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Ramsey McPhilips

Prime soil is 
sacrosanct. It needs 
to be preserved at all 
costs....

My family has been 
on this property 
for 150 years, 
and we hope to 
continue being on 
it. It would be easy 
if one generation 
just wanted to make 
a quick buck, they 
could sell out, but 
that would end the 
agriculture on this 
property forever. As 
you incrementally 
do that across the 
state, the land is just 
lost and there’s no 
agricultural base for 
the core economy of 
the state.

Ramsey McPhillips 
McPhillips Farms, 
McMinnville, OR

Those who supported allowing additional housing on small farm parcels 
expressed that it is a hardship for small farmers to live away from their farms, 
while others felt that more work force housing is needed. Others supported the 
creation of small farm enterprise zones for farms near urban centers, and better 
opportunities for new farmers to access loans to fix up existing farm housing.

Throughout the state, participants nearly unanimously agreed that 
further parceling of Class 1 and 2 soils should not be allowed.

Mis-Zoned Farmland
There is anecdotal evidence that some areas in Oregon are errone-
ously zoned as Exclusive Farm Use when they are not actually suitable 
for farm use due to soil conditions. This would involve entire lots that 
are not useful as farms at all, due to rocky areas or otherwise unwork-
able areas within lots that otherwise contain productive soils. 

We asked the following questions about this topic:
•  Do such areas exist?  
•  If so, where?
•  What do you think about these ideas?

Results: Mis-Zoned Farmland

At meetings in Redmond and Burns, where these questions were discussed, 
participants expressed concern about the amount of land zoned for Exclusive 
Farm Use that is not useful for farming. Some suggested that the criteria 
to determine what qualifies as farm land should include lot size, slope of 
terrain, and number of frost-free days in addition to current criteria. 

Many participants at these meetings also felt that properties with irriga-
tion rights should remain as Exclusive Farm Use no matter the criteria.

Discussion





1000 Friends of Oregon 11

Farm Income Test
In 1994 the Land Conservation and Development Commission (LCDC) developed 
the farm income test to determine when a rural dwelling will support farming, 
rather than interfere with it.  Prior to this rule, counties had a hard time distin-
guishing between dwellings being built for farmers and dwellings for what the Tax 
Court once called “the professional man’s fine residence in a filbert orchard.”

The farm income test states that farm dwellings are allowed on high-value 
farmland that has generated $80,000 in gross farm sales (which equals about 
$14,500 in net income) during each of the last two years or three out of the last five 
years. This type of farmland represents about 25% of Oregon’s total farmland.

For non-high value farmland, farm dwellings are allowed on: farm parcels of 
at least 160 acres; rangeland parcels of at least 320 acres; farm tracts producing 
at least $40,000 in gross farm sales or the median income of commercial farms 
in their county; and tracts at least as large as, and capable of producing at least 
the median income of, commercial farm or ranch tracts in their county.

Some believe the farm income test is a blunt instrument to prevent 
the proliferation of non-farm related residences in the farm zone.  
However, other methods have been tried without success. 

We asked the following question about this topic:
•  Do you have any other ideas for a tool that will ensure that new dwellings 	
      are for necessary farm use and not unnecessary or for residential use?

Responses: Farm Income Test

Many small and newer famers shared that they felt the $80,000 gross income criteria 
is too high and suggested that it be reduced to allow more small farmers to qualify. 
On the other hand, many large and more experienced farmers felt that the rule is 
fair and keeps farming areas from becoming overrun with rural residential housing.

Farm Income Test

The Farm Income 
Test is also known 
as the 80/ 80 
rule because it 
requires that a farm 
must show it has 
generated $80,000 
in gross sales on 
80 acres for a farm 
dwelling on high 
value farmland.

Discussion
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Farm Stewardship
One way to protect farmland would be to enact a land stewardship program 
that funds the purchase of easements on farm, forest, and range lands. The 
easements would ensure that the lands would remain in resource use rather 
than being developed or set aside for non-resource uses. This would comple-
ment our land use laws, and could be funded by an assessment on properties 
whose value increases by being brought into the urban growth boundary.  

A similar program could allow farmers to transfer development privileges off 
of their lands into urbanized areas. Such programs are often called transfer of 
development rights or TDRs. For example, if a city expands its urban growth 
boundary (UGB) onto farmland and the target density of the land within the 
expansion is 10 units per acre, the landowners whose land is moving into the 
UGB would need to acquire the rights to develop such units from farmers outside 
the UGB, whose property would then be protected from development. Where 
such programs exist, TDRs are usually priced much lower than one would expect 
and the increase in the developable land’s value more than offsets the cost, while 
other agricultural land in the area is permanently protected from development.  

We asked the following questions about this topic:
•  What do you think about these ideas?
•  Are there other models that you would suggest?

Responses: Farm Stewardship

Participants liked the idea of TDRs but suggested several tools that could make 
them more successful, including that money to fund the program should not 
come from taxes; that TDRs must be written into a property’s deed to keep 
track of them; that they must be kept in good hands; and that if development 
rights are stripped from a property, water rights must remain with the parcel.

Another TDR model suggested by some participants involves allowing cluster 
development on one portion of a large farm in exchange for stripping the 
development rights off of other parts of the farm. Through this method, 
families or farm cooperatives could live closer together than the current 
80 or 160 acre divisions between homes, advocates of this tool said.

There was strong support for any easement model that permanently protects 
farmland and pays the farmer rather than requiring payment for an easement, 
as well as tax benefits for putting farmland into conservation easement to 
keep future generations from having to sell farmland to pay back taxes. 
We also heard support from some farmers for adjusting the inheritance 
tax to help farmland from being broken up between generations.

We’re performing 
the highest and best 
use of the land that 
we’re on. What we 
do is more important 
than building a 
bowling alley on it. 
Don’t pave the good 
stuff. 

I see that we’re 
threatened here 
[by development]. 
Whether those 
threats can be held 
off and managed 
is a big question. I 
really think that we 
need to have input 
from all different 
directions on this 
issue, and not just 
what political entity 
has the power to 
make the decisions. 

Mike Iverson 
Aurora Farms, Aurora

Discussion
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About 1000 Friends of Oregon

1000 Friends of Oregon is a non-profit 
public service organization formed in 
1975 to protect Oregon’s quality of life 
through the conservation of farm and 
forestlands, protection of natural and 
historic resources, and promotion of 
more livable cities. For more information 
about 1000 Friends, see www.friends.org. 
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