VWA Use Value Appraisal Policy Statement – July 31, 2010

In post-colonial times, land and farm buildings were reliable indicators of wealth because most people made their living directly from the land, and the quality and value of land was related to a person’s ability to generate income.  For many years thereafter, taxing land and farm buildings made sense and was fair. 

 But today the world is very different, especially the way most of us earn our living

 and the way we value forest and farmland for taxation.  Rather than tax forest and farm land based on productivity and ability to produce forest products or agricultural crops, we now tax property on the real estate market’s indication of its “highest and best use.”   This often leads to expansion/conversion to other uses, including its development potential.  The rational for this view is that land converted to market value, “highest and best use”, will produce a higher rate of return on investment.   Such a system is inherently biased against agriculture and forestry.  It would result in annual property taxes that are higher than the value of the products produced from the land. This would make  agriculture and forestry financially unsustainable.   Landowners are then pressured to sell their land, leading to parcelization, development and other uses not compatible with forestry and agriculture as well as wildlife and environmental conservation.

The Use Value Appraisal Program was created by the Vermont Legislature to reduce property taxes to levels compatible with the “current use” of the land, rather than taxing land for its “potential use.”  There is widespread agreement that the program has been very successful and has helped maintain Vermont’s tradition of a working landscape.  Surveys and forums conducted by the Council on the Future of Vermont substantiate how highly the public values this working landscape of forests and farms. 

The Vermont Woodlands Association recognizes that Current Use taxation is critically important to landowners who practice forestry or agriculture in Vermont and strongly supports continuation of the program.   According to a 2007 report published by the Northeast State Foresters Association, “The annual contribution of forest-based manufacturing and forest-related recreation and tourism to the Vermont economy is over

$1.5 billion.”  Maintenance of a productive landscape with working farms and healthy forests not only provides jobs in our local communities for those who grow, harvest, transport and process the products we produce from the land, but there is also substantial benefit to the public, specifically, clean air, clean water, carbon storage, wildlife habitat, recreational opportunities and the beautiful landscape we and our visitors all enjoy.

The Vermont Woodlands Association pledges to continue to work constructively with the landowners of Vermont, our Legislature and our conservation partners to support and make improvements to the Use Value Appraisal Program, while resolutely holding true to the principle of fair taxation for forest and farm land and the maintenance of healthy forests and farms in a working landscape.       

