted to



R.L. Ryan, J.T. Hansel Walker / Landscape and Urban Planning 68 (2004) 183–198 197

provide insight into farmers’ perceptions about land
use and protection. Such an approach could be repli-
cated in other communities as a way to include farm-
ers in community decisions.

While it is important to remember that stakeholder
groups are not necessarily just those that are formally
organized, organizations such as local land trusts
and sporting clubs are important groups to include
in greenway planning and local farmland protection
efforts. Not only can they provide guidance and finan-
cial support, but they are often a way to involve local
residents in these efforts. In addition, greenway ef-
forts can build on existing partnerships such as those
between sporting clubs and farmers. Successful mod-
els might include developing trail clubs that monitor
and maintain trails, such as those used on a larger
scale by the Appalachian Mountain Club. These vol-
unteer organizations can serve as a powerful liaison
between private landowners and trail users (Flink and
Searns, 1993; Howard, 1999). They might even work
with local governments to compensate farmers for
vandalism to that may occur as part of trail use.

In adapted form, this survey may be a useful
model for communities interested in linking land
protection programs and greenway development. A
survey such as this is useful as a preliminary tool
for collecting information from a wide sample on a
range of greenway planning topics relating to farm-
land protection, recreation access, and collaboration.
However, it is important to accompany this research
with more detailed methods of information gathering.
Such methods include interviews (such as those used
in this study), as well as focus groups that ask partic-
ipants about issues related to public recreation access
on private farm and forest land (Sanoff, 2000). Fur-
thermore, these research efforts should be replicated
with an even wider range of stakeholder groups, in-
cluding local residents, landowners, recreationalists,
conservationists, and government officials.

Greenway planning efforts to protect farmland on
the urban fringe need to be balanced with increased
demand for public recreational spaces and concerns
about protecting natural areas. Successful greenway
implementation will require developing partnerships
between private landowners and local community
groups, since limited resources and public sentiment
preclude large-scale government intervention in many
communities. For the planning field at large, fostering

public private partnerships for open space protection
provide one of the greatest challenges for the coming
decades. By building on successful traditional rela-
tionships between public users and private landowners
and involving a wide range of concerned stakehold-
ers, planners can develop innovative strategies for
protecting land on the urban fringe.

References

American Farmland Trust, 1997. Saving American Farmland: What
Works. American Farmland Trust, Northampton, MA.

American Trails, 1998. Connecticut town’s trail system begain
with one man’s vision. In: American Pathways: Case Studies
in Successful Partnering for Trails and Greenways. American
Hiking Society and National Park Service, Washington, DC.

Babbie, E., 1998. The Practice of Social Research, eighth ed.
Wadsworth, Belmont, CA.

Benson, D.E., 2001. Wildlife and recreation management on private
land in the United States. Wildl. Soc. Bull. 29 (1), 359–371.

Bouchard, C.E., 1998. Sharing the land: agricultural land use
management. Resource Eng. Technol. 5 (10), 7–8.

Conover, M.R., 1998. Perceptions of American agricultural
producers about wildlife on their ranches and farms. Wildl.
Soc. Bull. 26 (3), 597–604.

Cronbach, L.J., 1951. Coefficient alpha and internal structure of
tests. Psychometrika 16, 297–335.

Connecticut Department of Environmental Protection, 2001.
Hunting and Trapping Field Guide. On-line publication:
http://www.dep.state.ct.us/burnatr/wildlife/fguide/fg01/regs.htm.

Daniels, T., 1999. When City and Country Collide: Managing
Growth in the Metropolitan Fringe. Island Press, Washington,
DC.

Daniels, T., Bowers, D., 1997. Holding Our Ground: Protecting
America’s Farms and Farmlands. Island Press, Washington, DC.

Fabos, J.G. (Ed.), 1969. The Great Meadows of the
Connecticut River: An Inventory and Analysis of Resources
and Recommendations for Conservation and Development.
Department of Landscape Architecture and Regional Planning,
University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA.

Fabos, J.G., Ahern, J. (Eds.), 1996. Greenways: The Beginning of
an International Movement. Elsevier, Amsterdam.

Flink, C.A., Searns, R.M., 1993. Greenways: A Guide to Planning,
Design, and Development. Island Press, Washington, DC.

Freedgood, J., 1991. PDR programs take root in the northeast. J.
Soil Water Conserv. 46 (5), 329–331.

Gibbons, J., 1999a. Local Agricultural Advisory Boards
and Farmland Preservation. Connecticut Agriculture Series.
University of Connecticut Cooperative Extension, Haddam, CT.

Gibbons, J., 1999b. Zoning and agriculture. In: Farmland Preser-
vation Toolkit, “Save the Land” Conference. Middletown, CT.
University of Connecticut Cooperative Extension, Haddam, CT.

Hansel, J.T., 2001. Understanding Community Attitudes about
Farmland Preservation in the Urban Fringe: A Case Study of the
Great Meadows of the Connecticut River. Unpublished master’s
thesis, University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA.

http://www.dep.state.ct.us/burnatr/wildlife/fguide/fg01/regs.htm


198 R.L. Ryan, J.T. Hansel Walker / Landscape and Urban Planning 68 (2004) 183–198

Hiemstra, H., Bushwick, N., 1989. Plowing the Urban Fringe: An
Assessment of Alternative Approaches to Farmland Preser-
vation. Monograph 88-2, Florida Atlantic University/Florida
International University Joint Center for Environmental and
Urban Problems, Fort Lauderdale, FL.

Howard, J., 1999. Creating Greenways: A Citizens’s Guide. Com-
monwealth of Massachusetts, Department of Environmental
Management Greenway Program, Boston, MA.

Jacobs, H.M., 1992. Planning the use of land for the 21st century.
J. Soil Water Conserv. 47 (1), 32–34.

Klinkenborg, V., 2001. Hunting for a future. Sports Afield 224 (2),
60–64.

Lassner, J.A., 1998. Valuing agricultural conservation easements.
Appraisal J. 66, 145–146.

Lindsey, G., Knaap, G., 1999. Willingness to pay for urban
greenway projects. J. Am. Plann. Assoc. 65 (3), 297–313.

Little, C., 1990. Greenways for America. Johns Hopkins University
Press, Baltimore.

Lundquist, E.J., 1989. Landowners grapple with liability questions:
a third generation of state statutes might finally convince forest
owners to open more land to American recreationists. Am.
Forests 95 (1-2), 17–20.

MacDonald, D.W., Johnson, P.J., 2000. Farmers and the custody
of the countryside: trends in loss and conservation of non-
productive habitats 1981–1998. Biol. Conserv. 94, 221–234.

Maynard, L.J., Kelsey, T.W., Lembeck, S.M., Becker, J.C., 1998.
Early experience with Pennsylvania’s agricultural conservation
easement program. J. Soil Water Conserv. 53 (2), 106–112.

Nelson, A.C., 1990. Economic critique of US prime farmland
preservation policies. J. Rural Stud. 6, 119–142.

Napier, T.L., Tucker, M., McCarter, S., 2000. Adoption of
conservation production systems in three midwest watersheds.
J. Soil Water Conserv. 55 (2), 123–134.

Pfeffer, M.J., Lapping, M.B., 1995. Public and farmer support for
purchase of development rights in the metropolitan northeast.
J. Soil Water Conserv. 50 (1), 30–33.

Ryan, R.L., Hansel, J.T. (Eds.), 2001. Great Meadows of the
Connecticut River: A Review of its Resources & Recommen-
dations for its Protection & Preservation. Report to the Great
Meadows Conservation Trust of Rocky Hill, Glastonbury, and
Wethersfield, CT. Department of Landscape Architecture and
Regional Planning, University of Massachusetts, Amherst, MA.

Sanoff, H., 2000. Community Participation Methods in Design and
Planning. Wiley, New York.

Schrader, C.C., 1995. Rural greenway planning: the role of stream-
land perception in landowner acceptance of land management
strategies. Landscape Urban Plann. 33 (1), 375–390.

Tauxe, C.S., 1995. Marginalizing public participation in local
planning: an ethnographic account. J. Am. Plann. Assoc. 61 (3),
471–481.

US Census Bureau, 2000. 2000 Census of Population, General
Population Characteristics, Urbanized Areas. US Department
of Commerce, Bureau of Census, Washington, DC.

US Department of Agriculture, 1997. Census of Agriculture.
US Department of Agriculture, National Agriculture Statistic
Service, Washington, DC.

Wiebe, K., Tegene, A., Kuhn, B., 1997. Managing public and
private land through partial interests. Contemp. Econ. Policy
15 (2), 35–43.

Working Lands Alliance, 2000. Preserving Connecticut’s Farmland
for Generations to Come. Working Lands Alliance, Hartford,
CT.

Wright, J.B., 1993. Conservation easements: an analysis of donated
development rights. J. Am. Plann. Assoc. 59 (4), 487–493.

Robert L. Ryan is an assistant professor at the Department of
Landscape Architecture and Regional Planning, University of Mas-
sachusetts, Amherst where he teaches courses in landscape plan-
ning, research methods, and environment and behavior studies. He
holds a PhD in natural resources (environment and behavior con-
centration), master in landscape architecture and master of urban
planning degrees from the University of Michigan and bachelor
of science in landscape architecture from California Polytechnic
State University, San Luis Obispo. His research has focused on
landscape planning and environmental psychology including the
study of place attachment. He is the co-author with Rachel and
Stephen Kaplan ofWith People in Mind: Design and Management
of Everyday Nature (Island Press, 1998). In addition, he is the
co-director of the New England Greenways Project with Julius
Gy. Fabos and Mark Lindhult (http://www.umass.edu/greenway).

Juliet T. Hansel Walker is a planner for Taintor Associates, New-
buryport, Massachusetts. Her principle responsibilities are devel-
oping master plans and other community planning work for local
towns and cities in new England. She holds a BA in international
relations from the University of Pennsylvania and a masters of
regional planning from the Department of Landscape Architec-
ture and Regional Planning from the University of Massachusetts,
Amherst where her research projects included open space plan-
ning, greenway development and conservation planning.

http://www.umass.edu/greenway

	Protecting and managing private farmland and public greenways in the urban fringe
	Introduction
	Background
	Land use conflicts in urbanizing areas
	Private property and public access
	Strategies for protecting farmland and other open space
	Study area: Great Meadows of the Connecticut River

	Methods
	Study sample
	Survey instrument for farmers
	Interviews and meetings with conservationists and recreationalists
	Data analysis

	Results
	Impact of urbanization on farming
	Attitudes towards public use and access of farmland
	Attitudes towards farmland protection and collaboration
	Perceptions of other stakeholders: sporting clubs
	Perceptions of land trust members

	Discussion
	References


