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ARTICLE I: STATEMENT OF NEED FOR ACTION 

Agriculture makes a major contribution to the wellbeing of Gaston County 
residents, both those living within and outside the county's cities and towns. In 
addition to direct contributions to the local economy in the form of product sale 
receipts and expenditures on farm services and inputs, along with employment on 
farms and farm support businesses, farmers also make significant contributions 
as stewards of the remaining amounts of undeveloped land (often called "open 
space") in the county. Their stewardship protects the county's soil and water 
resources, recharges groundwater and abates storm water runoff, connects 
wildlife habitat, and safeguards the scenic and historic vistas that have defined 
our county's character. For these reasons, it is in the county's interest to promote 
the local agricultural industry and protect farmland. Enabling farmers who want to 
continue to farm to do so is a cost-effective way of maintaining the quality of life of 
everyone in Gaston County. 

As demonstrated by data supplied below, Gaston County is growing rapidly, 
causing the direct loss of farmland. Farming faces a unique set of stresses, 
Gaston County with thoughtful action can help to mitigate. To better understand 
these stresses, and the steps the county can take to reduce them, it is helpful to 
first understand the history, geography (including the soil resource), economic 
trends, and regulations governing farming. It is also important to understand the 
values and concerns of the farmers themselves. 

ARTICLE II: AUTHORITY FOR COUNTY ACTION 

In 1986, the North Carolina General Assembly passed the North Carolina 
Farmland Preservation Enabling Act.2 The stated purpose of this Act is "to 
authorize counties to undertake a series of programs to encourage the 
preservation of farmland as defined herein.3 In addition to enabling counties to 
create Voluntary Agricultural District ordinances, which Gaston County adopted in 
July 2004, the Act also created the North Carolina Farmland Preservation Fund 
and enabled counties to develop purchase of agricultural conservation easements 
(PACE) programs. By later amendment, the General Assembly created a 
matching mechanism for distribution of Farmland Preservation Trust Fund 
monies, with preference to counties adopting a countywide farmland protection 
plan.4 The Act declares that a countywide farmland protection plan shall: 



 
 

1. Contain a list and description of existing agricultural activity in the county. 
2. Contains a list of existing challenges to continued family farming in 

the county. 
3. Contain a list of opportunities for maintaining or enhancing small, family 

owned farms and the local agricultural economy. 
4. Describe how the county plans to maintain a viable agricultural community 

and shall address farmland preservation tools, such as agricultural 
economic development, including farm diversification and marketing 
assistance; other kinds of agricultural technical assistance, such as farm 
infrastructure financing, farmland purchasing, linking with younger farmers, 
and estate planning; the desirability and feasibility of donating agricultural 
conservation easements, and entering into voluntary agricultural districts. 

5. Contain a schedule for implementing the plan and an identification of 
funding sources for the long-term support of the plan.5 

 
The statute suggests that such a countywide farmland protection plan may be 
formulated with the assistance of an Agricultural Advisory Board, which Gaston 
County appointed as part of its Voluntary Agricultural District ordinance (Article V; 
A-E). That board will take the lead role in administering this plan and reporting to 
the Board of County Commissioners on its progress.6 

 
ARTICLE Ill: 

OVERVIEW OF GASTON 
COUNTY AGRICULTURAL ACTIVITY7 

A.   Agricultural and Forest Production 
Gaston County's family farms produce a diverse array of agricultural products. 
These products include fruit and vegetable produce, ornamental plants, small 
grains, corn for silage and grain, hay, soybeans, broilers, and cattle (including 
beef and milk cows). 
secondary solid wood products, and secondary paper and paperboard 
products. 

  

B.  Economic Impact of Agricultural and Forest Production 
In 2022, Gaston County agricultural producers contributed to a total market 
value of $26,940,000 for products sold, with farm production expenses of 
$24,546,000 illustrating agriculture's importance to the local economy. 
Agriculture is much more than farming in that a substantial number of non-
agricultural businesses supply the needs of farmers. These include 
processors, vehicle and equipment dealers and other enterprises. Gaston 
County farmers, for example, own and must maintain and replace equipment 
essential to their trade. According to the USDA National Agricultural Census of 
2022, farmers purchased approximately $947,000 of petroleum products, 
$7,584,000 of feed, $3,626,000 of hired farm labor, and the remaining figure 
of approximately $12,389,000 being utilized for products and services from 



 
 

Gaston County and other nearby enterprises, many of which would not be 
considered farm supply businesses. For these businesses to survive and 
prosper, a core critical mass of farmers must be preserved and vice-versa.8 
Though difficult to measure, these many businesses supporting agriculture 
undoubtedly account for a significant portion of Gaston County's employment 
base. In 2020 the forest sector contributed approximately $59,000,000 of 

sector in 2020 was approximately $225,000,000. In the same year the forestry 
sector in Gaston County employed 722 individuals, contributing a total of 
$50,000,000 to those employed in this industry.     

  

C.  Family Farm Statistics 
Family farms make up the majority of agricultural production in the county. 
According to the 2022 USDA Census of Agriculture, Gaston County's 
agriculture industry consisted of 412 farms owned by individuals, families, and 
corporations. Most farms in Gaston County classify as family farms with 96% 
of the farms falling under this classification. Of the 724 producers represented 
by the census data 60% have a primary occupation other than farming. A 

residence, with 78.6% of Gaston County producers living on the farm. As of 
2022, 37.9% of Gaston County farmers were over the age of 65 and only 
10.6% of the farmers were under the age of 35. Land market values have 
more than tripled for these farm owners from 1992 to 2022. As the market 
value for farmland has increased, the average acreage of a Gaston County 
farm has decreased by 29 acres over the same time period, moving from 118 
acres to 89 acres. The median farm size in 2022 for Gaston County is 49 
acres   

  

D.  Farmland and Timberland Use Trends 
According to the 2022 Census of Agriculture, Gaston County had 36,859 acres 
in farms, representing 15.8% of the total county land base. These lands 
included harvested cropland, pastureland, forestland, and land enrolled in the 
federal Conservation Reserve Program. In the 2017 Census, the county had 
37,695 acres in farms or 16.1% of the land base. Farmland decreased 0.3% 
during that five-year period; however, total farmland acreage has experienced 
similar fluctuations over the past 30 years. Forage crops make up the largest 
portion of farm acreage in Gaston County, with 22% of the farmland being 
dedicated for growing forage. As of 2020 private timberland covered 81,116 
acres of land area in Gaston County, which makes up 35% of the 
land area. The total land area occupied by private timberland has decreased 
by 6.5% from 2012.  
 



 
 

E.  Agricultural Soils 
Most of the total land area in Gaston County consists of mineral soils (95.7%). 
These mineral soils vary in soil taxonomic classification across the county. 
Soils in Gaston County are for the most part well suited to agricultural uses. 
Of the total land area, 49.6% of Gaston County is prime farmland and 18.1% 
has been classified as farmland of statewide importance (Web Soil Survey; 
NRCS (2023)). Prime farmland, as defined by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, is land that has the best combination of physical and chemical 
characteristics for producing food, feed, forage, fiber, and oilseed crops and is 
available for these uses. It could be cultivated land, pastureland, forestland, or 
other land, but it is not urban or built-up land or water areas. The soil quality, 
growing season, and moisture supply are those needed for the soil to 
economically produce sustained high yields of crops when proper 
management, including water management, and acceptable farming methods 
are applied. The criteria for defining and delineating farmland of statewide 
importance are determined by the appropriate State agencies. Generally, this 
land includes areas of soils that nearly meet the requirements for prime 
farmland and that economically produce high yields of crops when treated 
and managed according to acceptable farming methods. Some areas may 
produce as high a yield as prime farmland if conditions are favorable. 
 

 

ARTICLE IV: 
CHALLENGES TO AGRICULTURE 

IN GASTON COUNTY 
 

To determine challenges and opportunities for agriculture in the county, a producer 
survey, non-farmer resident survey and a community meeting were utilized. Surveys 
were distributed electronically and in hard copy form at public facilities. A public 
community meeting was used to capture additional issues and/or concerns from 
land/homeowners pertaining to farmland protection. All responses to the surveys and 
community meetings were confidential. 
 
 While the agricultural industry remains an important part of Gaston County's 
economy, both farmers and farmland owners believe issues such as taxes, lack of 
market infrastructure, low commodity prices, high input costs, development 
pressures, unpredictable weather, and lack of support all have a significant impact 
on the future of agriculture within the county. The data collected from the surveys 
and community meeting clearly depicts the state of agriculture and the future needs 
of Gaston County. This data was used to develop recommendations which will assist 
county leadership in keeping farm and forest land viable now and in the future. The 
following are the specific challenges that have been identified: 

A.  Local Policies 
Growth in the county has produced two major trends: more people and less 
farmland. From 1991 to 2021, Gaston County's population has increased by 32%, 



 
 

currently standing at approximately 230,856. The current Unified Development 
Ordinance (UDO) was developed to promote more quality, uniformity, and 
consistency in development standards. Though there are existing exemptions for 
agricultural, the UDO is outdated overall and does not identify any agricultural 
zoning within the county. Nor does Present Use Value (PUV) support small farms, 
even if they are a bona fide farm according to N.C.G.S. §§ 160D-903. The UDO is 
going to be rewritten in the next few years and will incorporate protections and 
regulations for farmland preservation.  

Producers also see an influx of new housing developments taking over prime 
farmland. Development is causing land prices to increase and making it hard for 
farmers to hold on to existing farmland. Increased land prices also lead to higher 
property taxes. The other issue producers face with increased development is the 
ability to harvest and move products to market in a timely and safe fashion. Often 
these schedules are based on the farmer's reliance on corridors of transportation 
between fields, services, and markets. If poorly planned development encroaches 
into farming areas, these corridors between fields or other necessary destinations 
can be disrupted, increasing farmers travel time, safety, and operating costs. 
 

     
  

B.  Lack of Market infrastructure 
Farming is a business driven by individual investments and profits generated. 
Profits are linked to marketing outlets and sales. An absence of nearby 
processing facilities, lack of marketing support and outreach to customers, 
need for improved public transportation to area markets, and a shortage of 
understanding on how best to implement and promote food voucher programs 
has put a drain on potential profits that can be made. 

C.  Farm Succession 
In North Carolina, the average age of a farm operator is fifty-eight, which is 18 
years over the median age of residents of Gaston County. According to the 2017 
Census of Agriculture, only 8.6% of producers are less than 35 years or age and 
57% of producers range between 35 and 65 years or age. Thirty-four (34%) 
percent of producers are 65+. This indicates that with fewer younger farmers 
available to take over production on these farms, may fall out of production and be 
divided up and sold through estate settlement processes. This is further 
confounded by producer survey results indicating that farmers have limited 
knowledge of farmland preservation tools, have a need for estate planning, require 
additional training for new and beginning farmers, and have a need for additional 
agricultural education in public schools. 



 
 

D.  High Input Costs 

Lower commodity prices, coupled with rising costs of production/equipment, 
elevated labor costs, market variability, and increasingly variable weather patterns 
have resulted in low profitability and inadequate farm income for farmers across 
North Carolina. This affects the farmer's cash flow, receivables, return on 
investment, and incentive and ability to invest in continued operations, thus making 
the farmer's hold on his or her business untenable. 

E.  Lack of Support for Small/New Farmers 
Present-Use Value, or PUV, is a program established by N.C.G.S. §§ 105-
277.2 to .7 and administered by the county assessor through which qualifying 
property can be assessed for property tax purposes, based on its use as 
agricultural, horticultural or forest land. PUV has a limited acreage 
requirement of production land: ten acres for agricultural use, five acres for 
horticulture use, and twenty acres for forestry use. Unfortunately, small 
Gaston County farms do not meet the minimum acreage requirement; and 
therefore, do not qualify for PUV status. The Voluntary and Enhanced 
Voluntary Agricultural District, or VAD/EVAD, also has an acreage 
requirement, which limits enrollment into these beneficial programs to only 
those producers that meet the production acreage requirements. 
Furthermore, producer survey results suggest that 33% of respondents were 
not even aware of the Voluntary and Enhanced Voluntary Agricultural District 
and the benefits provided by enrolling in these programs. Another issue 
noted by producers was lengthy turn-around times for cost-share funding, 
which is especially challenging for beginning farmers.  

 

ARTICLE V: 
OPPORTUNITIES 

FOR 
ENHANCING AGRICULTURE 

IN GASTON COUNTY 

A.  Existing Efforts and Agricultural Protection Tools 

1. Gaston County Comprehensive Land Use Plan 

The goals for protecting agriculture are well documented in the 
Gaston County Comprehensive Land Use Plan adopted September 
27, 2016. Under Small Area Planning Districts, the following is 
stated: 

Under Environment and Natural Resources, the 
following is stated: 
which makes development a more financially attractive option. 
Efforts to protect agricultural lands are underway, especially in 
conjunction with protecting natural buffers  This 



 
 

demonstrates the importance of planned growth in conjunction with 
agriculture. 

  
2.   Voluntary Agricultural District 

 
As noted above in Article 11, the North Carolina General Assembly 
enabled counties to adopt Voluntary Agricultural District (VAD) 
ordinances to effectively create areas "to increase identity and pride 
in the agricultural community and its way of life and to increase 
protection from nuisance suits and other negative impacts on 
properly managed farms.9 On September 13, 2005, the North 
Carolina General Assembly passed legislation that enabled 
counties to expand their Voluntary Agricultural Districts with the 
addition of an Enhanced Voluntary Agricultural District (EVAD). 
Farmers, by enrolling their farm in a VAD/EVAD enjoy certain 
protections of their operation, including waiver of sewer and water 
assessments, record notice to non-farm neighbors of proximity to a 
farming operation, and public hearing before condemnation of farm 
property by eminent domain. On July 22, 2004, Gaston County 
passed a VAD ordinance (Article XIII and Article XIV) whereby the 
above protections were adopted. Also pursuant to the ordinance, 
the Board of County Commissioners appointed an Agricultural 
Advisory Board to represent agricultural interests in the county. On 
March 22, 2007, Gaston County passed an updated ordinance, 
(Article 111) that incorporated the EVAD option into the county's 
Voluntary Agricultural District. While the VAD/EVAD ordinance 
encourages investment in agriculture, it does not represent a 
permanent (10 years) land protection measure as districts rely 
heavily on voluntary enrollment and allow for withdrawal in the case 
of the VAD option of the program. The Agriculture Advisory Board 
will review the acreage requirement EVAD in 2024.10 

3.    Purchase of Agricultural Conservation Easements (PACE) 

Purchase of agricultural conservation easement (PACE) programs (also 
known as purchase of development rights or PDR programs) 
compensate property owners for keeping their land available for 
agriculture. Typically, PACE programs consider soil quality, threat of 
development and future agricultural viability when selecting farms for 
protection. They are usually administered by state or local governments 
but may also be operated by private conservation organizations.11 

4.    State Conservation Funding Tools 
 

a. Agricultural Development & Farmland Preservation Trust Fund 
The ADFP Trust Funds mission is to fund projects to encourage 
the preservation of qualifying agricultural, horticultural, and 
forestlands to foster the growth, development, and sustainability 
of family farms.12 Their purpose is to support the purchase of 



 
 

agricultural easements, fund public and private enterprise 
programs that will promote profitable and sustainable family 
farms, and fund conservation easements. 
 

b.  North Carolina Land and Water Fund 
The NCLWF, formerly known as the Clean Water Management 
Trust Fund, has conserved well over one-half million acres, and 
protected or restored 3,000 miles of streams and rivers. The 
program helps finance projects that enhance or restore degraded 
surface waters; protect and conserve surface waters, including 
drinking supplies, and contribute toward a network of riparian 
buffers and greenways for environmental, educational, and 
recreational benefits; provide buffers around military bases to 
protect the military mission; acquire land that represents the 
ecological diversity of North Carolina; and acquire land that 
contributes to the development of a balanced State program of 
historic properties.13 
 

c.  Agricultural Cost-Share Program 
The North Carolina Agricultural Cost Share Program (ACSP)14 
helps address nonpoint source pollution by providing technical 
and financial resources through a voluntary, incentive-based 
program designed to improve water quality through the 
installation of various best management practices (BMPs) on 
agricultural lands directly involved with agriculture production. 
Applicants can be reimbursed up to 75 percent of the 
predetermined average cost for each BMP installed (90% if a 
member of EVAD). The applicant is responsible for 25 percent of 
the costs (10% if EVAD). 
 

d. North Carolina Conservation Tax Credit 
North Carolina law allows a credit against individual and corporate 
income taxes when real property is donated for conservation 
purposes. Interests in property that promote specific public 
benefits may be donated to a qualified recipient. Such 
conservation donations qualify for a substantial tax credit.15 

 
                       e.  Forest Development Program 

 

 
                   f.  N.C. Prescribed Burning Cost Share Program 

 



 
 

 Silvicultural Burning - The use of prescribed fire to prepare areas for 
natural pine or oak regeneration, pre-commercial thinning to reduce 
competing tree density of undesirable species and the use of pre-
scribed fire to manage for insects or disease concerns to promote for-
est health. 

 Hazard Reduction Burning - The use of prescribed fire for the purpose 
of mitigating forest fuels to reduce the forestland risk from potential 
damage from wildfires. 

 Wildlife Habitat Burning - The use of prescribed fire for the purpose of 
maintaining or creating improved forest, or open field conditions for 
desired plants, species, and habitat.17 

5. Federal Conservation Funding Tools 
 

Below are the voluntary federal programs that are part of The 
Agriculture Improvement Act of 2018 (commonly known as the 
2018 Farm Bill) and administered by the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) and Farm Services Agency (FSA) of 
the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). They are 
designed to compensate farmland owners for the conservation 
value of their land. The programs have the dual effect of 
safeguarding the environmental benefits of farmland as open space 
while injecting dollars into the local economy via the farmland 
owner.16 

a.  Agricultural Land Easements (ALE) 

NRCS provides financial assistance to eligible partners for purchasing 
Agricultural Land Easements that protect the agricultural use and 
conservation values of eligible land. In the case of working farms, the 
program helps farmers and ranchers keep their land in agriculture. The 
program also protects grazing uses and related conservation values 
by conserving grassland, including rangeland, pastureland, and 
shrubland. Eligible partners include Indian tribes, state and local 
governments and non-governmental organizations that have farmland 
or grassland protection programs. Under the ALE component, NRCS 
may contribute up to 50 percent of the market value of the agricultural 
land easement. Easement values for ALE are based on a fair market 
appraisal. 

b. Farm and Ranchland Protection Program (FRPP) 
The Farm and Ranchland Protection Program provides federal 
funds to help purchase development rights, keeping productive 
farmland in agricultural use while compensating the farmland 
owner for the conservation value of his or her land. The FRPP 
program matches state and local PACE programs up to 50% of 
the easement purchase price, working through state, tribal and 
local governments, and land trusts. 

 



 
 

c. Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) 
The Conservation Reserve Program is a land conservation 
program administered by the Farm Service Agency (FSA). In 
exchange for a yearly rental payment, farmers enrolled in the 
program agree to remove environmentally sensitive land from 
agricultural production and plant species that will improve 
environmental health and quality. Contracts for land enrolled in 
CRP are from 10 to 15 years in length. The long-term goal of the 
program is to re-establish valuable land cover to help improve 
water quality, prevent soil erosion, and reduce loss of wildlife 
habitat. 
 

d. Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP) 
The Conservation Stewardship Program offers technical and 
financial assistance to help agricultural and forest producers take 
their conservation efforts to the next level. The program is 
designed to compensate agricultural and forest producers who 
agree to increase their level of conservation by adopting 
additional conservation activities and maintaining their baseline 
level of conservation. CSP is for producers who are enthusiastic 
about conservation and environmental stewardship. If an 
applicant is selected for funding, CSP offers annual payments for 
implementing enhancements and maintaining existing 
conservation efforts. 
 

e. Wetlands Reserve Easements (WRE) 
Wetland Reserve Easements component of the Agricultural 
Conservation Easement Program provides habitat for migratory 
waterfowl and other wetland dependent wildlife, including 
threatened and endangered species; improves water quality by 
filtering sediments and chemicals; reduces flooding; recharges 
groundwater; protects biological diversity; provides resilience to 
climate change; and provides opportunities for educational, 
scientific, and limited recreational activities. Wetland Reserve 
enrollment options include Permanent Easements, 30-year 
Easements, Term Easements, and 30-year Contracts. 
 

f. Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) 
NRCS collaborates one-on-one with producers to develop a 
conservation plan that outlines conservation practices and 
activities to help solve on-farm resource issues. Producers 
implement practices and activities in their conservation plan that 
can lead to cleaner water and air, healthier soil, and better 
wildlife habitat, all while improving their agricultural operations. 
EQIP helps producers make conservation work for them. 
Financial assistance for practices may be available through 
EQIP. Producers may also qualify for advance payment. 
 

g. Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP) 



 
 

The Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program (WHIP) is a voluntary 
conservation program that issues cost-share payments to 
program participants to develop upland wildlife habitat, wetland 
wildlife habitat, habitat for threatened and endangered species, 
fish habitat, and other types of wildlife habitat approved by the 
NRCS. 

6. State Right-to-Farm Law19 

The right to farm statute continues to focus on four barring principles: 1) 
the freedom of the farm to make changes to its operation; 2) a limitation 
on the time to bring a lawsuit20; 3) a limitation on how nearby a 
complaining landowner must be to the source of the offending activity; 
and 4) a limitation on extent and type of damages a successful plaintiff 
may claim. 

7.    Present-Use Value Program21 

Present-use value (PUV) is the value of land in its current use as 
agricultural land, horticultural land, or forestland, based solely on its 
ability to produce income and assuming an average level of 
management. A property that qualifies for present-use value 
classification is appraised at its present-use value, rather than its market 
value. The present-use value is usually much less than the market value 
and qualifying tracts are appraised at this lower value. The tax office also 
establishes a market value for the land, and the difference between the 
market value and the present-use value is maintained in the tax 
assessment records as deferred taxes. When land becomes disqualified 
from the present-use value program, the deferred taxes for the current 
year and the three previous years with accrued interest will usually 
become due and payable.  

8.    County Farmers Markets 

There are two active farmers markets in Gaston County: the 
Gastonia Farmers Market and the Mount Holly Farmers Market. 
Each market provides an excellent selection of high-quality fresh 
produce and frozen meats, and the opportunity to know the people 
who grow your food. All markets are non-profit organizations whose 
purpose is to provide a site where farm and home-produced items 
can be sold directly to the consumer. Local producers bring items 
such as vegetables, fruits, potted plants, jams, jellies, frozen meats, 
and honey for sale to the public. 

 

B.  Opportunities for Enhancing Local Agricultural Economy 
 
 



 
 

1. Implement sound land use policies and ordinances that encourage 
agriculture and do not inhibit or discourage farming operations. 
 

a. Identify productive areas of agricultural land, and direct residential 
and industrial growth away from productive agricultural areas. 
 

b. Encourage protection of farmland located in public water source 
areas, including reservoirs, streams, and water recharge areas.  
 

c. Educate local government and landowners on planning techniques 
and tools that reduce pressures on farming operations. 

 
 

2. Strengthen the agricultural economy by promoting the development of 
market infrastructure in the agricultural sector. 
 

a. Maintain and enhance local market infrastructure and support 
services. 
 

b. Provide farmers and agribusiness investors with business planning and 
development assistance.  

 
 

3. Encourage farm succession to maintain existing farmland in agricultural 
use. 

 
a. Promote existing farm transition networks. 

 
b. Provide and promote training in estate planning.  

 
c. Support and promote agriculture conservation easements. 

 
d. Develop the agriculture workforce through education programs. 

 
 

4. Provide resources to offset high input costs.  
 

a. Continue support of existing programs that reward farm practices 
that maintain and improve land, water, air, and wildlife habitat 
quality. 
 

b. Provide resources that lower barriers to accessing expensive farm 
equipment. 
 
 

5. Support small and beginning farm operations through favorable policies, 
training resources, and technical assistance. 

 



 
 

a. Review policies with acreage requirements to evaluate 
opportunities to support smaller farms. 

 
b. Provide training and cost-sharing resources to develop the capacity 

of young and start-up farmers. 
 

c. Provide farmers with technical assistance related to conservation 
planning.  

 
 

ARTICLE VI: 
ACTION STEPS TO ENSURE A VIABLE 

AGRICULTURAL COMMUNITY IN GASTON 
COUNTY22 

A.  Implement sound land use policies encouraging agricultural production. 
 
 

1. Present Farmland Protection Plan to city councils and municipal planning 
boards. 

 
Partnering with municipalities is necessary to conserve remaining 
farmland through smart growth as opposed to urban sprawl. Presenting 
the Farmland Protection Plan will help inform local decision-makers about 
the benefits of supporting the agricultural economy in their communities, 
such as increased quality of life, food security, property values, and water 
quality.  

2. Incorporate input from the agricultural community into the comprehensive land 
use plan update. 

 
The comprehensive land use plan is developed by the Department 
of Building and Development Services in partnership with 
municipalities. The plan offers long range guidance for future 
physical, social, and economic development in Gaston County. 
Agriculture needs to be intentionally considered during the update 
process due to the high percentage of agricultural land remaining in 
the county, as well as the projections for loss of agricultural land to 
residential development in the future. 

3. Incorporate input from the agriculture community into the Unified Development 
Ordinance update. 

 
The Unified Development Ordinance is developed by the Department of 
Building and Development Services with approval from the County 
Commissioners. One purpose of the Unified Development Ordinance is to 
maintain orderly and compatible land use and development patterns. 



 
 

Agriculture needs to be intentionally included during the update process.  
 

4. Develop a proposal for an agricultural conservation easement fund. 
 

A growing number of NC counties are establishing conservation 
easement funds. These incentivize farmland preservation by 
assisting landowners with costs associated with easements, such as 
surveying and legal fees. Easements under the program can be 
drafted to offer farmers maximum flexibility to continue to profitably 
work their land, and change their operation as their needs dictate, if 
they meet the requirements of state law regarding the purpose of 
agricultural conservation easements. Sources of funding include 
deferred taxes from landowners leaving the Present Use Value 
program23, development fees, and grants. 

 
 

B. Strengthen the agricultural economy by promoting the development 
of market infrastructure. 

 
 

1. Coordinate a Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) program to improve 
access between local farmers and their markets.  

 
Marketing their products is critical for farmers. CSA programs are 

worth of food, then share in the harvest weekly. Gaston County 
government could partner with local farmers to offer CSA drop-off points 
in their county buildings. Potentially, this could be in partnership with 
employee wellness initiatives. Non-employees could also use the CSA 
drop-off point. While Gaston County buildings serve low-income citizens, 
there is potential for a subsidized CSA program.  

 
 

2. .  
 

There is a need to strengthen our existing  markets. One way to 
achieve this goal is by establishing a committee across regional 
markets. A committee would facilitate greater cooperation in initiatives, 
events, and knowledge-sharing.  

 

C.  Encourage farm succession to maintain existing farmland. 
 
 

1. Promote NC Farmlink and the Working Farms Fund. 
 

Promotion of existing farm succession organizations will ensure these 
resources get utilized to their full potential in Gaston County. Currently, 



 
 

farmers do not know about these resources. NC Farmlink maintains 
databases of available farmland and farmers looking for land and 
collaborates with landowners and farmers to ensure an appropriate and 
lasting match is made. The Working Farms Fund purchases farmland in 
growing metro regions and creates a pathway to affordable land 
ownership for the next generation farmers. Increased utilization of these 
resources will help preserve working land.  

 
 

2. Provide and promote training in estate planning. 
 

Estate planning is a vital part of maintaining current agricultural acreage. 
Sometimes farms are unable to remain viable if the business, property, 
and other assets are divided between multiple heirs. Cooperative 
Extension should continue to offer opportunities for training in estate 
planning in a variety of formats, including virtual and in-person. Different 
methods of promotion should be used to attract the highest numbers of 
participants.  

 
 

3. Rebrand the Voluntary Agricultural District (VAD) and Enhanced Voluntary 
Agricultural District (EVAD) program as an entry point to permanent 
conservation easements. 

 
The VAD and EVAD are existing programs that provide short-term 
easements. Participation in VAD and/or EVAD can give farmers 
experience with easements before making a permanent commitment. 
Re-branding these two programs will make them more understandable 
an
EVAD programs can be looked at as a guide.  

 
 

4. Pursue opportunities for more comprehensive agriculture education.  
 

A healthy agricultural industry in the long term depends on future 
generations understanding the source and value of agriculture as it 
affects our quality of life. Agriculture education opportunities need to be 
available at multiple grade levels. Increasing the number of schools with 
gardens, expanding the existing Lowell School Nutrition Project, and 
investigating the possibility of a farm apprentice/internship program 
would increase opportunities for agriculture education at multiple levels. 
The possibility of re-establishing a Future Farmers of America program in 

Career and Technical Education Department.  
 

D.  Provide resources to offset high input costs. 
 
 



1. Cross-promote cost-share programs through the Natural Resources
Conservation Service, Soil and Water Conservation District, Cooperative
Extension, and the NC Forest Service.

The NC Cooperative Extension, Natural Resources Conservation 
Service, NC Forest Service, and Gaston Natural Resources Department, 
with the support of the Soil and Water Conservation District Board, 
collectively offer a wide variety of services and cost-share funding to 
promote best management practices on farmland. Increased 
collaboration between agencies will facilitate the best public service to 
the farmer. A better understanding about the programs and services 
offered by other agencies will allow staff to recommend the best program 
to interested landowners.  

2. 

3. Evaluate the need for and feasibility of providing additional equipment rental
options.

The Gaston Natural Resources Department and Cooperative Extension 
have existing rental programs for equipment like a no-till seed drill and a 
fire ant bait spreader. Farmers should be surveyed to identify needs for 
other types of equipment that could be similarly rented at low cost. 
Grants could be pursued to fund the purchase of this equipment.  

4. Investigate the implementation of the Conservation Reserve Enhancement
Program (CREP) in the Catawba River basin.

The Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) is a part of 
the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), the country's largest private-
land conservation program. Administered by the Farm Service Agency 
(FSA), CREP leverages federal and non-federal funds to target specific 
State, regional, or nationally significant conservation concerns. In 
exchange for removing environmentally sensitive land from production 
and establishing permanent resource conserving plant species, farmers 
and ranchers are paid an annual rental rate along with other federal and 



 
 

non-federal incentives as specified in each CREP agreement. 
Participation is voluntary, and the contract period is typically 10-15 years. 

 
 

E.  Support small and beginning farm operations. 
 
 

1. Investigate tax reduction possibilities for farms that do not meet the PUV 
acreage requirement.  

 
To qualify for a reduced property tax rate under the Present Use Value 
program, a farmer needs a minimum of either twenty acres of forestry 
land, ten acres of crop or pastureland, or five acres of horticultural land. 
There are bona fide farms in Gaston County who do not meet these 
acreage requirements, and overall farm sizes are continuing to trend 

Resources and Cooperative Extension office should work with the Tax 
Department to identify other opportunities for tax relief for small farms.  

 
 

2. Review acreage requirement for the Enhanced Voluntary Agricultural 
District.  

 
Current acreage requirements for the Enhanced Voluntary Agricultural 
District match the requirements for the Present Use Value program. To 
qualify, a farmer needs a minimum of either twenty acres of forestry land, 
ten acres of crop or pastureland, or five acres of horticultural land. These 
requirements are at the discretion of the Agricultural Advisory Board and 
should be reviewed due to the high number of bona fide farms that do not 
meet these acreage requirements in Gaston County.  

 
 

3. 
  

 
Traditionally, most farmer educational events are in-person. However, 
with busy and often unpredictable schedules, attending these meetings is 
a challenge for young and beginning farmers. In our community 
meetings, young farmers requested more recorded and on-demand 
training. These could be available through YouTube or another 
appropriate platform. With young and beginning farmers being 
comfortable with technology, recorded workshops targeting this 
population would be helpful. 
 

4. Promote and provide whole farm conservation plans.  
 

free technical assistance in the form of conservation planning. A whole 



 
 

farm conservation plan lays out long term implementation of 
conservation practices for an agricultural operation based on the 

guidance, which could identify projects for cost-share programs. Small 
and beginning farms should be a priority when writing whole farm 
conservation plans.  

 
 

5. Investigate opportunity for a mini-grant program for start-up farmers.  
 

Funding opportunities for start-up farmers can be limited due to eligibility 
requirements, such as minimum acreages or years of experience. Mini 
grants for start-up farmers can be an opportunity to support newcomers 
to the farming profession, which can help grow agriculture as an industry 
in Gaston County. Potential sources of funds and a host agency need to 
be identified. 

 

ARTICLE VII: 
SCHEDULE TO IMPLEMENT THIS PLAN 
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B. Key Stakeholders and Their Roles in Implementing the Plan 
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