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Abstract. Montgomery County has been home to a strong agricultural industry, and the Farmland 

Preservation Program has contributed a lot. The two parts of the Program-the Transfer of 

Development Rights Program and the Purchase of Development Rights Program have preserved a 

great amount of farmland for the county and keep the development and prosperity of the agriculture. 

Nowadays, the recession of agriculture and the decrease of farmland are serious in China, so it is 

urgent to find solutions to those problems. The experiences from the Montgomery County has a 

certain sense of enlightenment for China to deal with the situation, such as 1) convert the 

development views and response to urban sprawl, 2) using economic means to solve the problems of 

farmland preservation, 3) establishing the development rights to guarantee the benefits and interests 

of farmers, 4) developing more scientific and reasonable land evaluation methods for the 

compensation. 

Introduction 

Montgomery County is a county in the U.S. state of Maryland, which is situated to the north of 

Washington, D.C., and southwest of the city of Baltimore. The southeast portion of the county is 

enveloped in the greater D.C. metropolitan area and contains the cities of Bethesda, Silver Spring, 

Wheaton and Rockville. At present Montgomery is one of the most affluent counties in the United 

States [1]. 

Before the Second World War, most of the land in Montgomery County was used as agricultural 

land. In the 1950s, a great number of people settled in the county because of its locational advantages, 

convenient traffic system and lower housing prices. As a result, the population doubled from 164,000 

to 340,000 in ten years. The population explosion and the sprawl of D.C. metropolitan caused a series 

of impacts on the land development in Montgomery: a large amount of productive farmland in the 

southeastern of the county had been transformed into development and construction lands. 

After realizing the serious situation caused by the great loss of farmland, Montgomery County 

adopted a series of measures to preserve farmland, which was called the Farmland Preservation 

Program. With constant improvements, the program has played an important role in agricultural 

development. Now Montgomery County is one of the most successful regions in farmland preserving. 

There are 71,622 acres farmland has been conserved until 2012 [2]. And the northwest part of the 

county remains rural and is in active agricultural use now. 

Currently, China has faced severe situations of farmland preservation: the shortage of productive 

farmland, the scarcity of arable land per capita, the lack of reserve land resources, and severe land 

degradation, etc. Meanwhile, the situation of food security is serious because of the increase of 

population and the development of society and economy. Therefore, it is imperative to improve the 

land management system in China in order to achieve sustainable socio-economic development. The 

successful experience of the Montgomery County will have significance reference meanings. 
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The Montgomery County Farmland Preservation Program 

Development history. In 1969, the On Wedges and Corridors plan was adopted and implemented 

in Montgomery County. "Corridor" referred to the ribbon development areas along main roads and 

“Wedges” referred to the low-density open spaces and agricultural areas between those “corridors”. 

One of the most important goals of the plan was to limit the future development and construction of 

the Montgomery County within a specific range, and emphasized on the importance of the 

preservation of farmland and open spaces. It is the first public document to recognize that farmland is 

necessary for the survival of the agricultural industry [3]. 

In 1973, the Montgomery County Council designated the Rural Zone, which covered about 

one-third of the entire county. This policy delineated low-density rural areas to protect agriculture, 

environment, leisure facilities and rustic residential areas. Although the preservation of farmland got 

unprecedented public attention, the farmland in Montgomery didn’t stop losing: because of the desire 

to live in low-density areas, about 3,000 acres farmland lost in 1970s [3]. 

In order to preserved farmland more effectively and strengthened the policies of zoning, 

Montgomery County implemented the Transfer of Development Rights Programs (TDR) and the 

Purchase of Development Rights Programs (PDR) in 1979. An in 1980, the County Council adopted 

the functional master planning called Preservation of Agriculture and Rural Open Space. This plan 

delineated agricultural, commercial, residential areas and open spaces. Moreover, the policy of 

Agricultural Reserve was developed. The County Council delineated an area which was about 89,000 

acres as the Rural Density Transfer (RDT) zone. In the RDT zone, the development density was 

limited to 1 unit per 25 acres. And the limited development rights were allowed to be transferred to 

the areas which were delineated by the County Planning Board. 

The Montgomery County Farmland Preservation Program is improving and developing. At 

present, the program contains two main categories: the Transfer of Development Rights Programs 

(TDR) and the Purchase of Development Rights Programs (PDR). And the PDR Programs includes 

the Rural Legacy Program (RLP), the Montgomery County Agricultural Easement Program (AEP), 

the Maryland Agricultural Land Preservation Foundation (MALPF), the Maryland Environmental 

Trust (MET) / Land Trust organizations, the Building Lot Termination Program (BLT). Until 2012, 

the TDR program has preserved about 52,052 acres land, which is in the largest proportion, as in 

Table 1. 

Table 1 The area and proportion of the land preserved by the programs [2] 

Programs 

Area of the 

Preserved Land 

(acres) 

Proportion 

 

TDR 52,052 72.58% 

RLP 4,875 6.80% 

AEP 8,176 11.42% 

MALPF 4,433 6.19% 

MET 2,086 2.91% 

BLT 0 0 

Total 71,622 100% 

The Transfer of Development Rights Programs. Transfer of Development rights means that the 

land owner was allowed to transfer parts of the development rights of his/her lands (in Sending Areas) 

into other areas (in Receiving Areas). The lands which get the transferred development rights could 

be developed in higher densities than the ones regulated by zoning. 

Sending Areas are usually located in the Rural Density Transfer zone, which is about 93,000 acres 

at present. The lands in the RDT zone were restricted to be developed and their development rights 

could be transferred to the lands in Receiving Areas. In Montgomery there are 15 areas which were 

designated as Receiving Areas. There are two kinds of limitations on the development densities of the 

lands in the Receiving Areas: the basic limitation and the higher limitation. The basic limitation is the 

highest development density of land without any transfer behavior, and the higher limitation is the 
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highest development density of land after the transfer of development rights. Because of the different 

kinds of environmental restrictions on an area, the actual land development density is usually smaller 

than the highest development density. In order to maximize the benefits of the lands in Receiving 

Areas and attract more people to take part into the TDR program, the lands in the areas are allowed to 

increase two-thirds of the development density. 

The transfer of development rights is guaranteed by a series of contracts. Before getting the 

transferred development rights, the owner of the lands in receiving areas should provide a primitive 

plan to the Planning Board. And the Board would reply in a 60-day review period. If the plan was 

adopted, the applicant should submit a master plan of the land, which includes the number of 

residential unite after the transferring. The Planning Board would audit the data in order to make sure 

that the development would not exceed the capacity of the land and avoid negative impacts on the 

environment, public facilities and so on. After the approval of the master plan, the applicant should 

provide the subdivided land record plan and then he/she would get the recipe of the development 

rights transfer from the Board. From then, the development rights of the lands are transferred to the 

ones in the Receiving Areas. 

The transfer of development rights is a kind of private investment. The prices of the development 

rights are decided by the market. At first, the price of the development rights is about 3,500 dollar per 

5 acres, then the price came to 11,000 dollar in 1996, in 2000 it decreased to 6,500-7,500 dollar, and 

started to increase sharply in 2003. During this process, the wealth flowed from the developed areas 

to the agricultural zones, which stimulated the development of agricultural economy. Meanwhile, the 

transfer of development rights has mandatory features in a certain sense. The development of land 

located in the RDT zone was restricted, so the landowner has to take part in the transfer program in 

order to achieve the complete rights of the land. On the other hand, the transfer of development rights 

is a method for the land in the Receiving Areas to break through the limitations from its original 

zoning regulations. In order to promote the transfer program, Montgomery County has improved the 

water, sewage, transportation systems and the other public facilities in the Receiving Areas.  

The Purchase of Development Rights Programs. In 1987, the Purchase of Development Rights 

Program was adopted by the Montgomery County. The purpose of the program is to preserve the 

agricultural industry and farmland in Montgomery by using public funds. 

First of all, the landowner who wants to sell the development rights has to apply to attend the 

Agricultural Security Area (ASA). The ASA is delineated to protect crops, livestock and other 

agricultural behaviors, and there are a series of development restrictions on the lands located in the 

ASA. The lands should be larger than 500 acres in other to be a part of the ASA. 

After the process, the landowner should submit the application of selling the development rights to 

the County Agricultural Land Preservation Board. Then the Board would evaluate the lands based on 

a numerical ranking system. The system contains two parts: Land Evaluation and Site Assessment. 

And Land Evaluation contains only one section-Soil Productivity, while Site Assessment contains 

three: Farmland Potential, Development Potential and Clustering Potential. The specific assessment 

items are in Table 2. 

After getting the points of all the items and multiplied by the weights, the Agricultural Land 

Preservation Board would rank all the lands. The lands on the top would get offers from the Board. 

After publicity, the landowner would sign contracts with the Board if he/she accepts the price. And 

from then, the development rights of the land belong to the County. 
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Table 2 The assessment items of the evaluation system [4] 

Part 
Land 

Evaluation 
Site Assessment 

Section 
Soil 

Productivity 

Farmland 

Potential 

Development 

Potential 
Clustering Potential 

Items 

- 
Soil Conservation 

Plans 

Amount of Road 

Frontage 

Consistency with 

County Agricultural 

Areas Map 

- Size of Farm 

Percentage of Site 

Containing 

Steep(>15%) Slopes 

Proximity to Other 

Restricted Land/Ability 

to Start a New Cluster 

- 

Percentage of 

Acreage in 

Crop/Pasture 

Amount of Wetlands 

and/of Floodplain 

Percentage of Farm 

Perimeter Bordering 

ASA Lands 

- 
Perimeter to Area 

Ratio 

Proximity to Public 

Water or Sewer 

Service 

Consistency with 

County Comprehensive 

Plan 

- 

Percentage of 

Farm perimeter 

next to 

Residential Uses 

Proximity to 

Non-Agricultural 

Development 

Consistency with 

Municipal 

Comprehensive Plan 

- 
Historic and 

Scenic Qualities 
- - 

- 
Farm Product 

Sales 
- - 

- 

Duration of 

Family Farming 

Activity 

- - 

Point 100 100 100 100 

Weight 40% 25% 10% 25% 

The enlightenment of the Montgomery County Farmland Preservation Program for China 

Employing response measures to urban sprawl. Nowadays, the contradictions between rapid 
urbanization and farmland preservation are very sharp in China. On the initial stage of economic 
growth, the demands for lands are very high, and the government usually regards urbanization and 
industrialization as the primary development goals, so agriculture is sacrificed. On this condition, the 
area of farmland in China is decreasing in a high speed and the trend is getting worse.  

Agriculture has significant meaning for the development in China. The food security, the 
environmental protection and the development of rural areas ask for reasonable preservation and use 
of farmland. Therefore, how to avoid the wrong route of economic development is an extremely 
severe problem faced by China. It is urgent to convert the development views, and regard 
preservation of farmland as an important part of the economic development. 

Using economic means to solve the problems of farmland preservation. The current land-use 
management combines land-use control with annual occupy plan. This kind of management is unable 
to prevent illegal land-use behaviors and the decrease of farmland. The annual plans are almost 
invalid in many places in China since 1980s.  

Comparatively speaking, the market mechanisms used in the process of farmland preservation in 
Montgomery County are very effective. In the TDR and PDR programs, the parties involved are 
ordinary market players. The role of the government is just the reviewer or coordinator, and the 
regulation or control is all done through economic means. 

Therefore, it is necessary to explore economic means which are more motivated to solve the 

problems of farmland preservation and ensure the goals of farmland preservation. 
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Establishing the development rights. Now the situation of China is similar to the United States 

before the establishment of the development rights [5]. So it is considerable to establish the 

development rights in China. 

The Land Administration Law in China regulates that the nation has the right to expropriate 

collectivity-owned lands to ensure public interests. Land expropriated shall be compensated for on 

the basis of its original purpose of use. The compensation consists of four parts: compensation for 

land, resettlement subsidies and compensation for attachments and young crops on the requisitioned 

land [6]. The farmers could only get the compensation for the loss of their investment and income 

from the land, but not including the compensation for the development rights of the land. Those two 

parts are not equal in value. So it is necessary to establish development rights and introduce 

marketing mechanism to protect farmer’s interests and inspire them to preserve farmland.  

Developing more scientific and reasonable land evaluation methods for the compensation. 
Currently, the rural area in China suffers a lot of negative impacts because of the rapid urbanization. 

A great amount of farmland is expropriated for construction. During the process, the compensation 

system is not reasonable enough, which leads to a series of problems. 

As mentioned above, the systems for land expropriation and requisition in China deprive the 

economic benefit, development rights and social rights of farmers. Then farmers would face survival 

problems because of the loss of land and imperfect social security system. The Land Administration 

Law regulates that “Compensation for requisitioned of cultivated land shall be six to ten times the 

average annual output value of the requisitioned land, calculated on the basis of three years preceding 

such requisition... The standard resettlement subsidies to be divided among members of the 

agricultural population needing resettlement shall be four to six times the average annual output value 

of the requisitioned cultivated land calculated on the basis of three years preceding such requisition” 

[6]. On one hand, the regulations do not take farmer’s extra consumption expenditure for living in the 

city into account. On the other hand, the value evaluation does not consider about the differences of 

locational value of the lands. Moreover, the local government has great discretion during the 

compensation process and the compensation subjects are the village collectives, so subsidies offered 

to farmers are much less than the rights and interests they have lost. So it is unfair and unreasonable. 

In order to avoid this situation, more scientific and reasonable land evaluation methods should be 

developed. 

Summary 

From the experiences of the Montgomery County, there are several ways for China to deal with the 
problems of agriculture and farmland preservation: 1) convert the development views and response to 
urban sprawl, 2) using economic means to solve the problems of farmland preservation, 3) 
establishing the development rights to guarantee the benefits and interests of farmers, 4) developing 
more scientific and reasonable land evaluation methods for the compensation. 
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