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Farming is a vitally important activity in New York 
State.  In recognition of this, the state created the 
New York State Farmland Protection Program in 
1992 to encourage municipalities to collaborate with 
farmers and residents to develop local policies and 
strategies to promote and preserve agriculture.  In 
2006, Livingston County developed a county-wide 
agriculture and farmland protection plan.  

In 2015, the Town of Sparta received funding from 
the New York State Department of Agriculture and 
Markets to develop an agriculture and farmland 
protection plan with technical assistance from the 
Livingston County Planning Department.  

As regional population centers continue to grow or 
shift, and new residents move into the region 
seeking viable farmland, competition for and the 
cost of land may increase.  This plan will help to 
understand Sparta’s role in the regional agricultural 
economy and to align local programs with county, 
state and federal programs.  Despite relatively low 

Introduction 1 

Map 1.  Regional Location 
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development pressures at the present time, this plan will be a proactive approach to protecting the 
viability of farmland.  

The objective of this Agriculture and Farmland Protection Plan is to provide a report on the state of 
agriculture in the Town of Sparta today and issues that the agricultural community faces.  It provides a 
vision for the future of agriculture in the Town of Sparta, and recommendations that the Town of Sparta 
can consider in its efforts to promote the long-term viability and success of its agricultural community.  
Given the rural nature of the community, and the capacity of local government, in most cases this plan 
emphasizes collaboration with Livingston County, other towns and other local and state agencies, and 
the farm community itself, to implement the plan recommendations.   

The Town of Sparta formed a Steering Committee of local residents and elected officials and worked 
with a consultant team to create this plan.  This plan is intended to document and understand existing 
agricultural operations, identify strategies to maintain the viability of farming and to develop a series of 
implementation measures to strengthen and enhance farming in the Town of Sparta. 

 

 

Portion of the Town of Sparta viewed from the Town of West Sparta   
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The issues identified through stakeholder interviews, public meetings, research and committee meetings 
during the course of preparing this agriculture and farmland protection plan helped develop the vision 
statement for agriculture in Sparta in the coming decades.  This vision has become the guiding force in 
developing the recommendations outlined later in the plan and can continue to guide Town officials and 
residents as they consider decisions that will impact the future of agriculture in the Town of Sparta. 

 

 

  

Vision Statement 2 

Vision Statement 

“The Town of Sparta has a unique resource in terms of its rich soils, waters and its climate, which 
for two centuries has supported stewardship, excellence, innovation and adaptation in 
agriculture.  This plan envisions that a hundred years from now people farming in Sparta will be 
continuing this tradition, maintaining the town's rural character, enhancing the quality of life, 
protecting its environmental and other public resources, supplying food and other agricultural 
products, and strengthening the local economy.” 
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Public meetings, committee briefings and face to face interviews with local farmers were conducted to 
solicit input on the state of agriculture in the Town of Sparta.  The information and insights gathered 
through this process provide valuable guidance later on in this agriculture and farmland protection plan, 
in the formulation of the plan goals, and implementation measures. 

Stakeholder Interviews 

The consultant team interviewed five farmers and farmland owners in the Town of Sparta with the 
understanding that the information and opinions being expressed were confidential and not to be 
attributed to any one respondent. 

The interviewees represent the diversity of agricultural operations in the town, varying from livestock, 
to dairy, to crop farms, to fruits and vegetable farming.  Land ownership also varies from upwards of 500 
acres to around five acres in size and include both full-time and part-time operators.   

From the information gathered in stakeholder interviews and from property ownership data available in 
assessment records, agriculture in Sparta appears to still be very much a family business—in the case of 
three interviewees, a 3rd, 4th or 5th generation member of the family is operating the farms.  Two of 
the farms today engage two or three generations of the family in active participation in the operation. 
One farm has been in the family almost 140 years.  Others have been in operation from between five to 
over sixty years. 

Public Input 3 
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All interviewees own farmland in Sparta—three of them own and also rent land in the town.   Two of the 
farm operators that were interviewed specialize in retail sales of their products.  One operator conducts 
most of their sales over the internet.  

Although farmers in New York and the Town of Sparta continue to face a number of economic and 
logistical challenges, overall the attitudes of the interview respondents were upbeat.  No respondent 
expressed any pessimism regarding the future of agriculture in New York or the Town of Sparta, or any 
desire to exit the farming business.  

While they all recognize the challenges in agriculture, they felt that current prospects remain as good, if 
not better than, in previous years. 

The consolidated responses to six questions regarding agriculture from the perspective of the 
interviewees are stated below. 

Question #1:  In your opinion, what is the state of agriculture in the US and New York? 

The respondents offered a wide range of issues in response to this question: 

 Challenging/difficult economic conditions; 

 Agriculture is relatively strong in NYS – close to markets for their products; 

 Dairy, vegetables doing well economically and grain markets good due to demand generated 
by dairy; 

 Agriculture is getting a lot of support from the state; 

 Anti-GMO, anti-pesticides attitudes getting to be an issue; 

 Agricultural land costs in the town are becoming an operations factor; 

 Agriculture demands long hours; 

 Lack of support for smaller farmers; a “get big or get out” attitude by government; 

 Commodity price fluctuations.  

 

Question #2:  What are the issues farmers are facing in the Town of Sparta? 

The respondents identified the following issues: 

 Increasing competition for agricultural land, not just between farmers, but between farmers 
and non-farmers who buy land and take it out of production; 

 Rising land costs; 

 Property taxes; 

 Limited local markets for products; 
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 Issues with how assessors categorize buildings as ag or non-ag building for tax purposes; 

 Conflicts with neighbors and/or newcomers over agricultural operations (noise, dust, smells, 
early morning and nighttime operations); 

 Renting land can be difficult due to changing desires or priorities of land owners, inability to 
plan for the long term. 

 

Question #3:  What are the primary strengths of agriculture in the Town of Sparta? 

The respondents identified the following strengths: 

 Good quality soils, good climate; 

 Good people, good neighbors; 

 Relative lack of residential development, such as to the north closer to Rochester; 

 Strong support structure in terms of Cooperative Extension, Soil and Water Conservation 
District (SWCD), etc.; 

 Good network of farm services suppliers, equipment dealers, independent consultants; 

 Dairy and beef farming very good; 

 Proximity to larger regional and state wholesale markets, including food and grain 
processors.  

 

Question #4:  What are some of the potential opportunities for agriculture in the Town of Sparta? 

Several potential opportunities for expanding agriculture or making the sector more viable exist within 
the Town of Sparta: 

 Agritourism; 

 Wind energy; (Alternative Energy Systems are defined in the Zoning Code but not listed as 
permitted uses in any zoning districts.); 

 Small-scale farm-based craft industry; 

 Organic fruits and produce. 

 

Question #5:  What are some of the specific policies the Town of Sparta has adopted or actions it has 
taken that may not be good for agriculture? 

Respondents did not identify any policies or actions that have been taken by the Town that have been 
detrimental to local agriculture.  One respondent noted (as a positive) the responsiveness of the 
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Highway Department in terms of road maintenance and access to farm fields. Two respondents 
characterized the Town as being friendly to agriculture. 

 

Question #6:  What are some of the specific policies that the Town of Sparta could adopt or actions it 
can take to better support agriculture? 

The respondents provided a number of suggestions, including: 

 Adopt an agriculture and farmland protection plan to increase opportunities for farmers to 
participate in State grant, farmland protection programs; 

 Create or request that the County create economic development programs that small 
farmers would be eligible to participate in; 

 Continue to keep policies agriculture-friendly; 

 Limit zoning restrictions and other regulations on farmers as much as possible; 

 It’s important to protect the best soils in the Town; look at zoning that would encourage 
new development to occur outside areas of high-quality soils, better protect the best 
farmland. 

The assessed property tax valuation of Amish homes, which traditionally lack internal plumbing and 
electric systems, was raised during stakeholder interviews.  An influx of Amish groups into communities 
elsewhere have presented a challenge to local tax assessors who struggle to properly assess homes that 
are well built but lack indoor plumbing and electricity.  Elsewhere in the state where Amish populations 
are growing, such as Chautauqua County and St. Lawrence County, the valuation of their homes has 
been an issue.  The Town of Sparta Assessors Office does adjust its assessments to account for the 
presence or absence of plumbing and electricity in Amish homes.   

Challenges, Opportunities, Weaknesses & Strengths (COWS) Analysis 

Through interviews of farmers and discussions with participants at the November 14, 2016 community 
forum, a number of Challenges, Opportunities, Weaknesses, and Strengths (C.O.W.S.) have been 
identified with regard to agriculture in the Town of Sparta.  The following table is a summary of the 
findings for the Town of Sparta. 
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Challenges, Opportunities, Weaknesses & Strengths (C.O.W.S.) 
Challenges Opportunities 

• Anti-GMO, anti-pesticides attitudes; 

• Competition for land with other farmers; 

• Conflicts with neighbors/newcomers over 
agricultural operations; 

• Controlling operating costs; 

• Fuel/energy costs; 

• Increasing amounts of regulations, 
permits, taxes; 

• Instability in availability of rental lands. 

• Commodity prices currently strong 
(grain, milk, meat, vegetables); 

• Farm direct to consumer marketing; 

• Internet sales; 

• Organic fruits and produce; 

• Solar Energy; 

• Wind energy. 

Weaknesses Strengths 

• Broadband internet service; 

• Farming start-up costs are high; 

• Zoning not supportive of alternative 
agriculture/farm-based businesses; 

 

• Diversity of farm types, crops grown 
Local government supportive of 
agriculture; 

• Good farm operators/multi-
generation farms; 

• Good quality soils; 

• Location close to markets; 

• State currently supportive 
of/promoting agriculture. 

Note:  Items in the table are listed alphabetically and order of the lists does not indicate the relative 
importance of any one Challenge, Opportunity, Weakness or Strength. 

 

See also Appendix A, Implementation Alignment with C.O.W.S. Matrix. 
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About the Town of Sparta 

The Town of Sparta is a rural agricultural community located in southern Livingston County, in New York 
State’s Finger Lakes Region.  The town covers approximate 27.8 square miles, or approximately 17,785 
acres. With 1,624 residents, Sparta’s population density is approximately 59 people per square mile.1 

Agriculture has long played a central role in Sparta, where farmers originally settled over 200 years ago 
due to the rich soils and proximity to shipping routes along the Genesee River and Great Lakes.  Today, 
while the nature of farming has changed, agriculture is still a significant economic activity and remains a 
powerful cultural force that dominates the landscape.   A growing public awareness of the value of food 
systems and an influx of agrarian Amish are increasing support for agriculture regionally and in Sparta. 

Scottsburg, a small hamlet located on the northern border of Sparta, is the largest of its four hamlets. 
Others include Groveland Station in the northwest corner, Reeds Corners in south-central Sparta, and 
Sparta Center, centrally located on NYS 256.  Small farmsteads and scattered single-family homes 
accessed by rural roads crisscrossing Sparta house the majority of residents.  For shopping and services, 
residents typically travel to Dansville to the south or Geneseo and Rochester to the north.  

  

                                                
1 2010 US Census 

Existing Conditions 4 
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Demographic Conditions  

Population 
Sparta’s population of 1,624 represents 2.5% of Livingston County’s population of 65,393 as of the 2010 
US Census2.   Ranked against the County’s sixteen other towns, Sparta has the fourth smallest 
population.  Between 2000 and 2010 Sparta’s population essentially remained stable, decreasing by just 
3 persons, or by 0.2%. (Table 1) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As is common in much of upstate New York, the population in Sparta is aging.  The number of residents 
aged 60 and over increased in size between 2000 and 2010.  As the population ages and fewer young 
people choose to work and pursue careers in farming operations, the agricultural sector is challenged to 
find next generation owners and fill current employment needs.  According to the 2012 Census of 
Agriculture, the average age of a farmer in Livingston County is 58.7 years old, compared to 57.2 in the 
2007 Census of Agricultural Census. 

While the population in the Town of Sparta between 2000 and 2010 remained stable, it did experience 
considerable growth in the decades between World War II and 2000.  In that time period the Town grew 
by 676 residents, a 68% increase in population from that of 1950.  This compares to a 60% increase in 
population for Livingston County during the same period.  A majority of the population growth in Sparta 
occurred between 1970 and 2000 when the Town added 470 residents, a 41% increase during that 
period.  This compares with a growth of 21% for Livingston County. 

                                                
2 2010 US Census 

Table 1: Population, Town of Sparta 

Age Group 2000 2010 Percent 
Change 

Under 5 years 82 94 14.6% 
5 to 9 years 129 105 -18.6% 
10 to 14 years 121 101 -16.5% 
15 to 19 years 102 117 14.7% 
20 to 24 years 57 71 24.6% 
25 to 34 years 181 124 -31.5% 
35 to 44 years 294 234 -20.4% 
45 to 54 years 259 290 12.0% 
55 to 59 years 113 113 0.0% 
60 to 64 years 85 123 44.7% 
65 to 74 years 124 146 17.7% 
75 to 84 years 67 82 22.4% 
85 years and 
over 

13 24 84.6% 

Total 1,627 1,624 -0.2% 
Source: 2000 and 2010 Census 
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The Town of North Dansville, which includes the Village of Dansville, is the closest population center to 
Sparta, located on the southern border of the town.  The population of North Dansville has been in 
decline from a peak population of 6,358 at the time of the 1970 decennial census, to 5,538 in the 2010 
census.  This loss in population can be attributed largely to population loss in the Village of Dansville, 
which saw a decline in population from 5,436 in 1970 to 4,719 in 2010.  

Although Sparta overall has not experienced considerable residential development pressure, the 
southern end of NYS 256 in the Town has experienced some growth outward from North Dansville, 
primarily in the form of frontage lots. (See Map 9 in Conversion Analysis section) 

Over the past five years, a new Amish community has established itself in the towns of Sparta, 
Springwater, North Dansville and Wayland.  A representative of the community estimates that between 
25 and 30 families have moved to the region to establish homes and farmsteads, of which thirteen have 
been identified in Sparta.  The farmsteads vary in terms of size and specialization, the products of which 
include traditional dairy, beef cattle, and fruits and vegetables.  Several families operate small 
businesses such as woodworking shops, small lumber mills, bulk food stores and harness shops.  

The rate of growth of the Amish community in Sparta is likely to be dependent on the availability of 
good farmland at a reasonable price. 

Employment 
Of the 1,678 Sparta residents aged 16 and over (based on the 2010-2014 ACS Demographic and Housing 
Estimates), an estimated 762 (45%) are active participants in the labor force (Table 2).  Educational 
services and Health Care and Social Assistance, Manufacturing, and Retail Trade are three strong 
employment clusters for residents of Sparta.  The rates of employment in “Construction”, “Other 
Services” and “Public Administration” are strong as well; however, the employment rates are easily 
skewed due to the small number of workers relative to the county and state. 

Two percent of Sparta residents are employed in the Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting Industry 
cluster, which although is nearly quadruple the statewide percentage of 0.6%, is less than the Livingston 
County percentage of 3.5%3.   It is important to keep in mind when considering agricultural employment 
data that it can vary in accuracy due to the varied and seasonal nature of agricultural work.  

  

                                                
3 2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, PolicyMap 
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Table 2: Employment Clusters 

Industry New York Livingston 
County 

Sparta 

Civilian employed population 16 years and over 9,137,540 30,527 762 
Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and 
Mining 

0.6% 3.5% 2.00% 

Construction 5.6% 7.4% 11.8% 
Manufacturing 6.6% 13.7% 14.3% 
Wholesale trade 2.5% 1.7% 1.8% 
Retail trade 10.8% 11.1% 13.3% 
Transportation and warehousing, and utilities 5.1% 3.4% 2.9% 
Information 2.9% 1.8% 1.0% 
Finance and insurance, and real estate and rental 
and leasing 

8.1% 2.8% 0.9% 

Professional, scientific, and management, and 
administrative and waste management services 

11.3% 8.0% 3.8% 

Educational services, and health care and social 
assistance 

27.5% 28.9% 28.9% 

Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and 
accommodation and food services 

9.2% 8.1% 5.5% 

Other services, except public administration 5.1% 4.8% 7.7% 
Public administration 4.7% 4.6% 6.0% 

Source: American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 2010-2014 

 

Income 
Earnings of Sparta residents are similar to NYS as a whole and higher than the county average.  The 
median earnings of the population over 25 years of age in Sparta is an estimated $39,949 per year, 
compared to $40,394 for the state, and $35,607 for Livingston County4 .  Notably, Sparta residents 
without a high school diploma or equivalency earn more than residents who have a high school diploma 
but no higher education. 

Education  
In terms of educational attainment, the Town of Sparta has above-average high school graduation rates, 
but residents are less likely to have a four-year or graduate degree than residents of New York State or 
Livingston County as a whole.  Table 3 provides a comparison of educational attainment in Sparta, 
Livingston County, and New York State.  

  

                                                
4 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 2010-2014 
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Table 3: Educational Attainment 
 New York Livingston 

County 
Sparta 

Population 25 years and older 13,329,734 42,400 1,159 

Less than 9th grade 6.8% 2.9% 2.8% 

9th to 12th grade, no diploma 7.9% 8.3% 8.6% 

High school graduate (includes equivalency) 26.9% 34.7% 35.9% 

Some college, no degree 16.3% 17.3% 20.6% 

Associate's degree 8.5% 12.9% 12.4% 

Bachelor's degree 19.1% 13.2% 9.9% 

Graduate or professional degree 14.6% 10.7% 9.7% 
Source: American Community Survey 5 Year Estimates 2010-2014 
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Soil and water resources are baseline factors in agriculture.  Topography, soils and hydrology impact the 
character of agriculture in Sparta in terms of crops and productivity.  The following section describes the 
relevant physical conditions of the Town of Sparta with respect to agriculture and farmland.  

Soils 
The Town of Sparta is rich in high-quality farmland soils.  According to the USDA soils survey data, 12.7% 
of the farmland in the town is classed as prime agricultural lands.  Prime agricultural lands have the best 
combination of physical and chemical characteristics for producing food, feed, forage, and other crops. 
The soil qualities are such that when combined with appropriate moisture supply and climate they are 
capable of sustained high yields of crops when treated and managed according to acceptable farming 
methods.   

Some 72.4% of the farmland in Sparta is classed as farmland of statewide importance.  In New York, 
farmland of statewide importance contains soils that do not meet all the criteria for prime farmland, but 
are mineral soils in land capability classes 2e, 2s, 2w, 3e, 3s, 3w, or 4w. 

Altogether almost 85% of the soils in the town, covering approximately 14,170 acres of land, are 
classified as prime or soils of statewide importance.  

  

Physical Conditions 5 
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Topography 
As shown in Map 3, the Town is relatively hilly and slopes generally westward toward Canaseraga Creek, 
a tributary to the Genesee River. Elevations range from almost 500 feet above sea level along 
Canaseraga Creek on the western side of town to almost 2,070’ above sea level on the eastern side, in 
the vicinity of Townline Road and Swartz Road.  In roughly the center of the town there is a small 
roughly north-to-south valley that contains the headwaters of Conesus Lake Inlet, which flows north 
through Scottsburg to Conesus Lake.  To the south of the valley, Patterson Gully is a major feature in the 
landscape, flowing southwestward to Canaseraga Creek.  Refer to the following Map 3 depicting 
Topography within the Town of Sparta.  

Despite the substantial differences in elevation, most of the Town of Sparta is covered with gently 
rolling hills.  With the exception of the steep western slope down to the valley floor of Canaseraga Creek 
and a number of ravines, much of the land is covered with slopes ranging between 6% and 12%. The 
bottomland areas along Canaseraga Creek are almost flat. 
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Watersheds 
Map 4 shows that approximately 61% of Sparta is located within the Canaseraga Creek watershed, 
located in the valley floor along the western edge of the Town.  Canaseraga Creek has been extensively 
channelized and realigned to bring the mucklands of the valley floor into agricultural production.  
Approximately 20 small streams on the western slopes of Sparta drain into Canaseraga Creek.  Refer to 
the following map depicting Watersheds.  

Twenty-seven percent of the Town is located within the watershed of Conesus Lake.  This area is drained 
by Conesus Inlet, which has its headwaters in Sparta and flows northward about 2.5 miles before 
entering the Town of Conesus.  Conesus Lake itself is located approximately 3.5 miles further north.  It is 
a major recreational lake and water supply for over 20,000 residents in Livingston County.  The Town of 
Sparta is a member of the Conesus Lake Watershed Council, an intermunicipal organization established 
in 2003 to implement the Conesus Lake Watershed Management Plan to improve water quality in the 
lake. 

A narrow band of Sparta in its southeastern corner, covering about 12% of the Town, is located in the 
Little Mill Creek watershed.  Little Mill Creek itself is located just east of Sparta in Springwater, and flows 
southward then westward, eventually flowing into Canaseraga Creek in Dansville. 
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Land Use, Land Tenure & Zoning  

Farmland represents the largest use of land within the Town of Sparta, with approximately 8,348 acres 
of land in the Town classified as agricultural lands, or 47% of the Town’s area (Table 4).  Tax Assessor 
rolls classify 26% of the land in Sparta as “Agricultural Vacant Land (Productive),” the land use 
classification utilized by the New York State Office of Real Property Services for “land used as part of an 
operating farm.  It does not have living accommodations and cannot be specifically related to any of the 
other divisions in the agricultural category.  Usually found when an operating farm is made up of a 
number of contiguous parcels.”   

 
As shown on Map 5, land use in the Town of Sparta is primarily classified as agriculture, residential or 
vacant.  Approximately 15% of the land in Sparta is classified as “Vacant” and approximately 30% of the 
land in Sparta is classified as “Residential” (excluding 7% of residential land that is also used in 
agricultural production).  Land in both the residential and vacant categories that is used for agriculture 
would most likely increase the amount of land used for agriculture above the 8,348 acres of land 
classified as “agricultural” on the tax rolls. 

 

  

Table 4: Agricultural Land Classification and Value, Town of Sparta 

Type of Agricultural 
Land No. of Parcels Area (Acres) Total Assessed 

Value 

Average $ per 
acre 

(Land Value) 
Agricultural Vacant Land 
(Productive) 

83 4,575 $9,034,700 1,975 

Dairy Products: milk, 
butter and cheese 

2 221 $626,800 2,836 

Field Crops 23 2,519 $6,854,400 2,721 

Rural Vacant Lands 4 102 $210,500 2,065 

Residential also used in 
Agriculture 

13 816 $2,691,150 3,299 

Sheep and Wool 1 115 $263,800 2,294 

Grand Total 126 8,348 $19,681,350 2,358 
Source: 2016 Livingston County Real Property Tax Services 
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Zoning 
Sparta adopted its current Land Development Code (or zoning ordinance) in March 2001.  It divides the 
town into four zoning districts:  A/R Agricultural/Residential; HR Highway Residential; LI Light Industrial; 
and C Commercial.  In addition, the code includes two zoning overlay districts, the F-Flood Hazard 
Overlay district and the Steep Slope Overlay district.   

As shown in Map 6, Zoning, below, the A/R district (allowing for residential and agricultural uses) is the 
predominant zoning classification in Sparta, followed by Highway Residential (allowing for more 
commercial development), and single areas with Commercial and Light Industrial (intended for more 
intensive use).  Additional information about zoning is included in the Zoning and Build-out Analysis 
below.  The map shows the Steep Slope Overlay districts as well.  The F-Flood Hazard Overlay district 
was not placed on the official zoning map for Sparta, but instead the Town references the official Flood 
Insurance Rate Map(s) published by FEMA as showing the overlay district.  Refer to Appendix B for 
current Town of Sparta FEMA Flood Hazard Area Mapping. 
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Agricultural Districts  
New York State established its Agricultural Districts program under Article 25-AA of the Agriculture & 
Markets Law in 1971.  Its purpose is to protect and promote the availability of land for agriculture, 
provide specific protections to farmers, and property tax relief in exchange for a commitment to keep 
the land in agriculture.  The programs are land based, in that both farmers and non-farmer owners of 
agricultural land who qualify for participation in the agricultural district program may request that their 
lands be included.  Livingston County is divided into 3 agricultural districts, with the Town of Sparta 
being in Agricultural District #3.  Within Sparta in 2015, some 188 parcels were included in the 
Agricultural District program, totaling about 9,180 acres, or approximately 52% of the total area of the 
Town.5  Refer to the following Livingston County Agricultural District Map (Map 7). 

Review of existing Agricultural Districts are conducted every eight years from the anniversary date of 
district formation. During this eight year review period parcels may be added or removed from the 
district. In periods between these 8-year review processes, new viable agricultural lands may be added 
to an existing Agricultural District during the county-designated annual, open enrollment period.  
Landowners interested in adding land to the state certified Agricultural District #3 can contact the 
Livingston County Planning Department for more information. 

5 Livingston County Planning Department, Agricultural District #3 Parcel Lists and Maps. 2016 
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Land Ownership and Rental Status 
Farmland in Sparta is divided in terms of ownership.  According to data from the Livingston County 
Planning Department (See Map 8) approximately 45% of agricultural lands are identified as not rented, 
and roughly 40% are identified as being rented (the status of the remaining 15% is not known).   The 
percentage of rented farmland in Sparta also appears to be high compared to Livingston County as a 
whole.  According to the 2012 Census of Agriculture, county-wide approximately 77% of the agricultural 
land in Livingston County was identified as being owned by the farm operator, a much higher 
percentage than in Sparta. 

The high percentage of rented farmland has important implications for agriculture in the Town.  Farmers 
who rely on rented lands face uncertainty about availability of the land from year to year.  Uncertainty 
can impact their willingness or their ability to make long-term capital investments in their operation.  
Land ownership on the other hand gives farmers much more control over the future of the land 
resource.  
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Town of Sparta, NY Comprehensive Plan (1993) 

Agriculture is recognized as an important asset in local and regional plans. The Town of Sparta 
Comprehensive Plan 2010, adopted in February 1993, place significant emphasis on agriculture and the 
protection of agricultural land resources.  The Plan notes that residents in a survey indicated farming as 
“the most preferred type of economic development in the Town.”  On page 1, the listed premises of the 
Plan include “preservation of those remaining actively farmed areas which are located on prime 
agricultural soils will be supported.”  In Chapter V, Goals and Policies, the Plan sets as a goal: “Maintain 
the viability of the Town's agricultural economy, protect prime production lands and maintain Sparta's 
rural character.” 

Comprehensive Plan 2010 policy recommendations related to agriculture in the Town of Sparta include: 

• Ensuring that land use regulations do not restrict farming operations within agricultural areas; 

• Limiting residential development in productive agricultural areas to low-density single family, 
and limiting commercial and industrial uses only where they will not be adversely impact 
agricultural operations; 

• Utilizing site planning techniques to minimize impacts on prime agricultural soils and farming 
operations; 

• Supporting State and County activities that foster agricultural growth as elements of regional 
economic development programs; 

• Encouraging continuation of Agricultural District #3; 

Existing Planning for Agriculture 6 
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• Limiting placement of public waterlines, highways and other investments that would encourage 
new non-farm development in areas designated as agricultural; 

• Supporting tax abatement programs that would encourage property owners to keep land in 
agricultural uses.  

Regional and countywide plans repeatedly note that agriculture is one of the most significant economic 
drivers. Local officials and representatives participate in county and regional planning efforts.  The 
following are a number of county and regional plans relevant to agriculture in the Town of Sparta.   

Livingston County Agricultural and Farmland Protection Plan (2006)  

This report analyzes the foundations of Livingston County’s agricultural economy. It fulfills the 
requirements of the Agriculture and Markets Law 25-AAA and creates recommendations for structural 
economic development programming to enhance the future of local agriculture.”6  The resulting 
document offers thirteen recommendations for county and local level governments.  The report notes 
that farms in Livingston County are consolidating, however the conversion of land to non-agricultural 
uses is not high, and evidence indicates that where conversion has occurred, it tended to be on poorer 
quality soils first.  Also, in the County, opportunities exist to enhance small farm-based business like 
agritourism and that overall, the agricultural industry is strong in the county, and the region.  

Since the publication of the 2006 report, local governments have begun to adopt their own agriculture 
and farmland protection plans and further develop a more detailed inventory of agricultural activity in 
the county. 

In Livingston: Livingston County Economic Development Strategic Plan (2016) 

Livingston County IDA, Livingston County Development Corporation, and Livingston County Capital 
Resource Corporation commissioned this 5-year economic development strategy.  The vision of the plan 
emphasizes the importance of agriculture in the county, stating, “Livingston County aims to become the 
regional leader in agriculture, food production and healthy communities.”7  The plan prioritizes the 
development of a commercial kitchen and food business facility to enhance entrepreneurial 
opportunities based on connections to local farms.  It also discussed various workforce and educational 
strategies intended to recruit and train students and workers with the skill sets needed to be successful 
in a career in agriculture. 

Overall, the plan recognizes agriculture as one of the region’s greatest assets and further, expanding 
upon it may result in new opportunities in education, tourism and technology. 

Finger Lake Regional Sustainability Plan (2013) 

Funded through New York State Energy Research and Development Authority’s (NYSERDA) Cleaner 
Greener Communities program (CGC), this plan emphasizes the importance of agriculture as an 
economic driver and vital influence on Finger Lakes regional sustainability efforts. The plan recommends 

                                                
6 2006 Livingston County Agriculture and Farmland Protection Plan, p iii. 
7 2016 Livingston County Economic Development Plan, p 3. 
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making agriculture viability a consideration in all long-range planning decisions.  The primary 
opportunities in agriculture identified in the plan are: 

• Stronger connections with urban markets 

• Mostly family-owned farms—better suited to sustainable models 

• Environmental protection through farmland design and practice 

• Rise of local farmers’ markets 

• Slow food / locavore / organic movements 

• Strategic land use policies and programs8   

The sustainability plan encourages the exploration of alternative solid waste management systems, 
including composting.  Composting of household food scraps and other organic material could result in a 
program that works towards landfill diversion and cheaper inputs for local farms. 

United for Success: Upstate Revitalization Initiative Plan (2015) 

Sparta is located within the region that the Finger Lakes Regional Economic Development Council 
(FLREDC) oversees.  The FLREDC recognizes agriculture as economic development and through its 
strategic plan framework, seeks to continue and expand the role of agriculture in the region. 

The Upstate Revitalization Initiative (URI), a NYS funding program that was also funded through FLREDC, 
aims to continue and strengthen economic development efforts, specifically job creation, in the Finger 
Lakes Region.  “Agriculture and Food Production” is one of three core drivers of job and output growth, 
along with “Optics, Photonics, and Imaging” and “Next Generation Manufacturing and Technology.”9  
The URI plan notes that the Finger Lakes region will become “a national center for innovative agriculture 
and food production.”10  The URI plan notes that the strengths of the Finger Lakes Region food 
industries span the value chain.  

Conesus Lake Watershed Management Plan (2003) 

Sparta is on the southern edge of the Conesus Lake Watershed, and a member of the Conesus Lake 
Watershed Council.  In 2003, NYS funded development of the Conesus Lake Watershed Management 
Plan.  The plan sets goals to reduce point and non-point source pollution from agriculture and identifies 
potential funding sources, project partners, and outlines implementation steps.  The Watershed Council 
meets quarterly and publishes an annual update on implementation activities and water quality 
monitoring results. 

The Watershed Management Plan recognizes agriculture as being the dominant land use in the 
watershed.  It also “seeks to promote the viability of agriculture and best management practices in land 
use.”  

                                                
8 2013 Finger Lakes Regional Sustainability Plan, p 30. 
9 2015 Upstate Revitalization Initiative, p 4. 
10 2015 Upstate Revitalization Initiative, p 36. 
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The nature and practices of agriculture today are innovative and far-ranging, making an assessment of 
the status of agriculture in a community a complex endeavor.  By compiling information from 
interviews, research on industry trends, existing regional reports and field visits, a profile of the current 
state of agriculture in the Town of Sparta emerges.  

Sparta is part of the Finger Lakes region, which ranks first (out of the ten NYS economic development 
regions) for the largest amount of farmland and total amount of farm sales in New York. On a local level, 
Sparta contributes to the Finger Lakes region’s success, as almost half of all the land in the Town is 
classified as farmland.  As noted previously, approximately 8,348 acres or 47% of the land in Sparta is 
identified as being used for agricultural purposes.  

The USDA Census of Agriculture data is broken out either by county or by postal zip code; therefore, a 
direct analysis of the agricultural output using Census of Agriculture date for the Town of Sparta is not 
possible.  The primary zip code in Sparta (14437) also covers large portions of North Dansville, Dansville, 
Ossian, West Sparta and Groveland in addition to Sparta, too large an area for analysis purposes. 

Since Sparta (27.8 square miles) accounts for just 4.3% of the area of Livingston County (640 square 
miles), Sparta’s small area compared to the county’s overall area makes the 2012 data useful for 
understanding the regional context, but not specific conditions within Sparta.   

As shown in Table 5 below, Livingston County ranked 8th among counties in New York for total value of 
agricultural production, producing just over $186.8 million in product.  The county in 2010 was home to 
some 661 farms, with an average size of 295 acres.11 

                                                
11 2012 USDA Census of Agriculture, Table 1.  County Summary Highlights, Livingston County. 

Agriculture in Sparta & Livingston County 7 
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Table 5: Market Value of Agricultural Products, Livingston County 

Market Value of Agricultural Products Sold Value 2012 
Change From 

2007 
Rank Within 

State** 

Total value of agricultural products sold $186,808,000 +21% 8 

Value of crops including nursery and greenhouse crops $80,742,000 +71%* 8 

Value of livestock, poultry, and their products $106,067,000 -0.5%* 9 

*not adjusted for inflation 
** Numerical ranking within 62 counties throughout NYS 

Source: 2007 & 2012 USDA Census of Agriculture, Livingston County Profile 
 

Table 6 shows a breakdown of sales by commodity group on Livingston County. Ranked against other 
counties in NY for the “value of sales by commodity group,” Livingston County stands out for two groups 
of commodities including “Grains, oilseeds, dry beans and dry peas,” and “Sheep, goats, wool, mohair, 
and milk” achieving second place in the state. 

The following data, published by the Livingston County Agricultural & Farmland Protection Board, 
highlights the significance of the Agricultural Community within Livingston County. 
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Table 6: Value of Sales by Commodity Group, Livingston County 

Value of Sales by Commodity Group Value 2012 Rank Within 
NY State* 

Grains, oilseeds, dry beans, and dry peas $64,443,000 2 

Tobacco - - 

Cotton and cottonseed - - 

Vegetables, melons, potatoes, and sweet potatoes $8,318,000 14 

Fruits, tree nuts, and berries (D) 48 

Nursery, greenhouse, floriculture, and sod $1,438,000 34 

Cut Christmas trees and short rotation woody crops (D) 21 

Other crops and hay $6,277,000 19 

Poultry and eggs (D) 44 

Cattle and calves $11,273,000 16 

Milk from cows $91,697,000 8 

Hogs and pigs $261,000 14 

Sheep, goats, wool, mohair, and milk $1,257,000 2 

Horses, ponies, mules, burros, and donkeys $513,000 23 

Aquaculture (D) 6 

Other animals and other animal products (D) (D) 
(D) indicates “Data Withheld” 

* Numerical ranking out of 62 counties in NYS             
Source: 2012 USDA Census of Agriculture, Livingston County Profile 

 
In terms of acres in production, Livingston County ranks first among counties in New York for acres in 
corn for grain and wheat for grain (Table 7).  Livingston County also ranked third among counties in the 
state for the number of sheep and lambs produced. 

Table 7: Top Crop Items, Livingston County 

Top Crop Items (in acres) Quantity Rank Within 
NY State 

Corn for grain 45,227 1 

Forage-land used for all hay and haylage, grass silage & green chop 31,773 26 

Soybeans for beans 24,092 5 

Corn for silage 16,329 10 

Wheat for grain, all 11,046 1 

Source: 2012 USDA Census of Agriculture, Livingston County Profile 

  



  34 |  Town of Sparta, N.Y. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

According to the Livingston County Agriculture and Farmland Protection Plan, farmers have access to a 
range of market outlets for their products in the region, and also to regional retail food outlets that 
purchase direct from farmers.  The Livingston County Agricultural Plan identifies 81 food manufacturers 
or processors in the surrounding region and another 188 wholesale outlets in the region.12  

Livingston County and Sparta are also located within reach of major regional markets such as Buffalo 
and Rochester, and larger metropolitan markets such as Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Philadelphia and New 
York City. 

The Livingston County Agricultural Plan notes that there has been a decline in recent decades in local 
and regional farm services and farm supply businesses (equipment, feed, seed, etc.).  It also identifies a 
trend in consolidation of farm services such as financing, equipment, veterinary services, feed milling 
and livestock processing, resulting in fewer outlets, and sometimes longer travel distances for farmers. 

Energy and telecommunications are becoming more critical to the success of agricultural operations.  
According to the Livingston County Agricultural Plan, reliable energy resources that are sufficient to 
support the need of agriculture are generally available throughout the county. In some areas of the 
county, however, farmers have identified the high cost of energy as a concern.  Also, in some areas “end 
of the line” issues in terms of quality and reliability of service have emerged, particularly in terms of a 
challenge to growth.  

                                                
12 2006, Livingston County Agricultural and Farmland Protection Plan, p 23. 

Agriculture Support Services 8 
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In the area of telecommunications, the increased reliance on the internet has placed focus on the need 
for adequate bandwidth and speed.  The telecommunications infrastructure in Livingston County varies 
widely, particularly outside major transportation corridors and the population centers.  Broadband 
connectivity has become an important strategy for maintaining the viability of rural farming.   

In its 2010 Strategic Plan, as the United States Department of Agriculture identifies five pillars of focus 
on its goal to Enhance Rural Prosperity, “Increasing Access to Broadband” is the first.13  In the USDA’s 
2014-2018 Strategic Plan, broadband availability is reemphasized as part of the Plan’s first goal to “Assist 
rural communities to create prosperity so they are self-sustaining, repopulating, and economically 
thriving.”14  Given Sparta’s size and location, and low population, providing broadband infrastructure at 
reasonable costs can be particularly challenging.  As a result, Sparta and similar communities are not 
attractive investments for many commercial internet service providers, or the service is provided at a 
higher cost for users. 

The plan notes the importance of broadband in rural agricultural communities, “Increased access to 
broadband will help rural communities attract new business and cooperative development; connect to 
the global economy; and increase local leadership development. Community services will improve with 
access to community connect, distance learning, and telemedicine programs.”15 

 

                                                
13 2010, USDA Strategic Plan FY 2010-2015. 
14 2014, USDA Strategic Plan FY 2014-2018. 
15 2014, USDA Strategic Plan FY 2014-2018, p 7. 
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As previously discussed, population growth in the Town of Sparta over the past 20 years has been 
limited.  Between 1990 and 2010, the Town grew by about 46 residents total, or about 2.9%. This 
compares to an increase of about 7.9% for Livingston County as a whole between 1990 and 2010.  
Growth in the past two decades is in contrast to the more rapid growth and development of the 1960s 
and 1970s.  Between 1960 and 1980 the Town grew by 439 residents.  This growth accounted for about 
73% of the total population growth between 1960 and 2010.  

From the standpoint of planning for the future of agriculture, it is important to identify where new 
growth is occurring within Sparta, what type of growth is occurring, and what trends may be apparent. 
To do this, satellite orthoimagery from 1994 was compared with satellite imagery from 2014/2015.  This 
permitted the identification of any new residential, commercial and industrial construction in the Town 
of Sparta. Map 9, 1995-2015 New Residential Construction, shows the results of this mapping. 

New construction counted for the purpose of this analysis includes new homes on individual lots 
including mobile homes and manufactured homes.  Limited commercial development in the Town has 
occurred, and new farm structures built; however, this assessment does not include these investments. 

The comparison of satellite imagery showed that 59 new homes were built in the Town of Sparta 
between 1994-95 and 2015-16.16  Of the 59 homes, 26 (45%) resulted in the conversion of agricultural 
land to residential development.  Of those 26 homes, four were built as part of new farmsteads.  The 

                                                
16 New York State Digital Orthoimagery 

Conversion Analysis 9 



 Agriculture & Farmland Protection Plan  | 37  

remaining 33 new homes were built either on abandoned agricultural land and meadow and brush, or 
on woodland sites. 

The indications are that the conversion of land from agriculture to other uses is a minor issue in terms of 
the loss of arable land.  The review of satellite imagery indicates that the 26 new homes referenced in 
the preceding paragraph typically occupy lots between 1 and 3 acres in size, so the actual loss of land is 
relatively small.  Sparta’s loss of farmland to abandonment may be more of a threat to agriculture in the 
future than is conversion to other non-agricultural uses.  Land use trends in the Town of Sparta over the 
past two decades indicate scattered, small-scale growth, primarily in the eastern two-thirds of the Town. 
The largest component of growth in the past two decades by far has been residential lots fronting on 
existing highways and roads.  New home construction is relatively evenly distributed north to south, 
with some concentration in and around the Scottsburg hamlet.  
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Introduction 

The Town of Sparta adopted its current Land Development Code in March 2001.  The code divides the 
Town into four zoning districts: A/R Agricultural/Residential; HR Highway Residential; LI Light Industrial; 
and C Commercial (See Map 6).  In addition, the code includes two zoning overlay districts, the F-Flood 
Hazard Overlay district and the Steep Slope Overlay district.  The F-Flood Hazard Overlay district does 
not appear on the zoning map but coincides with floodplains as shown on the Flood Insurance Rate Map 
published by the Federal Emergency Management Agency.  (See Appendix B) 

This section focuses on four areas of the Town of Sparta Land Development Code as it relates to 
agriculture in Sparta: 

A. Conformance with Agriculture and Markets Law

B. Permitted (and not permitted) land uses

C. Zoning dimensional requirements

D. Zoning definitions.

The Agriculture and Markets Law (AML) Section 305-a provides farmers and agricultural operations 
located within New York State agricultural districts specific protections against local zoning regulation 
that may be unreasonably restrictive and cause undue interference with legitimate agricultural practices 
as defined by NYS law.  Because many of the farms in the Town of Sparta are located within an 
agricultural district, they are afforded the protections available through Section 305-a.  As noted 

Zoning & Build-out Analysis10 
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previously, approximately 52% of the land in the Town of Sparta is located within a New York State 
agricultural district. 

In 2002, the New York State Legislature amended Town Law Section 283-a to require local governments 
to ensure that their laws, ordinances or other regulations that might apply to agricultural operations 
located in State certified agricultural districts do not "…unreasonably restrict or regulate farm 
operations in contravention of Article 25-AAA of the Agriculture and Markets Law, unless it can be 
shown that the public health or safety is threatened." (see Map 7, Livingston County Agricultural 
Districts above)    

Agriculture is defined as the use of land, buildings, structures, equipment, manure processing and 
handling facilities, and practices which contribute to the production, preparation and marketing of 
crops, livestock and livestock products as a commercial enterprise or a hobby, and including commercial 
horse boarding operations as defined in the Agriculture and Markets Law Article (AML) 25-AA, Section 
301.  Historically, agriculture has included a variety of disciplines aside from fruit, vegetable and crop 
production and livestock raised for food.  For this plan, animal husbandry, or the breeding of specific 
animals for use or sale (e.g. race horses), beekeeping, aquaculture (fish production), horticulture, 
floriculture and silviculture are all considered agricultural pursuits as well.  

Generally, questions that municipal officials should ask when assessing their application of zoning 
regulations to agriculture include: 

1. Do the regulations on their face materially restrict the definition of farm, farming operations or 
agriculture in a manner that conflicts with the definition of "farm operation" as set forth in AML 
Sect. 301(11)? 

2. Do the regulations on their face materially limit or prohibit the production, preparation or 
marketing of any crop, livestock or livestock product? 

3. Are certain types of agriculture subject to more intensive review or permitting process than 
other types of agriculture? 

4. Is any agricultural activity that meets the definition of "farm operation" as set forth in AML 
Section 301(11) subject to special permit, site plan review or other local review standard above 
ministerial review, or subject to a more intensive level of review than other uses permitted 
within the same zoning district? 

5. Are farm operations treated under the local zoning regulations as integrated, interdependent 
uses and activities, or as independent, competing uses of the same property? 

6. Do the local zoning regulations on their face relegate any farm operations located within a State 
agricultural district to the status as "nonconforming use?" 

The Commissioner of Agriculture and Markets is empowered to initiate a review of local land use 
regulations as they may affect farm operations within a State agricultural district, either independently 
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or upon the request of a farmer or municipal official within an agricultural district.  The Department of 
Agriculture and Markets will review the regulations first to assess whether the local law or ordinance is 
unreasonably restrictive on its face and then whether it is unreasonably restrictive when applied to a 
particular situation.  The Department must also assess whether the regulated activity also poses a threat 
to public health or safety.  

If the Department of Agriculture and Markets determines that a local law or ordinance does impose an 
unreasonable burden on farm operations within a State agricultural district, it will notify the 
municipality of its findings.  The Department will then work with municipal officials to bring the local 
regulations in line with the AML. If the issue cannot be resolved through negotiation the Commissioner 
is authorized under the law to bring an action against the municipality to enforce the provisions of 
Section 305-a. 

Permitted/Not Permitted Land Uses 

The Town of Sparta is divided into 4 zoning districts, the A/R Agricultural/Residential; the HR Highway 
Residential; the LI Light Industrial; and the C Commercial. Agriculture is a permitted use in the A/R 
Agriculture/Residential and in the HR Highway Residential zoning districts.  It is not listed as a permitted 
use in the LI Light Industrial and the C Commercial zoning districts. 

The F-Flood Hazard Overlay district is limited to the areas of the Town located along Canaseraga Creek 
generally west of NYS Rte. 63, and along the Conesus Inlet north of CR 1A in Scottsburg. In addition to 
the underlying zoning district regulations, improvements within the F-Flood Hazard Overlay district must 
comply with the requirements of the Town of Sparta Flood Damage Prevention Law adopted in 1987. 

The Steep Slope Overlay district has been applied to relatively scattered areas of the Town. The largest 
encompasses the ravine complex that runs roughly parallel to NYS Route 256 and west of Shepard Road 
south of CR 1A.  There are also several small areas south of Carney Road and Ross Road west of Sparta 
Center, and southwest of Clancy Road.  Almost all of these Steep Slope Overlay districts are located 
outside the areas of the Town that are actively being farmed.  

Any activity requiring a zoning permit from the Town of Sparta, however, would be subject to a special 
permit review and approval by the Planning Board.  The Town should be aware that requiring a special 
permit for any type of agricultural operation in an Agricultural District may be a contravention of the 
Agriculture and Markets Law.  The position of the State is that agriculture is a by-right land use.  The 
extensive review commonly required including multiple meetings, and the potential imposition of 
restrictive conditions (or outright denial by a board) may be unnecessarily burdensome and may hinder 
the ability of a farmer to manage their enterprise.   

In addition to residential and agricultural uses, the Town of Sparta Land Development Code permits a 
number of other, non-agriculture related, land uses within the A/R district. These additional land uses 
include: airports, campgrounds, excavation and mining operations, mobile home parks, multi-family 
dwellings, motor vehicle service stations, hospitals, nursing homes or health related facilities, and 
professional office buildings.  
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Some of these land uses, particularly airports, commercial land uses, and mining operations can require 
substantial amounts of level land and thus can compete with farmers for valuable agricultural land, 
particularly higher quality agricultural lands.  Other uses, such as nursing homes, multi-family housing, 
hospitals and other health care facilities, can be adversely affected by the noise, dust and odors 
associated with contemporary agricultural operations, and create conflicts with local farmers. 

Although the above land uses are subject to special permit review in the Town of Sparta, in New York, 
where a land use is permitted subject to special permit, the presumption has been made by the 
municipality that it is an appropriate land use in the zoning district(s) where it is permitted subject to 
special permit.  As a result, the municipality is generally limited to setting specific conditions of approval 
to mitigate potential impacts of the proposed development.  Most of the uses are also permitted by 
special permit in the H/R Highway/Residential zoning district. 

Other issues with regard to permitted uses include: 

1. In many areas of the country, agricultural tourism (agritourism) is a growing and important
component of an overall direct marketing strategy for an active agricultural operation or farm
market, and important source of supplemental income for farms. Since 2007, agricultural
tourism has been considered an activity that falls within the realm of “sound agricultural
practices” that are protected under the Agriculture and Markets Law.  The Town of Sparta Land
Development Code, however, currently does not have any provisions for such enterprises.

Section 301(15) of the Agriculture and Markets Law defines agricultural tourism as “...activities,
including the production of maple sap and pure maple products made therefrom, conducted by
a farmer on-farm for the enjoyment and/or education of the public, which primarily promote
the sale, marketing, production, harvesting or use of the products of the farm and enhance the
public's understanding and awareness of farming and farm life.”

This definition is crafted in a manner that both describes the activities envisioned as part of an
agritourism enterprise, and limits them to activities that would occur as part of an active farm
operation.

Agritourism operations are designed to attract the general public. They also have the potential
to grow into major businesses that may attract large numbers of people and heavy traffic,
particularly for occasional special events. Site plan approval is a mechanism by which a
municipality can ensure that the health and safety of the general public and patrons of such
businesses are protected, that adequate facilities for parking and safe ingress and egress from
public highways are provided, and that potential adverse impacts of such businesses or large
events are mitigated.

2. Farm Markets can provide a valuable revenue stream for an ongoing farm operation.  They
differ from roadside stands in that they can be larger and be located in a permanent structure.
They may also sell products from other farms and processed foods. Some farm markets may also
stay open year-round to supply fresh fruits and vegetables, and other items, to the surrounding
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community. In order to stay open year-round, they generally import fresh fruits and produce 
from other areas.  A farm market can be defined in a manner to distinguish it from a regular 
retail food store by limiting such a business to being an accessory use to an active farm 
operation; limiting the amount of sales of products not produced on a farm, whether the 
product is raw or processed foodstuffs. 

3. Farm wineries, farm cideries, farm breweries and farm distilleries are not listed as permitted 
uses or defined in the current Land Development Code.  Although the Town of Sparta does not 
at this time have any such agriculture-based enterprises, due to the growth in recent years of 
these types of farm businesses the Town may want to be prepared for them. 

4. Private stables and commercial stables or horse boarding operations are not listed as permitted 
uses. While there are a number of stables in the Town of Sparta that would qualify as 
agriculture, not all horse owners may live on a farm, or produce feed for their horse stock on the 
premises.  Commercial horse board operations can differ from an agricultural operation in that 
they may provide boarding services to owners of other horses, offer horse breeding and training 
services, horseback riding lessons, rent horses, and other services.  They nonetheless are 
considered a legitimate agricultural operation under the Agriculture and Markets Law, and the 
Town should investigate adding them as a permitted use in Sparta. 

5. The Land Development Code contains both a definition of (Sect. 1001) and standards for 
Alternative Energy Systems (Section 709).  These uses however are not listed as permitted uses 
in any zoning districts, including the A/R Agricultural/Residential district.  Renewable energy 
offers opportunities for farmers to diversify their energy options and cut operation costs.  

The standards set forth in Section 709 appear to be inconsistent and outdated.  For example, as 
the code currently states, solar panels “shall be installed within the structure of the house, 
where feasible” or in the rear yard of a property.  The Town should consider including a 
provision installing solar panels on any non-residential agricultural buildings on a property. 

This issue is much larger than agriculture, but Section 709 and the definition of alternative 
energy systems do not take into account the nature of alternative energy systems today.  There 
is no distinction made in the Land Development Code between private systems scaled to 
provide power to a private home, business or a farm operation, and industrial systems that 
could be of much greater size and scale, generate large amounts of electric power for export 
from Sparta, and have potentially significant impacts to agriculture, and the community as a 
whole. 

Industrial scale solar farms can take significant acreages of agricultural land permanently out of 
production.  The foundation systems for large scale solar arrays can be substantial and difficult 
to remove.  Land may not be easily converted back to agricultural production.    

6. Private and commercial farm labor camps are included in the list of land uses that require a 
special permit. Farm worker housing is included in the list of “on-farm buildings” that are 
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considered an integral part of any farm operation, and is therefore subject to the protections of 
Agriculture and Markets Law (AML) Sect. 305-a.1. The Department of Agriculture and Markets 
has found that site plan review for farm worker housing is justified in some cases.  Elsewhere in 
New York, however, the Department has found special permit review requirements for farm 
worker housing, proposed or built as part of an ongoing farm operation, to be an unreasonable 
burden on farm operations.  

The protections of the Agriculture and Markets Law would not extend to commercial farm labor 
camps as defined in the Land Development Code, since they are not part of an ongoing farm 
operation. 

Another issue with regard to the Agriculture and Markets Law is the Town Code requirement for 
a 300-foot setback from all property lines for any farm labor camp facility.  While the 
Department of Agriculture and Markets does accept reasonable setbacks for agriculture-related 
facilities, the 300-foot requirement in the Town of Sparta may be challenged. 

Zoning Action Recommendations 

1. Amend the Land Development Code to permit agricultural tourism (agritourism) operations as
part of an active farm operation, subject to site plan approval.

2. Amend the Land Development Code to permit private stables and commercial horse boarding
operations as permitted uses in the A/R zoning district.  Site plan approval is an appropriate tool
for review of commercial horse boarding operations.

3. Amend the Land Development Code to permit farm markets, farm wineries, farm cideries, farm
breweries and farm distilleries as an accessory use to an active farm operation; limit the amount
of sales of products not produced on a farm, whether the product is raw or processed
foodstuffs.  Because the general public is welcome into such businesses, a requirement that
such uses be subject to site plan review may be reasonable and appropriate.

4. Amend the Land Development Code to permit the processing of off-farm agricultural products,
such as grain and livestock as an accessory use to an ongoing farm operation.  This could address
the issue of lack of local processing facilities for agricultural products identified in several local
and regional plans.

5. Amend the Land Development Code to permit small-scale alternative energy systems as a
permitted accessory use in all zoning districts.  In addition, it should review and update its
definitions for such systems and the standards governing alternative energy systems in Section
709 of the Code.  In addition to distinguishing between small scale systems and large industrial
solar facilities, the Town should consider site plan approval and develop standards to direct
large scale solar development away from prime farmland.  To further protect agricultural lands,
the Town should consider construction and restoration requirements, including restoration of
site to pre-construction conditions.  (Refer to Department of Agricultural & Markets Guidelines
for Agricultural Mitigation for Solar Energy Projects).  In order to ensure that large scale solar
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operations are dismantled at the end of life or upon abandonment, the Town should consider 
decommissioning/removal requirements, consulting legal counsel regarding financial surety.  

In addition, the Town should consider amending the Land Development Code to remove the non-
agricultural uses identified in the Permitted/Not Permitted Land Use Section (Page 41) from the list of 
those permitted in the A/R Agricultural/Residential district. At this time few if any of these land uses 
have been developed within the A/R district.  This coupled with the fact that most of the uses would still 
be permitted within the H/R districts means that such a change in the zoning code would not create a 
large number of legal non-conforming uses.  The Town should consider amending the Land 
Development Code to replace the requirement for special permit review for non-commercial farm labor 
camps with site plan review, and eliminate potentially excessive setback requirements.  Site plan review 
could ensure that the housing is designed, developed and maintained in an appropriate manner, and 
that building codes and public health laws are applied to such operations, while furthering the land use 
policies of the Town. 

Zoning Dimensional Requirements 

The area and bulk regulations set forth for each of the four zoning districts (Table 8) appear to be 
reasonable and for the most part are not likely to unnecessarily burden agricultural operations in the 
Town of Sparta.  Except structures in the C Commercial district, there are no height limits in the zoning 
code. The Town has not established additional setbacks for farm buildings or structures, nor do they 
restrict the size or type of agricultural buildings or structures. 

Table 8: Zoning Dimensional Requirements 

District Min. Lot 
Area 

Min. Lot 
Width 

Min. Lot 
Depth 

Min. Front 
Yard* 

Min. Side 
Yard 

Min. Rear 
Yard 

A/R Agricultural/ 
Residential 

60,000 sf 200’ n/a 75’ 10’ 20’ 

H/R Highway/ 
Residential 

108,900 sf 250’ n/a 75’ 10’ 20’ 

LI Light Industrial n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

C Commercial 20,000 sf 100’ n/a 75’ 15’ 20’ 

*From centerline of roadway

Zoning Definitions 

An important component in any land use code are the definitions of various terms used in the zoning 
regulations.  Because of the nature of zoning, clarity is critical to ensuring fair and consistent 
interpretation of the regulations, promoting efficient administration and positive public perceptions 
with regard to their local zoning, and inoculating the community against controversy and in some cases 
expensive litigation. The Town of Sparta definitions section is relatively comprehensive and provides 
complete and clear definitions of key terms related to agriculture.  
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The definition of “agriculture” in Section 1001 of the Land Development Code is:  “The use of land for 
agricultural purposes including tilling of the soil, dairying, pasture, agriculture, arboriculture, 
horticulture, viticulture, forestry, animal and poultry husbandry and the necessary accessory uses for the 
packing and storage of products, provided that the operation of any such accessory uses shall be 
secondary to that of normal agricultural activities, and provided further that such uses shall not include 
the commercial feeding of garbage and offal to swine or other animals.”  

This definition is generally in line with the definition of acceptable agricultural practices used by the 
Department of Agriculture and Markets, which includes the “...on-farm production, preparation and 
marketing of agricultural commodities.”  Specific practices that the Commissioner of Agriculture may 
consider acceptable include, but are not limited to: 

1. Operation of farm equipment;

2. Proper use of agricultural chemicals and other crop protection methods;

3. Direct sale to consumers of agricultural commodities or foods containing agricultural
commodities produced on-farm;

4. Agricultural tourism (see definition above);

5. Timber operations (per Section 301(14) of the Agriculture and Markets Law “the on-farm
production, management, harvesting, processing and marketing of timber grown on the farm
operation into woodland products”).

The Town may wish to modify its definition of “agriculture” slightly to include agricultural tourism and 
timber operations as part of ongoing agricultural operations.  This will bring it more in line with the 
State’s definition. 

In addition to those mentioned previously, other definitions needing updates include: 

Roadside Stand:   The code does not include a definition for roadside stands.  In addition, there is no 
definition of “seasonal” as applied to roadside stands.  The Town should define roadside stand, and 
also consider first why “seasonal” is necessary from the standpoint of land use regulation.  If it is 
considered to be important, then the Town should set the specific timeframe within which they may 
be operational in the code. 

Junkyard:  The Town should consider revising the definition of "junk,” as the current definition does 
not exclude the common farm scrap pile.  These can be important sources of recycled equipment 
components and other items used in repair and maintenance of farm buildings and equipment.  
They are considered a legitimate accessory use to agricultural operations by the NYS Department of 
Agriculture and Markets.  The Department however does not expect municipalities to grant farmers 
a blank check.  A number of towns have simply modified their existing definitions for junkyard to 
include language such as “…and other debris that is not generated by or used in any ongoing 
agricultural operations on the premises.” 
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Zoning Analysis Conclusion 

With the exception of a few relatively minor issues that are identified above, the regulations in the Town 
of Sparta Land Development Code as it relates to agriculture do not appear to be overly burdensome. 
Although in a few areas the Land Development Code may contravene sections of the NYS Agriculture 
and Markets Law (AML), this review indicates that no major revisions appear to be necessary to bring it 
in line with the State. 

Build-Out Scenarios 

Sparta is a slow-growing community with limited municipal services, primarily in the form of public 
water in Scottsburg and vicinity.  Without the availability of public water and sewer service in most areas 
of the Town, the biggest threat to agricultural land is scattered rural sprawl. 

The purpose of the build-out scenario below is to illustrate how a parcel of land could hypothetically be 
subdivided and developed for residential use in the Town of Sparta.  Two potential scenarios are shown, 
both using a 22-acre parcel of land along NYS Rte. 256 as a base.  This specific parcel of land was chosen 
because it is one of the larger undeveloped parcels along the highway, and largely in active agriculture.  
The number of lots possible on the parcel, under current zoning, also reflects the small scale residential 
development Sparta can anticipate in the future. 

The two scenarios are strictly hypothetical, and are designed to illustrate possible subdivision layouts.  
The first is a conventional large lot approach typically found in the region.  The second illustrates the use 
of cluster subdivision design as a method for permitting residential development, while also conserving 
agricultural land. 

In the first example (Scenario 1), the conventional subdivision plat is laid out in accordance with the 
minimum lot size requirements of the H-R Highway Residential and A-R Agricultural-Residential zoning 
districts.  These include a minimum lot size of 108,900 sq. ft., and minimum lot width of 250 feet for the 
H-R district, and minimum lot size of 60,000 sq. ft. and minimum width of 200 feet for the A-R zoning
district. Lots 7 and 8 are “flag” lots.  The entire site is utilized in order to get the permitted number of
lots.
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Scenario 2 is an example of a cluster subdivision design in which the minimum lot size is reduced from 
over 2 or 2.5 acres to 30,000 sq. feet.  The road serving the proposed residences can be a public road, or 
a private road owned and maintained collectively by the homeowners.  This subdivision scenario also 
conserves some 15.2 acres of land, or just under 70% of the total area, in agriculture.  
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The following goals and implementation measures address issues related to agriculture in the Town of 
Sparta, and are intended to support the vision stated above.  Following each goal is a Goal Justification, 
or an explanation of how this goal pertains to the vision, as well as Implementation Measures (specific 
action items).  In some cases, Implementation Notes are included to further explain the purpose or 
method for each Implementation Measure.    

Goal 1:  Maintain and enhance the local agricultural economy and its capacity to 
respond to economic trends in agriculture. 

Goal Justification: 
Agriculture is a key economic sector in the Town of Sparta, playing a major role in the lives of many of its 
for residents.  Although for many of the implementation measures detailed below the Town of Sparta is 
expected to play a supporting role, in some cases the Town will need to take the lead.  For example, the 
Town should consider modifying its zoning regulations to recognize specific aspects within farming 
operations as a business while taking into consideration the special needs and seasonal nature of 
farming. Municipal land use regulations can determine whether agricultural lands are developed or 
preserved.  They are also one of the most effective tools available to the Town of Sparta for promoting 
the long-term viability of its agricultural sector.   

Implementation Measure: 
1.1 Review and revise as appropriate the existing zoning code as identified in the zoning analysis to 

better protect agricultural land resources and to promote the economic growth in the 
agricultural sector (See section 10 for a specific set of zoning recommendations, pages 44 , 45). 

Goals and Strategies11 
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1.2 Collaborate with Livingston County Tourism, Livingston County and Dansville Chambers of 
Commerce, Livingston County Industrial Development Agency, the Farm Bureau, Cornell 
Cooperative Extension of Livingston County and other partners to create a program to promote 
direct marketing agricultural enterprises in the Town of Sparta to tourists and residents. 

Implementation Need:  
The current zoning allows a number of land uses throughout most of Sparta, some of which may pose a 
threat to farmland resources.  These uses include excavation and mining operations, mobile home parks, 
multi-family dwellings, hospitals, nursing homes or health related facilities, and office buildings.  
Permitting such non-agricultural uses opens up the possibility of loss of high quality agricultural land to 
development. In addition to supporting farmers and farming, it is critical that the Town take steps to 
preserve its prime farmland. 

A major challenge for direct marketing of agricultural products is that many farms are not located along 
major highways and therefore they lack the visibility critical to building a customer base.  In the Town of 
Sparta, a potential untapped market exists in the travelers that pass through the community to and from 
Conesus Lake.  The Town and its farmers, in partnership with other agencies, can take advantage of the 
Tourism Oriented Directional (TOD) sign program to raise the profile of direct marketing enterprises in 
the Town of Sparta for the motoring public. 

Implementation Measure: 
1.3 Collaborate with Livingston County, Finger Lakes REDC, Farm Bureau, Cornell Cooperative 

Extension and NYS Department of Agriculture and Markets to promote new crops and new 
markets to help strengthen the viability of agriculture. 

Implementation Need: 
Markets for agricultural products are increasingly in flux, as consumer likes and dislike continually evolve 
and competitors from across the globe penetrate traditional markets.  The Town of Sparta should 
support the efforts of farmers to diversify their production and take advantage of new markets by 
seeking funding at the state and federal level to assist with development of new crops and opportunities 
to enter new markets (including the potential Livingston County Public Market). 

Implementation Measure: 
1.4 Collaborate with local farmers, Livingston County, Finger Lakes REDC, Cornell Cooperative 

Extension, NYS Department of Agriculture and Markets, and other partners to promote 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) initiatives under the New York Grown and Certified or 
similar state programs. 

Implementation Need: 
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) is a means by which a farmer can access up-front funding for 
the growing season, and supply healthy, local food to consumers.  The CSA model of consumers paying 
in advance for a share of the harvest can reduce the farmer’s need to borrow money in order to 
purchase equipment, seeds, fertilizer and other necessary inputs for production.  The CSA business 
model can benefit local farmers while providing local residents surrounding farms with greater access to 
fresh farm produce.  
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Implementation Measure: 
1.5 Collaborate with Livingston County IDA, Finger Lakes REDC, NYS Department of Agriculture and 

Markets, and other partners to promote the development of small- to medium-scale food 
processing capacity in the region for locally produced foods. 

Implementation Need: 
Despite its ample harvests, many New York farm products are processed in other states just to be resold 
in New York.  The lack of local processing in Sparta and other towns can create barriers to the sale of 
locally-grown products and is a regional issue.  The Town of Sparta, in collaboration with regional 
partners, can promote the development of home-based and farm-based processors and other 
microenterprise food manufacturers.  On a local and regional level this could help to sustain the 
agricultural economy, increase employment opportunities locally and increase the tax base. 

 
Implementation Measures: 
1.6 Collaborate with Livingston County IDA, Finger Lakes REDC, NYS Department of Agriculture and 

Markets, and other partners to increase broadband access. 

1.7 Collaborate with Livingston County IDA, Farm Bureau, the Dansville school district and the 
Genesee Valley Educational Partnership, Genesee Community College, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension, NYS Department of Agriculture and Markets, local farmers and other partners to 
reduce the barriers for young and beginning farmers entering agriculture or expanding their 
existing enterprises. 

Implementation Need: 
The investment required to break into agriculture or start a farm business can be a significant barrier in 
the recruitment and retention of a younger generation of new farmers.  The Town of Sparta can work 
with local and regional partners to encourage and assist people who have an interest in becoming 
farmers with educational programs.  Agricultural apprenticeship programs may be a potential avenue 
for people to gain the necessary knowledge and experience they need to succeed in running their own 
operation.  Encouraging current farmers to develop succession plans while they are still active can help 
younger farmers enter the industry. 

Implementation Measure: 
1.8 Provide information to farmers and landowners regarding existing tax relief programs and other 

programs to reduce tax burdens and enhance economic viability. 

Implementation Need: 
The Town of Sparta can facilitate the dissemination of information on property tax abatement programs 
for local farmers.  By working with assessors to ensure that farmers are taking advantage of various tax 
relief programs the Town can help farmers free up capital for reinvestment in their farms and farming 
operations.  For example, the Town of Stillwater, an agricultural community in Saratoga County, NY 
provides links to Agricultural Exemption Forms on their municipal website.  
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Implementation Measure: 
1.9 Collaborate with NYSERDA, Livingston County, Cornell Cooperative Extension, NYS Department 

of Agriculture and Markets, and other partners to enhance the energy efficiency of agricultural 
operations, and access by town farmers to new, clean sources of renewable energy. 

Implementation Need: 
Production of agricultural goods and services relies heavily on energy and as a result, farmers are 
adversely impacted by energy price increases.  Renewable energy sources such as solar, wind, methane 
digesters and geothermal energy however have the potential for making farms more energy 
independent for heating and electricity, and for reducing the impact of price increases in fossil fuels. 

The Town of Sparta can collaborate with farmers and agencies, such as the New York State Energy 
Research and Development Authority (NYSERDA) to promote the development of renewable energy 
sources on farms in the Town.  In addition to wind and solar, these include sustainable harvesting of 
wood and other biomass that can be processed and burned in place of both fossil fuels and natural gas 
for heat and electricity.  Oil crops and waste streams from dairy farms, food and food processing plant 
are other potential sources of bioenergy. 

State programs to reduce production costs through enhanced energy efficiency are also available to 
farmers in Sparta. 

Goal 2:  Preserve the land, water and other environmental resources critical to the long-
term success of the local agricultural economy. 

Goal Justification: 
Agriculture depends on land, clean water and a balanced and healthy ecosystem for its success. To 
promote the continued economic viability of its agricultural community, the Town of Sparta should take 
steps to protect its soil and water resources. 

Implementation Measures: 
2.1 Plan for and accommodate future non-agricultural economic growth and development in areas 

that are less suitable for agriculture, where it will have the least impact on agricultural 
resources. 

2.2 Collaborate with Livingston County Soil and Water Conservation District and the Conesus Lake 
Watershed Council to encourage and assist farmers in adopting best management practices to 
better protect soil and water resources, including Conesus Lake. 

2.3 Support the permanent protection of key agricultural lands in the Town of Sparta through the 
Livingston County purchase or donation of development rights (PDR) program, and to position 
local farms to better compete for State and Federal funding for acquisition of development 
rights. (See Section 12, Page 56, for further discussion of PDR). 

Implementation Note:  
The almost 8,600 acres of farmland in the Town of Sparta constitute a unique and productive system of 
agriculture. By continuing to support the County’s PDR program, the Town of Sparta can help to secure 



 54 |  Town of Sparta, N.Y. 

the long-term vitality of its agricultural sector.  In this way, the Town does not have to play a lead role in 
any such program; rather, it could continue collaboration with Livingston County, acting as a facilitator 
in the application process for State and Federal funding. 

Implementation Measure: 
2.4 Consider establishing a local Agricultural Advisory Committee that will meet on an as needed 

basis to make recommendations to the Town Board, Planning Board and Zoning Board of 
Appeals. 

Implementation Note:  
A local Agricultural Advisory Committee could be created to assist the various local boards when they 
are considering policies, proposals and projects that may impact the agricultural community in the Town 
of Sparta.  The committee could be appointed by the Supervisor and approved by the Town Board and 
consist of a representative mix of agricultural interests.  The committee could also be tasked with issuing 
an annual report on the “State of Agriculture” in the Town of Sparta.   

Goal 3: Ensure that the non-farm community continues to support the long-term 
viability of agriculture in Sparta. 

Goal Justification: 
The agricultural community in the Town of Sparta is a major element in the community, yet some 
residents may have little connection to or knowledge of the agricultural economy thriving around them. 
Support from the non-farm community is critical to the long-term viability of agriculture in the Town. 
The Town should work to educate residents and raise the profile of agriculture, and its contributions to 
local food production, the scenic character of the Town and to the regional economy. 

The Town of Sparta should consider adopting a Right to Farm Law that states the Town’s policy in 
support of farming by clearly defining "generally accepted agricultural practices” or “farming 
operations,” thereby establishing the “right” of farmers to employ such practices.  Just as important 
would be the provisions in a law that could provide a mechanism for farmers and non-agricultural land 
owners to come together to mediate disputes.  Mediating before litigating can save money, is more 
flexible, offers privacy and can improve communication between farmers and non-farmers.  The Right to 
Farm Law could refer neighbors to the New York State Agricultural Mediation Program (NYSAMP). 
Publicizing the adopted Right to Farm Law can be a means of educating both Town officials and 
residents. 

Implementation Measures: 
3.1 Adopt a Right to Farm Law for the Town of Sparta 

3.2 Collaborate with Livingston County, other towns, Cornell Cooperative Extension, Farm Bureau 
and other partners to develop educational programs that raise the profile of agriculture in 
Sparta and better connect the larger community with the agricultural community.  
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3.3 The Town Board and other municipal boards should continue to review existing and proposed 
policies or regulations to ensure that they are supportive of the many forms of agriculture in the 
Town of Sparta as well as the preservation of agricultural lands and other agricultural resources 
that are critical to the long-term viability of agriculture in the town. 

3.4 Continue to participate in Livingston County’s annual training for municipal officials. 

3.5 Provide copies of Article 25-AAA of the NYS Agriculture and Markets Law to all Town, Planning 
and Zoning Board members on an annual basis.   

Goal 4:  Promote the link between farms and food: educate the general public about 
agriculture in Sparta, its value and its benefits to the overall community. 

Except for occasional stops at local farm stands or farmers markets, many people are disconnected from 
their food sources.  This may be true even for residents of rural communities who have daily contact 
with agricultural operations.  Raising public awareness of the importance of farms and the downside of 
farm conversion, and engaging the community in a positive way to re-establish the link between farms 
and food will have a long-term positive impact on agriculture and farming. 

Implementation Measures 
4.1 Collaborate with Livingston County, other towns, Farm Bureau, Cornell Cooperative Extension 

and other partners to develop an educational program for members of town board, planning 
boards, zoning boards, zoning enforcement officers, code enforcement officers and other town 
staff about tools for planning and promoting the long-term viability of agriculture. 

4.2 Create an identity for Sparta as an agricultural town through the use of informational signs along 
major travel routes through the Town. 

4.3 Coordinate with Livingston County realtors and real estate companies to provide information on 
Agricultural and Farmland Protection Planning efforts and the significance of Agricultural 
Districts. 

4.4 Collaborate with Livingston County, Conesus Lake Watershed Council, and other towns to create 
for public distribution educational materials on the impacts of development on the Conesus 
Lake watershed and the mutual role agriculture, local agencies, civic organizations and residents 
can have in helping to protect and enhance that ecosystem. 
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It is important to consider strategies such as purchase of development rights (PDR) that will reduce 
conversion pressure on the more vulnerable high quality farmland in the Town of Sparta, while also 
providing for anticipated growth in non-agricultural, industrial, commercial and residential 
development.  While its capacity to carry out a farmland protection program is limited, the Town of 
Sparta can take steps to increase the competitiveness of its farmers who desire to participate in the 
Livingston County Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) program.  

The primary strategy for the Town would be through: 

• Ensuring zoning regulations that encourage non-agricultural development on less desirable 
lands;  

• Ensuring that its land use regulations for the agricultural businesses that own and work the land 
provide the flexibility essential for their long-term economic survival; 

• Supporting applications by its farmers for participation in purchase of development rights 
program; 

• Designating specific areas in the town as Priority Lands for purchase of development rights. 

Livingston County has an established Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) program for the protection 
of farmland and other agricultural resources.  It has proven to be a successful public program for the 
permanent protection of critical farmland.  It is a voluntary program through which local, county or state 
agencies, or non-governmental groups such as land trusts, purchase or accept donations of the surface 

Purchase of Development Rights Program 12
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development rights to the land from willing landowners.  In exchange, a conservation easement is 
placed on the land that prohibits non-agriculture-related future development.  

The easement is a perpetual easement that would run with the land and be recorded.  Ownership of the 
parcel does not change, nor do the owners surrender control over public access to their property.  The 
owner may continue to farm or otherwise utilize the property in accordance with the restrictions of the 
conservation easements. 

Since the agricultural conservation easement dramatically limits the future uses of the property, 
property tax assessments must take into consideration the impact of limitations on the property's use in 
the future.  PDR programs are regarded as a fair mechanism to achieve permanent protection of 
important farmland and open space.  Most programs at the state and local level are funded through a 
combination of state or federal grants and local funds. 

Key to a successful program utilizing purchase of agricultural conservation easements is careful selection 
of lands to be targeted for protection.  The Livingston County Agriculture and Farmland Protection 
Board, in partnership with the Genesee Valley Conservancy, has a PDR pre-application procedure that 
outlines a series of criteria that are considered when lands are selected for participation in the program. 
Criteria for ranking parcels is necessary to assure both the optimal use of public funds and fairness in 
selecting candidate parcels for protection. 

The Livingston County criteria generally include; parcel size, soil quality, zoning, existing land 
management plans, enrollment in the county Agricultural district, currency on tax payments, adjacency 
to public infrastructure and other protected lands, level of development pressure, and the land owner’s 
level of commitment to best farming practices and long term viability. 

By understanding the steps outlined above, the Town of Sparta can position its farm community to 
better compete for participation in the county program.  

Priority Lands for Protection in the Town of Sparta 

The identification of Priority Lands for protection through the purchase of development rights in the 
Town of Sparta should be based on the following factors: 

• Prime farmland and farmland of statewide importance;

• Farmland that is enrolled in the NYS Agricultural District program;

• Farmland located within areas of the Town of Sparta with supportive agricultural zoning (as
recommended elsewhere in this plan), which would indicate to the County and State, a Town
commitment to the long term viability of its agricultural sector;

• Farmland enrolled in agricultural stewardship programs such as the Agricultural Environmental
Management (AEM) and other programs.
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As a matter of practice, the Town of Sparta should encourage and support applications for participation 
in purchase of development rights from all landowners whose lands that qualify as Priority Lands under 
the above criteria.  Map 10, Priority Protection Areas for the Livingston County PDR Program, can be 
utilized as a guide in identifying farm parcels that would qualify as Priority Lands.   



Town of Sparta Agriculture and Farmland Protection Plan
Map 10. Priority Protection Areas: Town of Sparta
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An implementation plan has been developed to support and advance the recommendations of the Town 
of Sparta’s Agricultural and Farmland Protection Plan.   

At the most basic level, this plan document identifies steps that are needed to enhance and improve 
agricultural operations and agricultural land in the Town of Sparta.   Achieving the vision and goals will 
require the efforts of local government, businesses, federal and state funding, not-for-profits, and the 
participation of volunteers throughout the community.  No one single person or group will be able to 
achieve these goals independently. 

The Implementation Matrix, provided on the following pages, organizes the plan’s recommendations by 
goal category.  A Project Champion has been identified for each recommendation, as well as potential 
partners and funding sources.  Finally, the plan sets a level of priority for each strategy.  These priorities 
include immediate, short-term, medium-term, long-term and ongoing. 

This implementation plan will be amended and updated as new actions are introduced and as strategies 
are implemented. 
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1.1
Review and revise as appropriate the existing zoning code as identified in the zoning analysis to better 
protect agricultural land resources, and to promote the economic growth in the agricultural sector.

Town Board, Planning Board, Zoning 
Board

Genesee/ Finger Lakes Regional Planning 
Council, Livingston County Planning 
Department

X

1.2
Collaborate with Livingston County Tourism, Livingston County and Dansville Chambers of Commerce, 
Livingston County Industrial Development Agency, the Farm Bureau and other partners to create a program 
to promote direct marketing agricultural enterprises in the Town of Sparta to tourists and residents.

Livingston County, Cornell 
Cooperative Extension

Livingston County IDA, USDA Rural 
Development Program, Livingston County 
Area Chamber of Commerce & Tourism 
(LCACCT)

X

1.3
Collaborate with Livingston County, Finger Lakes REDC, Farm Bureau, Cornell Cooperative Extension and NYS 
Department of Agriculture and Markets to promote new crops and new markets to help strengthen the 
viability of agriculture.

Town Board 

Livingston County, Regional Economic 
Development Council, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension, Farm Bureau, Cornell Agricultural 
Experiment Station, NYS Department of 
Agriculture and Markets

X

1.4
Collaborate with local farmers, Livingston County, Finger Lakes REDC, Cornell Cooperative Extension, NYS 
Department of Agriculture and Markets, and other partners to promote Community Supported Agriculture 
(CSA) initiatives under the New York Grown and Certified or similar state programs.

Town Board 

Livingston County, Regional Economic 
Development Council, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension, NYS Department of Agriculture 
and Markets, other partners

X

1.5
Collaborate with Livingston County IDA, Finger Lakes REDC, NYS Department of Agriculture and Markets, and 
other partners to promote the development of small- to medium-scale food processing capacity in the 
region for locally produced foods.

Livingston County IDA and Planning 
Dept.

Livingston County, Regional Economic 
Development Council, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension, NYS Department of Agriculture 
and Markets, other partners

X

1.6
Collaborate with Livingston County IDA, Finger Lakes REDC, NYS Department of Agriculture and Markets, and 
other partners to increase broadband access.

Livingston County IDA and Planning 
Dept.

Livingston County, Regional Economic 
Development Council, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension, NYS Department of Agriculture 
and Markets, other partners

X

Recommendations

Goal 1: Maintain and enhance the local agricultural economy and its capacity to respond to economic trends in agriculture.

* Immediate (Year 1), Short Term (Year 2-5), Medium-Term (Year 6-10), Long-term (10+)  Agriculture & Farmland Protection Plan  | 61 
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Recommendations

1.7

Collaborate with Livingston County IDA, Farm Bureau, the Dansville school district and the Genesee Valley 
Educational Partnership, Genesee Community College, Cornell Cooperative Extension, NYS Department of 
Agriculture and Markets, local farmers and other partners to reduce the barriers for young and beginning 
farmers entering agriculture or expanding their existing enterprises.

Town Board 

Livingston County, Farm Bureau, Dansville 
Central School District, Genesee Valley 
Educational Partnership, Genesee 
Community College, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension, American Farmland Trust, other 
partners

X

1.8
Provide information to farmers and landowners regarding existing tax relief programs and other programs 
to reduce tax burdens and enhance economic viability.

Town Board Farmland Information Center X

1.9
Collaborate with NYSERDA, Livingston County, Cornell Cooperative Extension, NYS Department of 
Agriculture and Markets, and other partners to enhance the energy efficiency of agricultural operations, and 
access by town farmers to new, clean sources of renewable energy.

Town Board 
NYSERDA, Livingston County, Cornell 
Cooperative Extension, NYS Department of 
Agriculture and Markets, other partners

X

2.1
Plan for and accommodate future non-agricultural economic growth and development in areas that are less 
suitable for agriculture where it will have the least impact on agricultural resources.

Town Board, Planning Board, Zoning 
Board

Livingston County Planning Department X

2.2
Collaborate with Livingston County Soil and Water Conservation District and the Conesus Lake Watershed 
Council to encourage and assist farmers in adopting best management practices to better protect soil and 
water resources, including Conesus Lake.

Town Board
Livingston County Soil and Water 
Conservation District and Conesus Lake 
Watershed Council

X

2.3
Support the permanent protection of key agricultural lands in the Town of Sparta through the Livingston 
County purchase or donation of development rights (PDR) program, and to position local farms to better 
compete for State and Federal funding for acquisition of development rights.

Town Board
Livingston County Agricultural and Farmland 
Protection Board

X

2.4
Consider establishing a local Agricultural Advisory Committee that will meet on an as needed basis to make 
recommendations to the Town Board, Planning Board and Zoning Board. 

Town Board Planning Board, Farm Bureau X

Goal 2: Preserve the land, water and other environmental resources critical to the long-term success of the local agricultural economy.

Goal 3: Ensure that the non-farm community continues to support the long-term viability of agriculture in Sparta.

* Immediate (Year 1), Short Term (Year 2-5), Medium-Term (Year 6-10), Long-term (10+)
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Recommendations

3.1 Adopt a Right to Farm Law for the Town of Sparta Town Board
Collaborate with Livingston County, other 
towns, Cornell Cooperative Extension, other 
partners

X

3.2
Collaborate with Livingston County, other towns, Cornell Cooperative Extension, Farm Bureau and other 
partners to develop educational programs that raise the profile of agriculture in Sparta and better connect 
the larger community with the agricultural community. 

The Town Board, Planning Board 

Livingston County Agricultural and Farmland 
Protection Board, Livingston County 
Planning Department, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension, Farm Bureau, Soil & Water 
Conservation District

X

3.3

The Town Board and other municipal boards should continue to review existing and proposed policies or 
regulations to ensure that they are supportive of the many forms of agriculture in the Town of Sparta as well 
as the preservation of agricultural lands and other agricultural resources that are critical to the long-term 
viability of agriculture in the town.

Town Board, Planning Board, Zoning 
Board

Livingston County Agricultural and Farmland 
Protection Board

X

3.4 Continue to participate in Livingston County’s annual training for municipal officials. 
Town Board, Planning Board, Zoning 
Board

Livingston County Planning Department X

3.5
Provide copy of Article 25-AAA of the NYS Agriculture and Markets Law to all Town, Planning and Zoning 
Board members on an annual basis

Town Board
Genesee Finger Lakes Regional Planning 
Council, Livingston County Agricultural and 
Farmland Protection Board

X

4.1

Collaborate with Livingston County, other towns, Farm Bureau, Cornell Cooperative Extension and other 
partners to develop an educational program for members of Town Boards, Planning Boards, Zoning boards, 
Zoning enforcement officers, Code enforcement officers and other town staff about tools for planning and 
promoting the long-term viability of agriculture

Town Board, Planning Board, Zoning 
Board

Livingston County, other towns, Farm 
Bureau, Cornell Cooperative Extension, 
other partners 

X

4.2
Create an identity for Sparta as an agricultural town through the use of informational signs along major 
travel routes through the town

Town Board
NYS Department of Transportation, 
Livingston County Department of Public 
Works

X

Goal 4: Promote the link between farms and food: educate the general public about agriculture in Sparta, its value and its benefits to the overall community.

* Immediate (Year 1), Short Term (Year 2-5), Medium-Term (Year 6-10), Long-term (10+)  Agriculture & Farmland Protection Plan  | 63
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Recommendations

4.3
Coordinate with Livingston County realtors and real estate companies to provide information on Agricultural 
and Farmland Protection Planning efforts and the significance of Agricultural Districts.

Town Board
Livingston County Agricultural and Farmland 
Protection Board, NYS Department of 
Agriculture and Markets

X

4.4

Collaborate with Livingston County, Conesus Lake Watershed Council, and other towns to create for public 
distribution educational materials on the impacts of development on the Conesus Lake watershed and the 
mutual role agriculture, local agencies, civic organizations and residents can have in helping to protect and 
enhance that ecosystem.

Town Board
Livingston County, Conesus Lake Watershed 
Council, other towns and agencies 

X

* Immediate (Year 1), Short Term (Year 2-5), Medium-Term (Year 6-10), Long-term (10+)
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Appendix	A:	 Implementation	Alignment	with	
C.O.W.S.	Matrix
The following chart illustrate how the specific implementation actions in this plan correspond to the 

identified Challenges, Opportunities, Weaknesses, and Strengths (C.O.W.S.) (See also pages 7 and 8)

Implementation Actions & C.O.W.S. Matrix 

C=Challenges; O=Opportunities; W=Weaknesses; S=Strengths 

Goal 1: Maintain and enhance the local agricultural economy and its capacity 
to respond to economic trends in agriculture 

1.1  Review and revise as appropriate the existing zoning code as identified in the zoning 
analysis to better protect agricultural land resources, and to promote the economic 
growth in the agricultural sector. 

O‐2, O‐
5, O‐6, 
W‐3 

1.2  Collaborate with Livingston County Tourism, Livingston County and Dansville 
Chambers of Commerce, Livingston County Industrial Development Agency, the Farm 
Bureau and other partners to create a program to promote direct marketing 
agricultural enterprises in the Town of Sparta to tourists and residents 

C‐6, O‐
2, O‐3 

1.3  Collaborate with Livingston County, Finger Lakes REDC, Farm Bureau, Cornell 
Cooperative Extension and NYS Department of Agriculture and Markets to promote 
new crops and new markets to help strengthen the viability of agriculture 

O‐1, O‐
2, O‐3, 
O‐4, S‐
1, S‐5 

1.4  Collaborate with local farmers, Livingston County, Finger Lakes REDC, Cornell 
Cooperative Extension, NYS Department of Agriculture and Markets, and other 
partners to promote Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) initiatives under the 
New York Grown and Certified or similar state programs. 

O‐2, O‐
4,S‐1, 
S‐5, S‐6 

1.5  Collaborate with Livingston County IDA, Finger Lakes REDC, NYS Department of 
Agriculture and Markets, and other partners to promote the development of small‐ to 
medium‐scale food processing capacity in the region for locally produced foods 

O‐2, O‐
3, S‐5 

1.6  Collaborate with Livingston County IDA, Finger Lakes REDC, NYS Department of 
Agriculture and Markets, and other partners to increase broadband access. 

W‐1
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1.7  Collaborate with Livingston County IDA, Farm Bureau, the Dansville school district and 
the Genesee Valley Educational Partnership, Genesee Community College, Cornell 
Cooperative Extension, NYS Department of Agriculture and Markets, local farmers and 
other partners to reduce the barriers for young and beginning farmers entering 
agriculture or expanding their existing enterprises. 

C‐2, C‐
4, O‐1, 
W‐2, S‐
3, S‐4, 
S‐5 

1.8  Provide information to farmers and landowners regarding existing tax relief programs 
and other programs to reduce tax burdens and enhance economic viability. 

C‐6

1.9  Collaborate with NYSERDA, Livingston County, Cornell Cooperative Extension, NYS 
Department of Agriculture and Markets, and other partners to enhance the energy 
efficiency of agricultural operations, and access by town farmers to new, clean 
sources of renewable energy. 

C‐5, O‐
5, O‐6 

Goal 2: Preserve the land, water and other environmental resources critical to 
the long‐term success of the local agricultural economy. 

2.1  Plan for and accommodate future non‐agricultural economic growth and 
development in areas that are less suitable for agriculture where it will have the least 
impact on agricultural resources. 

C‐2, C‐
7, W‐3, 
S‐4 

2.2  Collaborate with Livingston County Soil and Water Conservation District and the 
Conesus Lake Watershed Council to encourage and assist farmers in adopting best 
management practices to better protect soil and water resources, including Conesus 
Lake. 

S‐4

2.3  Support the permanent protection of key agricultural lands in the Town of Sparta 
through the Livingston County purchase or donation of development rights (PDR) 
program, and to position local farms to better compete for State and Federal funding 
for acquisition of development rights. 

C‐2, C‐
7, W‐2, 
S‐2, S‐
3, S‐6 

2.4  Consider establishing a local Agricultural Advisory Committee that will meet on an as 
needed basis to make recommendations to the Town Board, Planning Board and 
Zoning Board.  

C‐1, C‐
3,W‐3, 
S‐2, S‐3 

Goal 3: Ensure that the non‐farm community continues to support the long‐
term viability of agriculture in Sparta. 

3.1  Adopt a Right to Farm Law for the Town of Sparta  C‐1

 66 |  Town of Sparta, N.Y. 



3.2  Collaborate with Livingston County, other towns, Cornell Cooperative Extension, Farm 
Bureau and other partners to develop educational programs that raise the profile of 
agriculture in Sparta and better connect the larger community with the agricultural 
community.  

C‐1

3.3  The Town Board and other municipal boards should continue to review existing and 
proposed policies or regulations to ensure that they are supportive of the many forms 
of agriculture in the Town of Sparta as well as the preservation of agricultural lands 
and other agricultural resources that are critical to the long‐term viability of 
agriculture in the town. 

C‐6, W‐
3, S‐1,  
S‐2 

3.4  Continue to participate in Livingston County’s annual training for municipal officials.   C‐3, C‐
6, W‐3, 
S‐2 

3.5  Provide copy of Article 25‐AAA of the NYS Agriculture and Markets Law to all Town, 
Planning and Zoning Board members on an annual basis 

C‐1, W‐
3, S‐2 

Goal 4: Promote the link between farms and food: educate the general public 
about agriculture in Sparta, its value and its benefits to the overall community.

4.1  Collaborate with Livingston County, other towns, Farm Bureau, Cornell Cooperative 
Extension and other partners to develop an educational program for members of 
town board, planning boards, zoning boards, zoning enforcement officers, code 
enforcement officers and other town staff about tools for planning and promoting the 
long‐term viability of agriculture 

C‐3, C‐
6, W‐3, 
S‐2

4.2  Create an identity for Sparta as an agricultural town through the use of informational 
signs along major travel routes through the town 

S‐1, S‐
2, S‐3 

4.3  Coordinate with Livingston County realtors and real estate companies to provide 
information on Agricultural and Farmland Protection Planning efforts and the 
significance of Agricultural Districts. 

C‐1, C‐
3, 

4.4  Collaborate with Livingston County, Conesus Lake Watershed Council, and other 
towns to create for public distribution educational materials on the impacts of 
development on the Conesus Lake watershed and the mutual role agriculture, local 
agencies, civic organizations and residents can have in helping to protect and enhance 
that ecosystem. 

C‐3,S‐2, 
S‐3 
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Appendix B: FEMA Flood Insurance Rate Map 
for Town of Sparta 

Source: Federal Emergency Management Agency (https://hazards-fema.maps.arcgis.com/) 
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