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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
Many rural communities in the United States are experiencing a transition away from traditional 
conceptions of agrarian lifestyles and landscapes, and are increasingly faced with a new set of 
values, desires, and perspectives being brought in by new residents.  This change in land use and 
land ownership presents opportunities as well as challenges to rural areas.  This paper explores 
the some of the grounds behind some of the changes taking place, specifically in a political 
economic context, and the effect these changes are having on rural landscapes and the 
communities they support.  In the face of a changing perception of ‘rural’, I argue that it is 
important to acknowledge and foster respect for a plurality of values and desires for the land, 
both in how productivity of the land is conceptualized, as well as the approaches taken to 
manage these changes into a sustainable future.  Community Landcare is one approach emerging 
in the United States,  and presents a model to foster a sense of community in a multifunctional 
landscape, while providing the forum for landowners to maintain their individual values while 
coming together with a shared interest in ‘caring for the land’.  A case study of the Catawba 
Valley and its developing Catawba Landcare group illustrates these connections. 
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Introduction 

 
When you see land going for $8,000 or $10,000 an acre because someone from 
town wants it, and there's nothing you can grow on that acre of land that will 
bring you back just the money to pay the taxes, besides the purchase price of the 
property.  It's a dilemma that will not be overcome by using old methods. It may 
be overcome by using some new methods that we don't know about yet, but 
farming as we know it on this kind of property is gone forever.  And maybe that's 
a good thing.  I'm not saying it's not the way it should be. 
       - Bob Lawrence*  

 
 

As I crest the hill in the road, passing the old general store on the left, I see the farm 

stretched out before me.  I recognize the Catawba Farm not by the numbers on the fence or color 

of the barn, but by matching sight and sentiment.  “It is the centerpiece of the valley…you come 

over that hill and there it is.”  Stately in its day, the old barn’s metal roof is peeling up at the 

edges, and vines are growing up its faded painted sides.  You can picture the size of the herd that 

once moved through the milking parlor where the concrete floor is now cracked and crumbling, 

weeds growing up in the middle of the room.  The pastures are still clear, hundreds of acres of 

rolling hills at the foot the adjacent mountain ridge, now used to grow hay by a local cattle 

farmer.  There is no livestock grazing anymore, nor are the buildings kept up. It is 470 acres of 

prime land in the valley, sitting idle while the community nervously anticipates the day it might 

become a golf-course or the site of a prison or a housing development.  There is talk of restoring 

it to a working farm as a demonstration and training facility for farmers.  “What people in the 

valley would really like is for someone to go in there, fix up the buildings, make them pretty and 

nice, and then just let it sit there again. Someone can farm it, that’s nice. They just want it to stay 

                                                 
* The names of all participants in this study have been altered to maintain confidentiality and anonymity, consistent 
with Virginia Tech Institutional Review Board recommendations.  Data on participants and date and locations of 
interviews is located in Appendix G 
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like it is,” said one resident of the valley. “THAT’S not going to happen,” was her husband’s 

response. 

Across the United States, the ways in which rural land has traditionally been employed is 

in a major transition.  No longer does “rural” equate exclusively with farming and forests, 

although these elements are not in imminent danger of disappearing either.  A large portion of 

the US remains forest and farmland. The problem is not in the destruction of such land, but 

rather a transition in how these lands are being used, for what purposes, and by whom.  As 

conventional agriculture becomes increasingly industrialized and efficiency-oriented, the 

consolidation of farms in the most productive regions of the country has increased.  The 2007 

estimates released by the USDA National Agricultural Statistical Service (NASS) reports that 

since 1990, the number of farms in operation in the US has dropped by 3%, and the average farm 

size, though 2.5% smaller than in 1990, has increased in size by 3% since 1998 (see Figure 1).  

This is consistent with the move to consolidate farming operations, making them larger, while 

smaller farms fall out of production.  The consolidation and scales of production achieved by 

industrial agriculture in order to remain competitive in the global market has left many small-

scale farms finding it difficult to compete in traditional markets (Lyson, 2004). Small farms with 

marginal growing conditions, as well as vast stretches of forestland located in relative proximity 

to urban areas, are becoming more valuable as residential real estate than as a production asset.  

Especially as the nation moves further into an information and communication-based economy, 

productivity becomes removed from the land, and industry and the ‘workplace’ is able to 

disperse further out from urban centers, opening up formerly less-productive marginal land to 

development (Huston, 2005).   
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2. Figure1. Graph depicting average size of farms in the United States since 1990, compared to the total 
number of farms operating in the same time period. The data is from the USDA NASS 2008 
estimates. 

The increasing value of the rural land for residential purposes, and the resultant 

‘exurbanization’ occurring in rural areas across the country, is having profound effects on the 

way land is managed, the composition of traditionally rural landscapes, and the dynamics of rural 

communities.  As traditionally agrarian-based communities receive new residents from more 

urbanized areas, the desires for the land and the values attached the land are becoming 

increasingly diversified.  This influx of urban influence and the increased variation in land uses, 

knowledge, and desires that result, are creating challenges for land management agencies and 

programs, as well as for organizations and people concerned about conserving rural landscapes 

and communities.  This paper explores the issues implicit in an exurbanizing rural landscape, 

from the changing demands and perspectives on land use, to the variety of values attached to 

land by different landowners.  I argue that while change may be unavoidable, it is the ways in 

which change is managed that will matter.  A reasonable and successful form of management 

will require the active participation of the residents and landowners who share that place, 
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because in a nation founded on the basis of private property rights and individual liberties, it is 

the people living in that shared landscape who will direct its future .   

Collaborative and community-based natural resource governance models provide a 

framework for this type of cooperation, but in order to be successful, there must first be a 

foundation of mutual respect for the range of views represented in the group.  This can only be 

achieved through an appeal to an implicit self-interest, extended to an enlightened self-interest 

for the community and landscape in general.  Community Landcare is one particular community-

based governance model that will be discussed in this paper and examined in application through 

the case study of Catawba Valley. Community Landcare has the potential to foster greater social 

capital in a community while also appealing to an enlightened sense of self-interest, which may 

explain its success and appeal internationally.   

Exurbanization, or low-density development outside of urban areas, is becoming more 

prevalent throughout the nation.  The expansion of urban areas was estimated to have occurred at 

a rate of one million acres per year from 1960 to 1990 (Brown, Johnson, Loveland, & Theobald, 

2005).  The development of exurban areas as of 2000 had increased ten times in area since 1950 

for counties adjacent to metropolitan areas, and seven times for areas nonadjacent to 

metropolitan counties (ibid).  Many argue that this transition of land use is not an immediate 

threat to the production of food and fiber for the economy, as yields are constantly increasing 

through industrialized and consolidated agriculture and carefully managed forests (Beattie, 2004; 

USDA Ag Census, 2002).  Rather, the concern is the exponential increase in land consumption 

per dwelling, the infrastructure demands that will fall to local and state governments to 

accommodate expansion, the increased diversity of land uses and management abilities for open 

land and forests, the changing community dynamics, the fragmenting of forests and greenways 
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essential for biodiversity, and a myriad of other issues that come when change is immanent and 

uncertainty is high. 

The quality of life associated with rural areas is attractive to many urban dwellers, and 

the increased ability to access the amenities traditionally provided in urban areas, either through 

commuting or communication technology, makes living in such settings more feasible than in the 

past (Huston, 2005; Cromartie & Nelson, 2006; Cadieux, 2006).   This increases the demand for 

rural real estate, thus increasing the value of rural property.  As older generations of farmers and 

landowners face increasing property values and property taxes, in conjunction with decreasing 

profitability in small-scale farming and forestry, the conversion of land from commodity 

production to residential usage becomes inevitable.  The question becomes not how to stop those 

changes completely, but how to best manage them in such a way that can promote equity and 

understanding among new neighbors, and can engender a sense of responsibility for the land and 

the resources that it provides among all landowners. 

As I have gone through the research process for writing this paper, I have realized that I 

began with a bias against exurbanization.  I believed the conversion of rural land away from 

traditional production usage was inherently bad and would be detrimental to the future of rural 

America.  What I have come to understand by speaking with landowners in a transitional 

landscape is that change itself is not negative.  Rather, it is the loss of certain attributes of the 

community and land that raise concerns.  I started this project with the admittedly naïve hope of 

finding a shared set of values among landowners, both the ‘come-heres’ and ‘from-heres’ as one 

land trust representative referred to them, that would indicate the changing relationship to the 

land, and would provide a common ground to start the conversation about the changing needs of 

land management and rural communities.  What I came to discover was accepting a plurality, 
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and understanding where and how these values diverge may be even more important for working 

in a changed rural America.   

Chapter one of this analysis looks at the data and trends associated with changes taking 

place in rural areas in terms of land use and population, at the national scale, within the 

Commonwealth of Virginia, and in the Catawba Valley, the location for my case study.  This 

discussion by no means represents an exhaustive review of the literature and data available on 

the changing geography and demographics of urban and rural America.  Rather, the objective is 

to provide a backdrop for the implications and reactions among landowners to such change.  It 

explains how the patterns of migration from rural to urban and back to rural areas have fluctuated 

since the end of the Great Depression, but that the 1990s saw a tremendous exodus from urban 

areas into an expanding suburbia.  Though the flow from this surge has tapered, there remains a 

steady flow of people moving out of urban areas and into an increasingly exurbanized 

countryside.  Along with this pattern, the demand for, and rate of, low-density development 

continues to be high.   

Chapter two explores three theories that have been developed and employed to explain 

the change in rural land use.  Post-productivism, multifunctionality, and conspicuous production 

have all been discussed to varying degrees in the literature surrounding exurbanization and the 

transition of rural land uses.  Though mostly concentrated in the context of the United Kingdom, 

where land-use conversion is garnering much more attention because of its relative scarcity, 

much of the discussion can be parlayed into a US context.  The aim of this discussion is not to 

categorize the changes that are occurring in the US into one generalized theoretical description, 

but rather to explore how these changes are being conceptualized, the policy and governance 

6 



 

implications they may incur, and the limitations they may present for empowering communities 

to constructively deal with change.   

Using the theories presented in chapter two as a platform for looking at the values held by 

landowners in rural areas about their land, the third chapter will discuss the different notions of 

the human-land relationship and the values associate with it.  These differing conceptions are 

directly related to the varied approaches taken to address environmental issues, but in a limited 

fashion, as they rely on supporters and participants to hold a common set of values.  The point I 

will argue in chapter four is that within a landscape that may comprise a physical community, a 

plurality of values is manifest.  That being the case, to expect to find a common set of narrowly 

defined values from which to constructively discuss and facilitate change is unreasonable.  

Instead, a forum which acknowledges individually held values and which strives to appeal to an 

enlightened self-interest may provide a more promising approach to addressing concerns about 

community, land use and the environment, and the economic interests of landowners.  These 

three elements, which are also the main principles of the concept of sustainability and sustainable 

development, have provided the impetus to move towards more community-based collaborative 

management and decision-making groups to deal with issues at a local level. I argue that such a 

forum which grants agency to all stakeholders in a community and acknowledges the diversity of 

values and perspectives that exists in such a group will prove beneficial in facilitating the 

changes that are occurring in rural areas. 

Community Landcare groups are one form of this type of collaborative decision making 

and community–based group that is focused on the principles of sustainable development, which 

is the focus of chapter five.  Emerging in Australia, the movement is steadily spreading around 

the world, with groups beginning to organize in the southwestern region of Virginia.  One group 
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in particular is Catawba Landcare, which is focused on the land and community of the Catawba 

and North Fork Valleys, a picturesque rural area located between the metropolitan area of 

Roanoke and the micropolitan Blacksburg/Christiansburg/Radford area in southwest Virginia.  

Facing development pressures and changing demographics much like that found across the 

country, Catawba Landcare formed in attempt to bring neighbors together, both ‘from-heres’ and 

‘come-heres’, to provide a medium by which to share information on land management 

practices, social and economic opportunities, and ultimately, to foster a renewed sense of 

community.   

Based on the formation of Catawba Landcare in the Catawba and North Fork Valleys, I 

chose the Catawba Valley as the location to conduct in-depth interviews with landowners to gain 

perspective on the values they attach to their land and to this community, and how all of these 

changes are perceived.  I also interviewed local and state agency and nonprofit organization 

representatives who work with landowners in the Catawba Valley to get their perceptions on the 

differences in values associated with land and community, as well as the challenges they face in 

dealing with these changes.  A discussion of these interviews and findings are presented in 

chapter six.   

The ultimate goal in undertaking this research endeavor was to gain a greater 

understanding of the changes that are occurring in rural areas, not only in regards to the land and 

the transition of land uses, but also the values and perceptions that are driving those changes and 

the effects they have on the dynamics of a community. Through this understanding and 

acknowledgement of the reasonable pluralism in such landscape, it is possible for a community-

based governance model such as community Landcare to play a role in facilitating a conversation 

about shared concern for a common place.   
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Chapter 1 – The Land is Changing 
 

Roanoke County used to be a rural county.  It's no longer that way.  We are 
having constant issues with our board of supervisors as to listening to our needs.  
We are in the minority now. 
                - Linda Goodall 

 
 

Across the nation, rural land and the people who live on it are in transition.  The changes 

taking place are complex, shifting the context in which we consider land, land use, and the 

lifestyles and livelihoods associated with the land.  Such change is to be expected as 

transportation infrastructure, communication capabilities, and technology improve, ‘freeing’ 

people from the traditional urban centers (Hudson, 2005; Johnson, Nucci, & Long, 2005).  The 

influence of these changing land use patterns has significant effects not only on landowners and 

communities involved, but economically and ecologically as well.  Rejecting change will not 

stop it from happening and reacting only once change has occurred will not control its effects. 

Rather, it is important that communities and those working with such rural areas recognize and 

acknowledge the trends of land use change, anticipate the issues such changes may bring, and 

work with members of rural communities to minimize the conflict and damage wrought by 

transformation. 

Over the course of the twentieth century, the United States has experienced several 

oscillations in rural† population migration patterns (Johnson et al., 2005).  A report released in 

2006 by the Carsey Institute at the University of New Hampshire, provides a comprehensive 

analysis of the rural to urban to rural migration patterns and population change based on natural 

growth in the US since 1920.  The exodus from rural to urban areas that highlighted the post-

                                                 
† Definitions for rural, urban, and metropolitan, micropolitan, and nonmetropolitan areas are based on those used by 
the U.S. Census Bureau.  Definitions are listed in Appendix A. 
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WWII era of industrialization and urbanization came to a halt in the early 1970s, with a dramatic 

return to rural America.  Rural area population increased precipitously through the 1970s, until it 

shifted again in the early 1980s.  Net migration out of rural areas through the 1980s was 

countered by natural increases in population, which allowed rural America to maintain a 

relatively stable overall population.  However, the early 1990s saw a drastic shift in migration 

patterns out of urban areas and into rural areas, as well as a decrease in natural population 

growth, likely a product of younger rural residents moving to more urban areas in search of 

employment.   This resulted in an overall increase in rural populations, which demographers 

exclaimed as a “rural rebound” (Johnson et al., 2005).  Although the spike had tapered by the end 

of the century, there continues to be a steady migration of people out of urban areas and into 

more rural areas, altering not only the demographics, but the definition of what rural areas look 

like. 

While these trends give a broad brush view of rural and urban area population shifts in 

the US, population alone may be an inadequate indicator to fully demonstrate the change 

occurring in traditionally rural areas of the nation.  Population at an aggregate does not reflect 

the shifting demographics that are having dramatic impacts on the economics and land use 

changes.  First, population, as determined by the decennial census data and its interim updates, is 

based on location of primary residence, which does not reflect the prevalence of second homes 

and recreational properties being purchased in rural areas (Brown et al., 2005; Theobald, 2001).  

Those migrating to rural areas tend to be in the fifty and older age category, which as a group, 

generally have greater financial ability to purchase second homes or are investing in retirement 

properties outside of urban areas (Beale, 2005; Johnson, 2006; Johnson & Beale, 2002).  Further, 

the younger residents of rural areas (the twenty to thirty age category) are the most likely to 
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leave for better employment options in urban areas, resulting in a declining birth to death ratio 

(Johnson, 2006; Rogers, 2002).  This ultimately is leading to an aging rural population (Carsey 

Inst., 2008), a move away from production-based property, and low-density development. 

The population shift to rural areas is not occurring consistently across the country, but is 

dependent on amenities afforded in particular rural areas, as well as proximity to urban centers 

(Fuguitt, Beale & Tordella, 2002; Hudson, 2005).  As a point of clarification, the terms ‘rural’ 

and ‘nonmetropolitan’, though often conflated, are not synonymous.   Used by both the US 

Census Bureau and the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) to discuss demographic 

and land use classifications, the metropolitan and micropolitan are county-based classifications, 

while urban centers and clusters are sub-county areas based on population density, as defined in 

Appendix A.  ‘Rural’ is that which is not urban or suburban, therefore, a metropolitan or 

micropolitan county may contain both rural and urban areas. 

The USDA reports that as of 2007, nearly two thirds of the population residing in 

nonmetropolitan areas is living in counties adjacent to metropolitan areas (USDA ERS, 2007).  

This trend is especially vivid in the southeastern and western regions of the United States, which 

are experiencing the greatest overall growth (Brown et al., 2005).  The flow from urban to rural 

areas has resulted in not only expanding population, but the expansion of the metropolitan and 

micropolitan areas themselves.  The US Census Bureau estimates that urban areas have increased 

by an average of one million acres annually since the 1960s (Heimlich & Anderson, 2001). 

Especially as agricultural production is increasingly consolidated in the Great Plains 

region, marginally productive land is shifting into greater residential use, often in larger parcels 

(Brown et al., 2005; Hudson, 2005).  The further development extends out from central urban 

areas, the density of homes tends to decrease.  Heimlich and Anderson of the USDA Economic 
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Research Service completed a report in 2001 looking at the impacts of development as it expands 

outside of urban areas.  Their report examines development trends both at and beyond urban 

fringe areas (rural areas located within metropolitan counties), which they classify as two 

different types of growth.  The low-density development at the urban fringe (≤ 2 houses per acre) 

is how they inform the expansion of urbanized areas.  Development beyond the urban fringe, in 

areas removed from urban centers or in nonmetropolitan counties, is considered exurban 

development and often consists of scattered single houses on parcels of ten acres or more.  

Heimlich and Anderson (2001) indicate that between 1994 and 2000, development on 10-22 acre 

lots accounted for 55% of growth in housing areas, and 90% of housing development took place 

on parcels greater than one acre (p.14). Especially in rural areas which boast attractive natural 

amenities such as mild climates, varied topography, and proximity to water, this exurbanization 

is at least in part being driven by people retiring or building second-homes with the intention of 

retiring there in the future (McGranahan, 1999; Cromartie & Nelson, 2006).  The National 

Association of Realtors reported that while second home sales peaked in 2006, the purchase of 

second homes for vacation or retirement made up 12% of US sales in 2007 (NAR, 2008). 

The further that development extends beyond urban centers, the more forest and farmland 

is being converted for development (Brown et al., 2005; Heimlich & Anderson, 2001; Stein et al. 

2005).  Farmland was converted to urban uses (including residential, commercial and industrial 

use) at an estimated rate of 2.2 million acres per year between 1992 and 2002 (USDA ERS, 

2005).  Between 1992 and 1997, nonfederal forestland was developed at a rate of one million 

acres per year (Stein et al., 2005).  By 2000, exurban development outside of the urban fringe 

areas of the US had expanded to encompass 15 times the area of high density development 

(Brown et al., 2005). 
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The purchase and development of such large parcels for residential usage is resulting in 

significant changes to the value of the land and consequently, the usage of the land.  The USDA 

reported a 120% increase in the real estate value of farmland in the US from 1998 to 2007 

(USDA NASS, 2007), the result of an increased demand for prime rural property, which is 

increasingly located in the areas of the marginal farms and forest (Heimlich & Anderson, 2001).  

As property values increase, the property taxes for all surrounding properties increase, making 

affordability increasingly problematic for farmers and existing rural residents (Carsey Inst., 

2008).  The national average in taxes paid for farmland increased 8.5% from 2005 to 2006 alone 

(USDA NASS, 2007).  The data available on beginning farmers suggests that the increase in 

property values has also decreased access to farmland.  In 2003, 6% of farmers in the US were 

under the age of thirty five, with the average age of farmers at 56 years old (Hoppe, Korb, 

O’Donoghue, & Banker, 2007).  While property value is not the only determinant of a declining 

farming population, for those in the younger generations with the desire to farm, the access to 

land is much more restricted than in the past. 

The rates of conversion of land to development and the increased demand for low-density 

development patterns is causing concern among a myriad of interests, resulting in the 

establishment or increase of programs to counter exurbanization and protect open spaces.  The 

2002 Farm Bill approved the formation of the Farm and Ranch Land Protection Program to 

provide funding to purchase development rights on working farms and ranches, the number of 

land trusts in the US increased 32% from 2000 to 2005 (Land Trust Alliance, 2006), and all fifty 

states have instated some form of land use taxation program to encourage landowners to keep 

land in production by reducing their tax burden (Clouser, 2005).  While the establishment of 

such programs and policies are indicators of the concern for the trajectory of land use change, the 
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concern among the public and among the landowners in these rural areas are even more 

indicative of what is at stake. 

Beyond the role of rural lands to provide food and fiber for the nation’s consumption, 

rural areas are increasingly valued for their non-market amenities.  As these amenities are 

generally considered externalities to the market value of land, their value is often determined 

through public opinion.  Several large scale surveys have been conducted since the 1980s to 

understand the value the public places on such amenities as open space, wildlife habitat, the rural 

cultural heritage, recreation opportunities, and scenic landscapes, among others (Hellerstein et 

al., 2002).  Hellerstein et al. (2002) compared the results of a dozen public opinion surveys about 

the value of protecting farm and forest land, and found that one single amenity did not emerge as 

favored among others. Rather, they found there were a variety of values and reasons offered to 

protect such lands, which are not reflected in the market values.  In the authors’ opinions, this 

constituted a land market failure.  

Among landowners, there are also significant concerns about the future of the rural areas 

in which they live.  One significant issue is the division of farms into smaller parcels for 

residential use, and the subsequent increase in property values and property taxes. Meanwhile, 

erratic income from farming due to fluctuating market prices and harvest yields, makes it 

increasingly difficult for the land to pay for itself (see Figure 2).   

Conflicts at the rural/ urban fringe are another issue that is raising concern among 

residents in rural areas.  For some people moving from urban areas, their conception of rural life  
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Figure 2.  Graph depicting the average farm household income from farming activities since 1997, 
compared to the trends in farm real estate value/ acre for the same time period.  The data is from the
USDA NASS 2008 estimates. 
t be supported by the rural reality.  Odors, noise, traffic disruptions, and dust produced by 

g has brought enough complaints by new rural residents, that all fifty states have now 

d “right to farm” laws, protecting farms that are operating under standard procedures from   

ce lawsuits brought by nonfarm neighbors (Matthews, 2004).  Cooperative Extension 

ies and other rural outreach groups throughout the nations are designing programs and 

ing publications to help prepare and train farmers and foresters to deal with these issues, 

emains a concern among residents. 

Another concern that is not limited to landowners but extends to agencies and 

zations concerned with natural resources and land management, is the loss of knowledge 

pertise about managing the land that is occurring with changing land uses and owners.  

universities and agencies are providing education programs to help new landowners with 

ement decisions, but the foundation of local knowledge about the land particular to a 
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community may not be replaceable.  The fragmentation of wildlife habitat as forests are cleared 

and the encroachment of exotic species in pastureland as livestock is removed are two other 

concerns about the physical landscape among traditionally rural residents.  The deer populations 

in many urbanizing and exurbanizing areas have grown tremendously as habitat is disrupted and 

predation becomes less of a threat, hunting becomes less prevalent, and the availability of 

vegetation as food in residential settings and forest fringe areas becomes more abundant.  This 

increase in population is leading to problems such as widespread plant and forest damage, 

increased car accidents, and herd disease (NJDEP, 2008).  The expansion of exotic species in 

unmanaged land is also problematic.  Autumn olive and multifloral rose are two insidious and 

prolific plants, which, left unchecked, will quickly overrun a pasture or forest (VADCR, 2003).   

These challenges, and many others, are what confront a changing landscape and the 

people who live and work there.  They have no easy answers, nor are they pleasant issues to 

confront, but to avoid them will only augment the tensions created in a community in transition. 

Establishing a means of addressing such issues cooperatively among neighbors and landowners, 

and reconciling interests to find common ground may be more effective in the long run. 

 

Virginia 

The changes described in the previous discussion are generalized to the national scale, 

but are not occurring consistently across the country.  Rural population levels in the northern 

Midwestern states have remained constant and even decreased compared to that of the coastal 

regions.  The two regions of the US that are experiencing the greatest levels of growth are the 

south/ southeast and the West coast.  Depending on the data source, the definition of what 

constitutes south and southeast is different, however, in the context of this paper, I am interested 
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particularly in the Commonwealth of Virginia, which is classified in both regions in different 

data sets.  For this reason, rather than speaking more broadly of regions, I will discuss Virginia 

specifically. 

A study conducted by Brown et al. (2005) analyzed rural land-use trends from 1950 to 

2000 at the county level.  They examined housing density data to depict the exurbanization 

trends in the US, reported by ecoregions (see Appendix B for ecoregion maps).  They found the 

most dramatic increases in exurbanization took place in the Western and Eastern Temperate 

Forest ecoregions, the latter of which includes Virginia.  Though the rate of exurbanization was 

slower after 1970, it still increased 90% nationally from 1970 to 2000.  The study also looked at 

Level III ecoregions in the southeastern US, which consists of seven ecoregions stretching from 

the pine-barrens of New Jersey south through Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi.  The fastest-

growing ecoregion was the Piedmont region, which accounts for roughly a quarter of the state of 

Virginia.  This region experienced a 4.5% increase in urbanization from 1973 to 2000, with 75% 

of that converted from forestland.  Of the six ecoregions that extend through Virginia, three 

experienced rates of land use conversion greater than 14% between 1973 and 2000 (1860). 

As the northern reaches of Virginia are located well within the expanding metropolis of 

the Washington DC area, change is occurring somewhat unevenly throughout the state.  

Compared to the 4.5% increase in urbanization in the Piedmont ecoregion (includes Richmond 

and Charlottesville), the Blue Ridge ecoregion directly to the west only experienced a 1.1% 

increase (Brown et al. 2005).  From 2000 to 2006, it is estimated that the population of Virginia 

grew 8% compared to the 6.4% national average (US Census VA QuickFacts, 2008) but this 

growth was concentrated largely in Northern Virginia reaching down into the Piedmont region.  
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However, 33 counties and cities lost population, with the most significant losses occurring in 

older cities such Petersburg, Richmond, and Roanoke (Spar & Cai, 2007). 

Consistent with national trends, Virginia’s real estate value for farmland increased 110% 

from 2003 to 2007, with a 16.3% increase in the last year (USDA NASS, 2008).  Agriculture and 

forestry (combined) are still the state’s number one industry, comprising $47 billion annually in 

sales (VDACS, 2008), but the loss of 1,400 farms from 2000 to 2007 (USDA NASS, 2008) is 

raising concern among state and local agencies.  The Virginia Office of Farmland Preservation 

established in 2001 by the Virginia General Assembly in response to the increasing population 

and housing pressure, reports that the state is losing 23,260 acres of agricultural land and 44,640 

acres of forestland to development annually (website).   

 

Catawba Valley in Southwestern Virginia 

The site for the case study included in this paper is a location fairly representative of what 

is occurring in the Commonwealth of Virginia and in rural areas across the country.  The 

Catawba Valley in southwest Virginia spans the county border dividing Roanoke and 

Montgomery Counties.  The valley, situated between Brush Mountain and North Mountain to the 

north, and Paris Mountain and Catawba Mountain to the south, also spans the Eastern 

Continental Divide.  Consequently, the valley’s two main tributaries contribute to two different 

watersheds.  The Catawba Creek is part of the Upper James River Watershed, which flows into 

the Chesapeake Bay, and the North Fork of the Roanoke River, part of the Roanoke River 

Watershed, flows eventually into the Albemarle Sound (see Figure 3).   
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Figure 3. Map of the major watersheds located in Virginia.  The Catawba Valley, which spans the Eastern 
Continental Divide, is divided into two significant watersheds, the Roanoke River watershed, emptying into 
the Albemarle Sound, and the James River watershed, which is part of the Chesapeake Bay drainage basin.  
Permission to use this map was granted by its author, Chuck Bailey of William and Mary, 2008. 
The valley, though distinctive geographically, is difficult to describe statistically because 

situated across two different counties, thus different and incompatible data sources, and is 

 part of two different district planning commissions. Furthermore, the valley is part of two 

ining statistically metropolitan areas, Roanoke, and the Blacksburg/ Christiansburg/ Radford 

, which distorts the data from each respective county.  As a result, this description of the 

wba Valley and the changes taking place there is based largely on the interviews conducted 

 landowners and government agency and nonprofit organization representatives working in 

alley, supplemented with data extrapolated from county records and district planning 

rts. 

The Catawba Valley is a rural valley area located between the Town of Blacksburg and 

ities of Salem and Roanoke.  The mountains surrounding the valley and separating it from 

ain highway (Rt. 81) and the larger urbanizing areas had left the valley relatively isolated 

any years. When asked to describe the valley and the community within the valley, one 

owner offered a vivid depiction,  
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The main valley is caught off from what lies further south by the high mountain here 

behind me.  So it is a community defined by its geology.  Two streams flowing in 

opposite directions in one valley... cut off.  It was very isolated for many years.  The 

North side and South side by high mountains, at least high for this area, with no 

communication over those mountains 

 

Flanked by steep slopes and areas of rocky terrain, the valley has always been more 

suitable for forest and livestock pasture land uses than for significant crop cultivation.  With 

open fields of grazing cattle, rocky slopes, forested ridgelines, and meandering creeks and 

streams, the Catawba Valley embodies the ideal mountain rural landscape (see Figure 4).  

Located within a half hours drive from the center of the City of Roanoke, the City of Salem to 

the west, or the Town of Blacksburg to the east, it is relatively convenient to live in the valley 

and commute to work in any one of the urban areas.  This combination of factors leaves Catawba 

Valley situated in much the same situation as rural areas across the country, where the desire to  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.  Photo of farm and cultivated field in the Catawba Valley. Photo by C. Kimmel, 04/08. 
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move beyond urban centers and into low-density rural areas is changing the landscape and the 

population of the valley. 

 Land value in Catawba Valley has been increasing steadily for the last several years, with 

farms being divided into several parcels.  According to one land trust representative, land prices 

have increased from $1,000 per acre a few years ago to in the neighborhood of $5,000 to $10,000 

per acre in 2007.   One landowner informed me that in an effort to correct for previous 

underestimations and to produce a more accurate representation of property values, Roanoke 

County had issued a revised property value assessment in 2007, which meant that his property 

value increased by 58% over the previous year.  This increase is resulting in tremendous 

increases in property taxes.  “The biggest thing is our taxes,” indicated one cattle farmer.  “It will 

drive the old-timers off of their farm ‘cause they have to sell it because of the tax.”   

The New River Valley Planning District Commission’s 2006 Regional Databook has this 

area’s development potential ranked as ‘high intensity’ (NRVPDC, 2006).   It seems from most 

of the new homes being built and farms divided and sold, that much of the development in the 

valley is taking place is on large parcels.  As you drive the length of the valley, several horse 

stables have been built, which is a recent development according to Catawba residents.  

According to one resident whose wife has family ties to the valley, which is what drew them 

back to build a house on her family’s old homestead,  

There are probably 50 to 60 new homes in the last 15 years from here to Catawba and 

there doesn't seem to be any letup in sight.  Everywhere you look there is a bulldozer and 

a new house.  We're guilty of it.  We moved here and took an old house away, where this 

house is, and put our house right where it was. 
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 Catawba Valley is under much of the same pressure from exurbanization, development, 

and changing land ownerships and management goals that is being experienced in rural areas 

across the country.  What makes this area unique is the fact that many of the multi-generation 

landowners are still there, though they are aging and the future of their land is becoming 

increasingly uncertain.  One elderly widow I spoke with is considering putting her land under a 

conservation easement, much to the chagrin of her son, because she wants the farm to remain 

intact as a testament to her late husband’s family legacy.  The future of the Catawba Valley is 

raising a lot of interest among landowners, developers, conservation groups, and agencies alike.  

One of the land trust representatives I spoke with captured the sentiment that may explain why 

there is concern about the changes taking place in the valley, and the concern for its future, 

I would say that Catawba Valley is one of the few places in this part of Virginia where 

you can you drive down the road and picture what this area must have looked like in the 

early 1800s.  You still have the farmland and historic houses, the old mills.  It is sort of 

one of these, you know, undeveloped gems.  I mean, you still have some development 

there, but basically, that little narrow beautiful valley is still, it looks very much as it did 

200 years ago.    

That it has changed in the last two hundred years is indisputable. The old mills that once churned 

out flour and corn meal are either gone completely or stand restored and silent, a memorial to a 

way of life long gone.  There are empty silos along the roadside and pews on Sunday morning.  

Where once a car was a rare sight, traffic now moves hastily down the winding roads.  But the 

sentiment is right, as you move through the Catawba Valley, you CAN imagine what it looked 

like a century ago, and you can understand why people treasure it and want to be a part of it.   
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The trends described in this chapter suggest there is little question that land uses and 

demographics of traditionally rural areas are changing. It is important to acknowledge however 

that these trends do not necessarily spell doom for the future of rural America.  Many of the 

people moving from urban areas to rural areas bring with them knowledge, energy, and resources 

that may be lacking in many rural communities.  Their appreciation for pastoral landscapes, 

working forests, the preservation of open space, or local economies may infuse rural 

communities with new energy to strengthen such efforts.  By no means do I intend to suggest 

that the transition occurring in rural areas is always negative, but that it needs to be managed 

with care and caution.  The emergence of community-based conservation and natural resource 

management groups may provide an effective approach of engaging landowners in the decisions 

for the future of their landscape and community.  Community Landcare is one model that is 

beginning to take shape in the US, and specifically in southwest Virginia, that is able to 

accommodate a variety of perspectives and values, while providing a forum for conversation and 

collaboration among landowners and neighbors. 

While data and trends are important for setting the scene, they cannot tell the whole story 

of the transition taking place in rural areas throughout the nation.  The stories are about the 

people living in these areas, the people moving to these areas, and the different ways that land 

and the resources provided by the land are used and valued by landowners and members of the 

communities.  It is only through these stories that we can make sense of the next chapter of rural 

America, and determine what direction it will take.  Like one landowner said through tears of 

nostalgia, “So what I have tried to do is tell the stories. Try to help my children want to keep the 

place.  And have it be part of it.” 
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 The remainder of this paper is driven by the stories that I was able to listen to from 

landowners and different stakeholders in the Catawba Valley.  The perspectives and insights 

provided by these conversations guided my interpretation of the various bodies of literature that 

come together to conceptualize and describe the changes taking place in rural areas, the 

underlying causes and effects of these changes, the attitudes and perceptions that emerge as a 

result, and the considerations we must weigh in moving forward in shaping a new rural America.

24 



 

Chapter 2 – Conceptualizing Change 

And every farm not only had varied livestock, but there were varied crops that 
were grown. I remember my daddy had barley. Everyone had corn. There is no 
corn growing on this road. You can drive up and down and you won’t see an ear 
of corn.       - Jonathan Baxter 
 
How do you we use the property?  To watch the weeds grow. I mow the hay for cattle, but 
I given away because I don't have any cattle. And then we just use it for recreation, the 
boys hunt and fish and ride their dirt bikes. We have nonproducing animals such as cats 
and dogs. So we just have a happy day, and nobody has to worry about harvest time 
        - Bob Lawrence 
 
We provide the land for people to come hunt on. It’s going to get to the point that people 
won’t have places to go hunt, but here in Catawba, people hunt on my land. You don’t 
even recognize that it’s a recreation. And hunters contribute a huge amount to the state 
coffers as far as licenses and money spent that goes into taxes. That is another area that 
doesn’t get recognized. They need to, but they don’t.  - Roger Griffith 

 

 

Rural areas that are experiencing the effects of exurbanization and its associated in-

migration of urban residents, development of larger residential parcels, and transition of 

traditional land-uses has been a focus of discussion across several disciplines for many years.  

Demographers have been tracking the population and migration patterns across the rural/ urban 

divide, and have demonstrated a “rural rebound” to have occurred in the 1990s which continues 

more slowly, to this day.  Rural sociologists have incorporated this data into their explorations of 

the changing social structures of rural America.  From this discipline, there has been much 

written about the multiple meanings and cultural and social implications of the changes taking 

place in rural America.  Geographers have looked at the implications for the landscape at varying 

spatial and temporal scales. Agricultural and natural resource economists have explored the 

effects of, among other things, consolidating agriculture and fragmenting forests respectively.  

Both of these phenomena have implications for water quality, soil erosion, biodiversity, and 
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habitat quality, which have been studied extensively by several different fields of the natural 

sciences.   

 Though the specific focus of inquiry varies across disciplines, there are recurrent themes 

in how the changing rural landscape is discussed throughout the literature.  Much of the research 

has been concentrated on the United Kingdom, presumably because of the relative scarcity and 

therefore magnified pressures on arable land on these developed islands.  Some of the literature 

makes explicit extensions to the US context, but much of what is written has direct parallels.   

 There are several theories employed in the literature to describe and explain the patterns 

of land use transition in the rural areas of developed nations, though the two most extensively 

used are that of post-productivism and multifunctionality.  In this chapter, I will be discussing 

the characteristics and implications of these two concepts, along with the lesser-explored theory 

of conspicuous production.  While all three provide insights into the motivations and 

explanations for the shifting uses of rural lands, they vary in the social implications they may 

incur, in their utility for determining effective policy and governance practices, and in their 

ability to scale up to a broader application. 

 

Productivism  

 Distinct in their conceptualization of the changes taking place in rural areas, the point of 

departure for the theories of post-productivism, multifunctionality, and even conspicuous 

production follows the consensus that a shift definitely occurred in the mid-1970s.  Previous to 

this point, rural land was valued as the site of mass production of food and fiber for the nation’s 

economies of scale.  The productivist phase of agricultural production is considered to have 

begun in the wake of WWII and lasted through to the mid-1970s (Atkins & Bowler, 2001; 
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Bowler, 2002; Wilson, 2007).  It was characterized by the intensification, concentration, and 

specialization of production (Ilbery & Bowler, 1998).  Referred to by some as the second in a 

sequence of three identified food regimes, this phase is distinguished through the modernization 

and industrialization of agricultural production that took place in developed nations (Atkins & 

Bowler, 2001; Friedman, 1982; Ilbery & Bowler, 1998; Wilson, 2001). This second 

‘productivist’ food regime was preceded by a system that relied heavily on comparative 

advantage for the production of low-value primary goods in European colonies, for export back 

to the US and Europe for processing and distribution (Atkins & Bowler, 2001).   

 The industrialization of agriculture after WWII marked the transition from the first food 

regime to the second ‘productivist’ regime, and had a tremendous impact on rural agricultural 

communities. The mechanization of farm labor and the introduction of chemical fertilizers and 

pesticides shifted the concentration of inputs from labor and land towards a more capital 

intensive industry.  This resulted in declining employment opportunities on farms and the out-

migration from rural areas (Atkins & Bowler, 2001; Friedman, 1982; Johnson, 2006). The rise of 

agribusinesses and the food processing industries meant a demand for highly concentrated and 

efficient agricultural production, which required consolidating farms, the intensification of 

production (through high levels of fertilizer applications, maximum utility of planting space, 

etc.), and the specialization of outputs based on comparative advantage (Atkins & Bowler, 2001;  

Bowler, 2002).   

 National policies surrounding the agriculture industry both in the US and European 

context were instrumental in driving the productivist phase.  Transnational trade, led by the 

emerging US hegemony, secured an exponentially larger market and opportunity for trade of 

agricultural commodity goods at a global scale.  It was in the national economic interest for 
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developed nations to produce and export food products around the world, which was facilitated 

by the provision of subsidies to producers.  In the case of the United States, the production of 

surplus quantities of grain created export opportunities in the form of farm aid programs for post-

colonial developing nations (Friedman, 1982), which would prove to have devastating effects 

years later (Barnett, 2003).  

 Implicit in the industrialization of agriculture were the high negative externalities 

produced in conjunction with intensive production methods.  While there were some formal 

conservation programs in place, the effectiveness of these efforts were questionable. In the US, 

the Soil Conservation Service (SCS) had been established in 1935 with the purpose of assisting 

landowners in preventing erosion of topsoil through the implementation management practices. 

Policies that followed and worked in conjunction with the SCS provided channels by which to 

distribute payments to farmers to reduce their impact on the land, through the assumption that 

farmers would serve as natural stewards for the land (Potter, 1998).  However, the structure of 

the various policies and payment programs essentially demanded that farmers plant high value 

commodity crops which tended to also be soil and chemical fertilizer intensive.  Farmers were 

required to take some land out of production, but were also paid by yield, which meant the 

increased intensification of the land that was under cultivation (ibid).  Ultimately, the toll of the 

industrialization of agriculture was realized in what would become the farm crisis of the 1980s, 

marking the shift out of the productivist phase or second regime and into a new set of 

circumstances. 

 The economic turmoil of the 1970s, with oil and grain prices soaring and political 

pressure to reign in government spending and price supports marked the beginning of the 

transition into a third food regime (Atkins & Bowler, 2001).  By this time, the economic and 
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environmental costs of such a concentrated and intensive form of agriculture were being felt by 

agricultural producers, their communities, as well as the global marketplace (Ilbery & Bowler, 

1998).   A boom in the demand for US exports during the early 1970s had led many farmers to 

expand their land and equipment, and in doing so, took on tremendous debt loads (Barnett, 

2003). Extraordinary levels of inflation had driven up the value of land, which forced many 

farmers to refinance their land (ibid). When inflation was brought back down and the value of 

the American dollar increased, the agricultural boom quickly imploded. Export prices dropped 

by more than half in some cases. Thousands of farms were lost to foreclosure, banks collapsed, 

and rural communities suffered tremendously (ibid).  This, along with the increasing 

competitiveness of global markets and the recognition of the environmental impacts of intensive 

industrial agricultural production, precipitated a shift in the organization of the agriculture 

industry and in the employment of rural land in communities in the US, and increasingly in all 

developed nations (Ilbery & Bowler, 1998).  Meanwhile, the soil had been exhausted and the 

effects of intense fertilizer and pesticide applications were becoming more evident in water 

quality levels and productivity demands. 

 The period which followed the productivist phase has been theoretically presented in 

various ways, but one that has gained considerable traction and contestation is the concept of a 

post-productivist period.  This phase is considered to have begun in the mid-1980s and extends 

to the modern day.  Post-productivism and the de-emphasis on concentrated and intensive 

agricultural production through a shift in agricultural policy, is more widely applicable to the 

western European context in terms of agricultural policies. However, the implications of that 

shift resonate in the US, in so far as it describes the changing employment of rural land.  

Agricultural policy in the US still largely adheres to a modified productivist model in that 
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policies and legislation still promote intensive and concentrated production, and reward 

corporate agribusiness with tax concessions (Troughton, 2005).  Nonetheless, I would argue that 

this continued pattern of intensive consolidation in the most productive regions of the country 

have left small-scale farms in marginally productive rural regions to fall into many of the same 

characterizing circumstances that have defined the theory of post-productivism in Europe.  In 

this sense, there is a schism between the idea of post-productivism as a description of the trend of 

agricultural policies and as a description of the change in land use associated with the scaling 

down of widespread productivist policies to more centralized areas.   

 

Post-Productivism 

Post-productivism entered the discourse surrounding the changing context of agricultural 

production and land use in the early 1990s through the writings of Mark Shucksmith and Neil 

Ward independently (Mather, Hill, & Nijnik, 2006).  The concept was employed to describe the 

situation as a direct comparison of conditions under the productivist model.  Evans, Morris, and 

Winter (2002) suggest that the concept “emerged as a term that could retrospectively summarize 

the adjustment strategies  documented, while reflecting what seemed to be a new set of 

circumstances facing farmers, particularly with respect to demands for greater environmental 

regulation” (p. 315).  Associated with the reduction in output, drawdown of state-supplied farm 

subsidies (specifically in the UK), increased global market competition, and increased 

environmental regulations (Ilbery & Bowler, 1998), the post-productivist era has been 

characterized by a move away from intensive farming to produce in high quantities, and rather, 

towards higher quality outputs; the diversification of on-farm production; an increased emphasis 

on off-farm employment or pluriactivity; the encouragement of sustainable farming practices in 
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conjunction with introduced agri-environmental policies and regulations; and a shift in state 

funding programs for agricultural production activities (Evans et al, 2002; referencing Ilbery & 

Kneafsey 1997).   

In application, post-productivism meant a de-emphasis of the mass production of food 

and fiber that had fed a ravenous global demand.  In a radical shift, the payment programs that 

had rewarded farmers for ever-increasing yields were redirected to programs which emphasized 

taking land out of production and meeting more rigid environmental restrictions.  As a result, 

many smaller farms or farms in marginal growing conditions found themselves struggling to 

compete, which had tremendous effects on the communities in which they were situated.  With 

funding sources reduced and soil conditions exhausted from such intensive cultivation over the 

years, ‘post-productive’ land may have been a fitting description.   

However fitting it may have been descriptively, the concept of post-productivism has 

been contested in the literature on several grounds.  As I mentioned earlier, there is a general 

consensus that a shift away from productivist policies and practices occurred, and a new set of 

circumstances were introduced, but the connotations of the term ‘post-productivism’ has raised 

concerns.  As with any such periodization of history, ‘post-’ signals a dichotomous split that 

forces categorization, and in doing so, discounts the heterogeneity in practice on the ground 

(Evans et al., 2002; McCarthy, 2005; Mather et al., 2006; Wilson, 2007).  Presented as a dualism, 

though acknowledged by some proponents to not necessarily be mutually exclusive at a national 

scale (Ilbery & Bowler, 1998), post-productivism is often employed to “explain the uneven 

development of rural areas” (Evans et al., 2002, p. 314), areas that were either productive or not.   
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In practical terms, the concept of land being ‘post-productivist’ carries with it a 

suggestion that land is no longer productive, or that the people working the land are no longer 

concerned with its ‘productivity’, a concept that is open to interpretation as well. If a landowner 

values and employs his or her property as a means of raising game for hunting, products for 

niche markets, or even more abstractly, ecosystem services such as groundwater recharge, 

aesthetic qualities, or carbon sequestration, this may not be considered ‘production’ under 

traditional standards, but is still producing a desired output (Evans et al., 2002).  Additionally, 

the benchmark of increased pluriactivity used to indicate a shift away from production (Ilbery & 

Bowler, 1998) does not necessarily provide a direct correlation with the ‘productivity’ of the 

land, as many producers have either traditionally relied on off-farm income to support their land 

or the production demands are such that allow additional employment (the example of llama 

farming was used by Evans et al., 2002, p. 319).   

Of the critiques posited against post-productivism, I find the issues of scale most 

compelling.  As a shift in policy, post-productivist may be an appropriate description, but in 

application, post-productivism cannot be temporally and spatially generalized to apply to an 

entire landscape. Though supportive of the concept in a more narrowly defined sense, Mathers et 

al. (2006) acknowledges the challenges posed by the spatial scale at which it can be applied, 

“whether it is or should be at the level of the field, the farm, the region, or the nation” (p. 453).  

Wilson (2001) suggests using the productivist/ post-productivist dualism as a spectrum by which 

to illustrate a transition to a more multifunctional agricultural regime, acknowledging the non-

linearity and spatial heterogeneity of the changes occurring in rural areas (p. 77).  This 

destination point of multifunctionality identified by Wilson is a different and increasingly 
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relevant conceptualization of the changes taking place in terms of rural land in the US and in 

Europe. 

 

Multifunctionality  

Whereas post-productivism focuses primarily on changes in agricultural production and 

the land and communities affected by those changes, the concept of multifunctionality 

acknowledges a much wider assortment of processes taking place on the land and the value these 

have for society at large.  Though the multiple functions attributed to open space, forests, and 

other features of rural land has long been recognized implicitly, the discussion and inevitable 

debate about the value of those amenities did not emerge until ‘multifunctionality’ was 

incorporated into policy discussions (Dobbs & Pretty, 2004), in which developed European 

nations argued these functions should be subsidized, an argument that will be discussed further 

later in the chapter.   This debate has left the concept with a bureaucratic trail of criticism, which 

I argue should be bracketed in order to evaluate the model for what it may be able to contribute 

to the discussion of the changing context of rural land use, and to the development of more 

effective approaches to land use planning and governance.  Before this can be done, it’s 

important to understand how the concept has been employed politically and the connotations it 

has developed as a result. 

Moving out of the productivist era of agricultural production-based subsidies, policies 

have dedicated an increased amount of aid for farmers to implement conservation practices both 

in the US and in western European nations.  Specifically within the context of the UK, the 

Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) has allocated significant funding for the purpose of 

enhancing rural development and agri-environmental policies (Dobbs & Pretty, 2004), which has 
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raised questions as to its compatibility with production support payments, actual environmental 

compliance of practices, and with World Trade Organization standards (221).   Part of the 

rhetoric used to justify the continued subsidization of marginally productive and small-scale 

agriculture under this legislation is the public value of the multiple functions open rural land 

provides to the nation (Dobbs & Pretty, 2004; Paarlberg, Bredahl, & Lee, 2002; Potter & Burney, 

2002).  Seen by many critics and developing nations as protectionist policy, multifunctionality’ 

has since been mired in a political battle that makes it difficult to evaluate for its true merits.   

That a landscape is valuable in the multiple functions it provides to the surrounding community 

is an assertion that most people would agree with, however its association with the WTO’s 

struggles to end subsidies and price supports in developed nations has all but paralyzed it 

conceptually, at least in policy discourse.  Regardless, it is a valuable theoretical construction of 

the changes taking place in the rural areas of developed nations that may provide mechanisms to 

overcome the barriers posed by the theory of post-productivism, which should be explored, 

decoupled from its policy implications. 

In 1998, the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) stated,  

beyond its primary function of supplying food and fibre, agricultural activity can 

also shape the landscape, provide environmental benefits such as land 

conservation, the sustainable management of renewable natural resources and the 

preservation of biodiversity, and contribute to the viability of many rural areas 

(OECD, 2001, p. 5).   

The formal recognition of the value of amenities beyond consumable goods produced by 

agricultural land marks a shift in the discourse surrounding the use and productivity of 

agricultural areas and rural landscapes.   
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Multifunctionality has become an increasingly exercised concept as a means of exploring 

and describing the changing face of rural America in several different bodies of literature, 

including landscape geography, natural resource management, agricultural and natural resource 

economics, and planning.  In general, the concept refers to, 

A complex of functions of a piece of land or a specific landscape‡.  It has to do with 

combining different forms of land use, which can cause complementary or conflicting 

values…The benefit or advantage of multifunctionality compared to ‘monofunctionality’ 

is seen as a better adaptation and interaction between adjacent functions (Antrop, 2003, p. 

170). 

This dynamic interpretation of the value and functions of a particular piece of land or 

landscape recognizes multifunctionality as “an emergent property of landscapes, arising out of 

the interaction of ecological and human value systems” (Haines-Young & Potschin, 2003, p. 

183).  Recognizing the impacts of varying value systems on the employment and functionality of 

the land is a crucial point of departure from sweeping generalizations about the new rural 

condition. It is also generally more consistent with the discourse surrounding sustainable 

development, as it “defines the characteristics in agriculture in which the commodity production 

jointly generates environmental, economic, and social outputs” (Parris, 2003, p. 211), though I 

would argue it extends beyond strictly commodity production to include more intrinsic and 

intangible goods.  

McCarthy (2005) posits three bases on which he argues multifunctionality constitutes a 

preferred conceptualization of the changing use of land over post-productivism:  

• it offers a positive characterization rather than a negative one 
                                                 
‡ Land in this context is defined as having to do with “soil, ground, or territory. It is physical and related to a 
place…Landscape on the contrary is a perceivable part of the earth’s surface, which is regarded as common 
heritage” (Antrop 2003, 167). 
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• it recognizes the continued importance of commodity production in rural areas 

• it is inherently sensitive to spatial and social differentiation, the fact that different 

rural areas clearly can and will produce very different, even unique, combinations of 

use values (774).   

The last point about the plurality of spatial interpretations of a landscape, made explicitly by 

McCarthy, is echoed by much of the literature surrounding multifunctionality (Haines-Young & 

Potschin, 2003; Knickel & Renting, 2000; Wilson, 2001; 2007). This and the more dynamic 

consideration of a variety of human values systems operating within a landscape makes this 

concept an appealing and useful option for describing and exploring land use changes, if it can 

overcome the political stigmas it has acquired. 

In a policy context, multifunctionality schemes, largely discussed in conjunction with the 

UK, hold that landowners and farmers should be compensated for the non-commodity outputs, or 

positive externalities, that are produced through their maintaining the agricultural and rural lands 

and landscapes (Cocklin, Dibden, & Mautner, 2006; McCarthy, 2005; Paarlsberg et al., 2002; 

Potter & Burney, 2002).  Along with the payment programs comes recognition of the functional 

landscape and a push towards a more decentralized governance and decision making structure 

(Cocklin et al., 2006). 

As mentioned previously, the notion was introduced into the political rhetoric as a 

rationalization of continued subsidization for European small-scale farmers, particularly in the 

countryside of Wales and England, under WTO negotiations in 2002 (Dobbs & Pretty, 2004; 

Potter & Burney, 2002).  It was presented by the EU in response to the call to ‘decouple’ 

subsidies to farmers, as prescribed by the final conclusions of the Uruguay Round Agreement on 

Agriculture in 1994 (Potter & Burney, 2002).  Decoupling subsidies would mean that payments 

36 



 

to farmers were no longer based on production quotas, with the aim of balancing competition 

among developed and developing nations.  In employing the argument that rural lands ‘produce’ 

more than commodities for market, the EU introduced the idea of multifunctionality.  In 

explaining the EU’s rationale for implicating ‘multifunctionality’, Potter and Burney (2002) 

contend, 

The central assumption of this model is that agriculture is multifunctional, producing not 

only food but also sustaining rural  landscapes, protecting biodiversity, generating 

employment and contributing to the viability of rural areas. A second, more controversial, 

assumption is that this multifunctionality, because it is thought to depend on the survival 

of large numbers of marginal agricultural units and their continued occupancy of rural 

land, is highly vulnerable to the liberalization of agricultural markets, requiring the 

continuation of policies designed to sustain economically marginal farming (p. 35-36). 

In a contentious statement, the EU Commissioner on Agriculture, Franz Fishler justified the 

rationale of the EU, 

The countryside is more than just a physical place on a map. It represents an economic 

and social model, a constituent part of our European social order. For that reason we 

cannot stand idly by and watch while the social and environmental balance of our rural 

areas is destroyed (Potter & Burney, 2002, p. 36).  

The vague language and implied applicability to potentially all rural areas has brought the 

concept a great level of scrutiny.  In 1999, the USDA produced and released a direct criticism of 

the concept in “The Use and Abuse of Multifunctionality” (Bohman, Cooper, Mullarkey, 

Normile, Skully, Vogel, & Young, 1999), which suggested that the non-commodity amenities 

provided by agricultural did not require the distribution production-linked payments to farmers.  
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This debate seems to have created an inextricable link between the notion of protectionist 

government payment programs and the provision of non-commodity outputs from agricultural 

and forest lands.  While this may be part of the discussion taking place in regards to the policy 

implications for acknowledging multiple functions of rural and open land, they are not mutually 

exclusive and their merits should be considered individually.   

The other major criticism leveled at multifunctionality in its direct connotation with 

government payment programs, is that it represents the neoliberization of nature and natures use 

values.  McCarthy (2005) acknowledges this characterization, 

Indeed many elements of multifunctionality schemes – disavowal of protectionism per se, 

devolution of governance, increases use of public-private partnerships, voluntary 

participation in conservation programs, a shift from prohibiting pollution to paying 

property owners for providing ecosystem services, the growing use of audits to ensure 

farmers are delivering these services…seems entirely consistent with what Tickell and 

Peck (2003) characterize as ‘roll-out’ forms of neoliberalism (p. 779).   

 

In further analyzing this critique, McCarthy draws in the discussion of Hollander (2004) 

who perceives multifunctionality being employed in a ‘strong’ sense and a ‘weak’ sense. The 

‘strong’ form of multifunctionality she contends is a direct counter to neoliberalization as it 

recognizes that production of commodities and non-commodities alike are embedded in a 

dynamic and interdependent system (Hollander, 2004).  As Hollander’s article is focused on 

sugar cane production in the Florida Everglades however, this was a stretch, which McCarthy 

concedes.  As a ‘middle road’ McCarthy (2005) suggests that the adoption of multifunctionality 
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as a policy instrument would essentially equate to an “ecological modernization of the 

countryside” (779) in which externalities, specifically positive spillovers, would be internalized, 

there is a role for the state, and where local agents are given voice in the process (Dryzek, 2005).  

While multifunctionality has not formally entered the discourse within the US, there are 

elements that imply its relevance.  The increasing prevelance of the concept of “working” 

landscapes or forests suggest an increased interest and appreciation for the diversified 

productivity of rural areas (McCarthy, 2005; Wolf & Klein, 2007).  Another indicator of the US 

move towards more diversified land uses is the impending shift in emphasis from the USDA’s 

Conservation Reserve Program, which provided payment for retiring land, and towards the 

Conservation Security Program, which emphasizes installing best management practices on land 

kept in production while also developing a ‘whole farm’ plan (Iovanna – personal 

correspondence,  2008; McCarthy, 2005).   

 

Conspicuous Production 

One last theoretical conceptualization that has been employed to describe the changing 

character of rural land use is conspicuous production.  Though introduced only very recently 

(2007) and informally by geographer Kirsten V. Cadieux (in a conference paper at Yale), it is 

worth exploring briefly, as it provides a slightly different perspective on the change of land use 

and land ownership in rural areas.  Based on her research in ‘amenity migration’ at the individual 

household level, Cadieux suggests that many ‘exurbanites’, or people moving from urban to rural 

areas, are motivated by the amenities provided by an idyllic conception of the rural, which leads 

to a fetishization of the ‘natural’ and of rural life (Cadieux 2005, 2006, 2007).  In order to then 

be true to this idealization of the rural, Cadieux employs the idea of conspicuous production, in 
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which landowners engage in productive behaviors and tasks as “part of the amenity of the 

exurban lifestyle” (2005, p. 7).  Further, she suggests,  

residents emphasize their identification as agriculturalists by highlighting the importance 

of productive opportunities on their land in their decision to reside in exurbia and by 

drawing on the ways in which their pastoral impulses have been manifested in the 

landscape to support their claims to knowledge of the agricultural processes – and to 

express concern over the environmental degradation associated with farmers less in tune 

with such processes (2005, p. 11).  

 

While this theory may prove useful in understanding isolated cases, I would contend that 

it does not apply to a majority of people moving from urban to rural areas.  To the extent that 

there is an idealized perception of rural life which attracts people away from urban centers and 

that there is a desire to participate in the rural lifestyle and landscape, I would agree that this 

theory has application potential.  However, to assume that new rural residents then make claims 

of agrarian expertise flies in the face of the acknowledged problem with the effective transition 

of knowledge that is paralleling the exurbanization trend (Bohnet, Potter, & Simmons, 2003).  To 

presuppose arrogance on the part of the ‘exurbanite’ would not provide a constructive foundation 

from which to attempt to find middle-ground among rural neighbors.   

Understanding the theories that are employed in policy helps us to understand not only 

what is directing the changes taking place in rural areas, but in what ways they might be 

addressed most effectively. The shift away from productivism and, in the US context, the 

consolidation of agricultural production has resulted in a decreased demand for small-scale 

farming, though it is a vicious cycle.  Younger people are moving away from rural areas to find 
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employment, but often could not afford to establish themselves as farmers even if they so 

desired.  The less productive the land becomes and the less it is able to sustain itself financially, 

the more valuable it becomes as real estate, especially in areas that have high recreational and 

aesthetic amenities, and/ or are in close proximity to urban centers.  The increased interest and 

ability for formally urban residents to live outside of the urban fringe is resulting in the increased 

exurbanization of rural landscapes. Beyond the division of large farms and the fragmentation of 

forests,  

the movement of urban-based people into rural landscapes has fundamentally altered the 

nature of rural communities by increasing the diversity of people that manage rural 

landholdings. The intermixing of people with varied social value systems and capacities 

to undertake sustainable land management practices poses a number of challenges to 

those seeking to promote sustainable land management (Emtage, Herbohn, & Harrison, 

2006, p. 80).  

 

With the transition of land use and land ownership, traditional community dynamics and 

structures are also changing, as well as the mechanisms that may have been able to mediate the 

differences and transfer knowledge.  The language used to describe the changes taking place can 

either impede or foster the development of new channels for community collaboration and 

governance.  I would argue that to describe these areas as post-productivist marginalizes those 

who maintain production goals for their property.  Conspicuous production, while it may speak 

to the behavior and motivation of isolated individuals, if used widely presents a major 

impediment to finding common ground in a rural community.  Multifunctionality, though vague 

in its concrete meaning, acknowledges a wide breadth of values and usage goals for the land 
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within a community and a landscape, which may provide a greater base of common values from 

which to begin conversations among neighbors.  Identifying the values landowners and residents 

assign to their shared place is a crucial element to understanding and appreciating a 

multifunctional landscape, an element that will be explored further in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 3 – Values and the Human-Land Relationship 
 
I just love the notion of having this beautiful forest... I don't feel like we need to be 
paid to keep some trees because we want the trees because we like the trees 
       - Jackie Sherman  
 
No, I wouldn’t go back.  On account of the neighbors, every one of these 
neighbors here are great. And I wouldn’t swap a neighbor for a tree again 

- Fred Goodall 
 

So I don’t think you can sell people on the idea of the common good and paying 
somebody to keep a tree. I think you are going to have better success telling 
somebody how to manage their land to sell the tree 

        - Jonathan Baxter  
   
 
 In the previous chapter, the three theories that have been applied to elucidate land use 

changes occurring across the United States, post-productivism, multifunctionality, and 

conspicuous production were discussed in terms of their compatibility to landowner values and 

relationship to the land.  Describing land in terms of being post-productivist, we suggested, 

would marginalize those landowners who maintain production goals for their land, and who 

value the land for its productive qualities.  Conspicuous production suggests that ‘exurbanite’ 

landowners value their land for its amenities as a strictly consumable good.  Multifunctionality, 

considered in its broad application outside of policy implications, strives to accommodate a 

plurality of landowner and management values.  The question still remains, what is meant by 

‘values’? 

 The concept of values has many different definitions and implications across disciplines.  

According to Dietz, Fitzgerald, and Shwom (2005), there are three basic notions of how values 

can be understood, “what something is worth, opinions about that worth, and moral principles” 

(p. 339).  In the context of this discussion of land and land use, all of the definitions have 

relevant application.  The monetary ‘value’ of land is rising as the demand for rural living 

43 



 

increases.  As the demand for rural living increases, questions about opposing ‘values’ become 

more paramount, whether people should value open space and forests or widened roads and the 

convenience of urban amenities.  The last definition, ‘values’ as the moral principles that dictate 

these other two forms of value, provides the foundation for many of the changes, and consequent 

conversations and conflicts about land use and communities.  It is this last usage of ‘value’ that I 

will be concentrating on for the remainder of this chapter.   

 In the context of environmental consciousness, behaviors, and decision-making, there has 

been much written on the role played by values held by individuals and societies.  I chose to look 

at values regarding nature and environment to inform the role of values in how people relate to 

the land because it seemed provide the greatest insight into the questions and conflicts posed by 

changing rural land uses.  While these changes also play a significant role in the shifting 

structure of communities and social capital within those communities, examination through the 

lens of values attached to land and nature provides a dynamic and holistic framework in which to 

describe both aspects. 

 The literature on the human-land/nature/environment relationship and the values that 

underlie this relationship, presents a wide range of values which various authors feel are most 

pertinent to the discussion.  Stephen Kellert (1996) discusses a range of human-held values and 

their relationship specifically to nature, wildlife, and biodiversity in nature in his book The Value 

of Life: Biological Diversity and Human Society.  Based on Edward O. Wilson’s conception of 

biophilia, in which humans have a “fundamental physical, emotional, and intellectual 

dependence on nature and living diversity” (p. 7), he proposes an elaborate typology, consisting 

of nine values associated with living diversity and nature: utilitarian (pragmatic exploitation of 

nature), naturalistic (direct experience in nature), ecologistic-scientific (understanding of 
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elements of nature), aesthetic (attractive quality of nature), symbolic (use of nature as a notion), 

humanistic (emotional attachment to nature), moralistic (ethical considerations for nature), 

dominionistic (control over nature), and negativistic (avoidance of nature) (6).  Kellert identifies 

these values assigned to nature and biodiversity by humans, specifically the American pubic, as a 

driving force behind action or inaction taken by the public to preserve biodiversity. While this 

taxonomy of values is very functional for analyzing a specific aspect of the human-nature 

relationship, its level of specificity makes it difficult to apply at a more general level.   

Other authors tend to consolidate value categories in to broader classifications, usually as 

a tri-categorization.  Kempton, Boster, and Hartley (1995) in their evaluation of environmental 

values in American society from an anthropological perspective, suggest that religious/ spiritual 

values, anthropocentric values, and biocentric values play the central role in how people perceive 

of environmental issues.  Palang, Alumae, Printsmann, and Sepp (2003), in their discussion of 

planning at the landscape level, weigh the merits of evaluating a landscape in terms of its 

functions it serves or the values it is assigned.  The difference, they argue, is that function is 

intrinsic to the landscape itself, while values are held by individuals who will act on the 

landscape, therefore values held within and about a landscape are important to consider in 

planning for its future. Palang et al. suggest a tri-categorization of pertinent values as those most 

influential in determining the usage of land; ecological, in which the land is valued for its role in 

natural processes, outside of human utility, economic, in which land is valued for its ability to 

provide natural capital for production purposes, and cultural/ aesthetic/ social, in which land is 

valued in humanistic terms beyond strictly production usage.  

Dietz et al., in their 2005 review of environmental values literature, emphasize the central 

role the theory of altruism has taken in discussing and comparing environmental values.  Though 
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environmental values are often conceptualized as anthropocentric or biocentric in nature, the 

tension between them is based on what direction the concern by an individual is directed.  

Anthropocentric environmental values extend concern for humans, while biocentric values 

extend concern for species beyond humans or for nature in general.  If concern does not go 

beyond oneself or one’s immediate relations, then one is expressing values centered in self-

interest.  Based on this extension of concern, and its implication of the theory of altruism in the 

discussion of environmental values, Deitz et al. conclude that the three foundational values 

emphasized in most literature on the human-nature/ land relationship are biocentric altruism, 

anthropocentric altruism, and self-interest.  Stern, Dietz, Abel, Guagnano, and Kalof (1999) 

posit these three same values as the basis from which to study environmental behaviors and 

actions, though they use the terms, biospheric (biocentric), altruistic (humanistic), and, egoistic 

(self-interest).  They use these three fundamental values in the development of their value-belief-

norm (VBN) theory§ because they assert these values are “relatively stable, central elements of 

personality and belief structure” (85).  These three primary values provide the most fundamental 

basis from which individuals perceive their relationship to nature and to the land.  In many ways, 

biocentric altruism, humanisitic altruism, and self-interest also provide a loose framework in 

which to examine the foundations on which the primary environmental movements that have 

emerged in the United States since the end of the nineteenth century (Weber, 2000).     

 

Biocentric altruism contends that nature has intrinsic value apart from human use or 

presence (Dietz et al., 2005) and its devotees extend concern for species beyond humans, or for 

the ecosystem in general.  This form of altruism is congruent with Aldo Leopold’s land ethic in 

                                                 
§ Stern et al. (1999) developed the value-belief-norm theory in order to demonstrate the role individually held values 
play in determining environmental behaviors.  The VBN theory asserts that values are the underlying basis from 
which beliefs are formed.  Beliefs will in turn inform the norms of behavior in regards to the environment.  
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which he contends, “A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty 

of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise” (1949, p. 224).  To ‘preserve’ 

nature and wilderness was the primary goal of the preservation movement that emerged in the 

late 1800s, from which emerged such organizations as the Sierra Club (Weber, 2000).  

Biocentric concern has been more recently associated with the more radical contemporary 

environmental movement organizations such as Earth First!, a group embedded in the deep 

ecology discourse, which contends that “no species, including the human species, is regarded as 

more valuable or in any sense higher than any other species” (Dryzek, 2005, p. 184). 

The humanistic or anthropocentric form of altruism is based on the idea that individuals 

have concern for individuals beyond themselves and their immediate relations, possibly for 

society or humanity as a whole (Dietz et al., 2005).  Though the term altruism may suggest that 

such values should not be self-serving, in the context of environmental values, it is intended to 

indicate the extension of concern towards human implications as opposed to ecological ones.  

Therefore, anthropocentric altruistic environmental values refer to the ability for nature and land 

to be used or enjoyed by people and society at large.  Kempton et al. (1995) also emphasizes the 

extension of anthropocentric values to concern for descendents and future generations.  Whether 

this is at the community scale or globally, such humanistic altruism moves beyond concern for 

utility of land for individually defined ends and emphasizes the ‘greater good’.   

The conservation movement, represented most vividly by early twentieth century figures 

as President Theodore Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot, was based largely on the concern for 

maintaining the productive capacity of the land for human use.  The US Forest Service, 

established under the principles of the conservation movement in 1905 was initially administered 

by Pinchot, who is quoted as touting the agency’s mission, “to provide the greatest amount of 
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good for the greatest amount of people in the long run” (USFS homepage), a credence deeply 

rooted in the value of nature for its utilitarian value.  Conservation remains a significant theme in 

operationalizing environmental values today.  Federal programs offered  by the USDA and 

Forest Service, including the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), the Environmental Quality 

Incentive Program (EQIP), and the Forestland Enhancement Program (FLEP) among others, are 

based on the concern for land in its ability to serve human needs into the future, or 

anthropocentric altruism.  

Self-interest, used in the context of the human-nature/ land relationship, is commonly 

conceptualized through the rational actor model, in which decisions and actions are chosen based 

on the best interest of oneself or one’s immediate relations (Dietz et al., 2005).  Distinct from 

anthropocentric altruism, self-interest advocates that consideration is limited to oneself and the 

immediate return rather than the extension of benefit to the larger society.  In the context of land 

use, self-interest would drive individuals to seek the greatest benefit from land use or to consider 

the effects of degradation on one’s personal condition without consideration to the effects felt by 

others.   

Employed heavily in the capitalist discourse, the popularly-held conception of self-

interest has evolved significantly since Adam Smith first emphasized its importance in achieving 

the ‘wealth of nations’ in 1776.  Smith’s conception of self-interest extended beyond the 

individual to incorporate consideration of a larger social interest, a notion which will be 

discussed in further detail in chapter four.  Today, ‘self-interest’ is frequently invoked to confer a 

sense of selfish pursuit of achievement, whether through wealth or recognition.  As opposed to 

humanistic altruism, this seems to be the characterization of self-interest intended by Dietz et al. 

and Stern et al. as well.    
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In their discussion of American held values and their impact on environmental behaviors 

and actions, Dietz et al. (2005) cite a personal communication with social psychologist P.W. 

Shultz, who has studied the prevelance of self-interest in American society, in which he suggests 

a key question is “whether or not self-interest is consistent with environmentalism” (p. 359).  

Self-interest, in this instance, is implied to be wholly separate from humanistic altruism, which 

disregards Smith’s conception of self-interest and assumes that people will only pursue their 

narrowly defined benefit.  In an earlier section of the article however, Dietz et al. suggest that 

altruism and self-interest are not mutually exclusive, but rather that altruism “may be 

commonplace, although the scope of altruism may be circumscribed and altruism may coexist 

with rather than wholly displace self-interest” (Dietz et al., 2005, p. 345).  By virtue of this 

argument, altruistic elements may be found within one’s pursuance of self-interest, and the 

interest of personal benefit may be incorporated into the concerned for the greater good, or a 

sense of humanistic altruism.  This enlarged sense of self-interest is consistent with Smith’s 

perception of self-interest, an ‘enlightened’ version which has been superseded by a narrow 

interpretation, and that deserves to be re-evaluated.   

In a changing rural landscape, where different stakeholders hold different values for their 

land and their neighbors, emphasizing an enlightened sense of self-interest may provide a 

foundation in the community on which to build trust, and the ability to communicate and 

collaborate.  Drawing elements of humanistic altruism into ones conception of self-interest, it is 

possible to appeal to a range of individually held beliefs and desires for the land, as opposed to 

organizing around a single shared interest or concern.  The traditionally conceived conservation 

movement, such as that in which the Soil and Water Conservation Service emerged, relied upon 

a collective understanding that land and nature was valuable strictly for its ability to provide for 
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human needs.  The preservationist and more radical environmental movements stipulate that 

supporters place nature over human interest.  Yet within a geographic space, in a landscape in 

which people work and live, it is unreasonable to expect to find one such universally held value. 

This signifies the need to find a model of collaboration that can accommodate a range of values, 

of which enlightened self-interest may reasonably serve as the basis.  

The concept of community-based conservation or natural resource management groups, 

which are becoming increasingly prevalent across the country and around the world, may be a 

means of effectively giving voice to a plurality of values with a common appeal to an 

enlightened self-interest.  Weber (2000), in his discussion of such community-based groups, 

which he terms GREM (Grass-roots ecosystem management), contends that such an approach is 

advantageous over the previously mentioned approaches in that it maintains “the belief that 

“place,” collaboration, and deliberation will trump, or somehow transform self-interest into 

enlightened self-interest – the understanding that what is beneficial for the collective community 

can also provide benefits to the individual” (p. 251).  By drawing on the interests and concerns of 

a community living in a shared landscape, the notion behind such a community-based 

governance model is that the group will begin to develop a common interest in the future of their 

shared ‘place’, which will slowly reconcile narrow self-interest with a more humanistic altruistic 

conception of the environment and the community within that ‘place’.   A key component of 

such community-based governance groups is their emphasis on not only ecological aspects of a 

‘place’, but also its social and economic well-being.  This gives people the opportunity to 

reconcile their personal self-interest with the well-being of the community and landscape, in 

other words, it encourages a sense of enlightened self-interest.  Deliberation, a crucial aspect to 

working as a group to ‘govern’ a common landscape, does not require people to maintain the 
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same values or to concede their view, but rather, to consider others’ perspectives in reaching 

compromises, fostering this enlightened self-interest. 

With enlightened self-interest as the foundation from which to accommodate a plurality 

of values held within a multifunctional landscape, the role of a community-based forum becomes 

more evident.  It provides an outlet for landowners and neighbors to begin the conversation about 

the desires and visions for their common landscape, under the assumption of a shared sense of 

self-interest, while moving towards an enlightened self-interest.  One model for such a forum 

presented as an option in the US is community Landcare, a concept and movement that will be 

explored in further detail in chapter five. The fundamental notion behind community Landcare is 

providing a space for neighbors, both new and old, to come together, work together, learn 

together, and to have a conversation about ‘caring’ for their land, a purpose that resonates across 

values and perspectives.  Its ability to building social capital in communities is one crucial aspect 

to the success of community Landcare internationally.  Fostering respect for the plurality of 

values held by neighbors in a shared place, while encouraging people to move away from a 

narrow sense of self-interest and towards a conception of a greater good, community Landcare 

relies on the willingness of landowners in a shared landscape to reconcile their values and desires 

with that of their neighbors, or at least be willing that possibility.  It also relies on the ability of 

people to accept the fact that others’ values are going to be different, but that each is reasonable 

in its own right.  Accepting and respecting this fact of reasonable pluralism, as proposed by John 

Rawls, will facilitate the move towards a greater sense of enlightened self-interest. 
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Chapter 4 – Multifunctionality as Pluralistic and Reasonable 
 
The diversity of not only the people, but the values that the people have; this one 
loves the land, this one loves to move the land, and this one loves to have a 
certain crop or certain animal… At one point, the livestock was all Hereford.  
Now it's all Black Angus, so we have seen not only the influx of other cultures, but 
also the influx of different values and different desires… So it's been interesting.  
We've come into this century kicking and screaming, but we've gotten here and it's 
not been painless 
       - Bob Lawrence 

 
  

People hold different values, this we know.  Groups and movements are often formed by 

people who hold the similar values about a common issue or concern.   The preservationist 

movement emerged from the common conception of nature as sacred and having inherent value 

beyond human utility.  Conservation is and was touted by those who value land and nature for its 

ability to provide natural capital for human utility.  Apart from formal movements, some people 

value land and nature strictly for their personal consumption and individualistic self-interest.  

Especially within movements that draw from a larger population, it is possible for like-minded 

people with commonly held values to assemble to advance their cause.  Yet, within a given 

geographic space in which people live and work, within a given landscape, it is unreasonable to 

expect to find a common set of values in terms of the relationship to and perceptions of the land.  

As suggested by O’Neil in his discussion of ‘valuing nature’ (1997), 

None (evaluation criteria for a given site) seems reducible to the others, nor to some other 

common value. None straightforwardly takes precedence over others: there is no 

privileged canonical description for the purposes of an over-arching evaluation. The 

different appraisals of the sites call upon an irreducible pluralism of values (p. 77).  

This pluralism of values is inevitable in a given landscape, which is completely reasonable.  It 

would only be reasonable then to consider a landscape, and the ways in which the land is being 
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employed, as reflecting different values therefore serving different functions. In other words, a 

multifunctional landscape that reflects the values and desires contained within.   

 To have a plurality of values within a given place is not a new or terribly novel concept, 

but the acceptance of pluralism as reasonable is not as easy of a step.  Reasonable pluralism, in 

the context of a liberal democratic society, is maintained as one of the foundational assumptions 

discussed by political theorist John Rawls, in his discussion of what constitutes justice as 

fairness,  

Thus I believe that a democratic society is not and cannot be a community, whereby a 

community I mean a body of persons united in affirming the same comprehensive, or 

partially comprehensive, doctrine.  The fact of reasonable pluralism which characterizes a 

society with free institutions makes this possible.  This is the fact of profound and 

irreconcilable differences in citizens’ reasonable comprehensive religious and 

philosophical conceptions of the world, and in their views of the moral and aesthetic 

values to be sought in human life (Rawls 2001, p. 3). 

‘Reasonable’ in Rawls’ discussion, is what is acknowledged as principles of fair terms of 

cooperation, which are to be upheld by individuals, even at the expense of ones’ own interest, 

with the understanding that every other person would also honor those terms (p. 7).    

 While Rawls contends that a democratic society cannot be a community, he defines 

community in the sense of upholding a comprehensive doctrine, or shared set of desires and 

values, which is quite different from the sense of community which we are discussing in the 

context of a landscape or a community-based conservation group to help govern that landscape.  

In the framework in of a landscape, we are accepting this fact of reasonable pluralism, 

demonstrated through multifunctionality.  We are arguing that a community that holds different 
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values can come together with mutual respect for this plurality as reasonable, and work towards a 

compromise and shared vision for their common ‘place’.  In order to do so however, the 

conversation and possibilities presented among neighbors must provide an incentive, and 

therefore, there must be a common motivation that underlies the plurality of values.  Again, we 

return to Rawls and his ‘ideas of the good’, as the foundation for the existence of political virtues 

of justice as fairness in a liberal society.   

The first (idea of the good) is that of goodness as rationality…It supposes that citizens 

have at least an intuitive plan of life in the light of which they schedule their more 

important endeavors and allocate their various resources so as rationally to pursue their 

conceptions of the good over a complete life.  This assumes that human existence and the 

fulfillment of basic human needs and purposes are good, and that rationality is the basic 

principle of political and social organization (Rawls, 2001, p. 141).   

To rationally pursue the conception of the good in such a way that maintains the basis from 

which to build Rawls’ idea of ‘justice as fairness’ suggests a form of self-interest that reaches 

beyond the narrow pursuit of individualistic achievement.  Rather, it suggests a more socially 

oriented, or enlightened self-interest.   

  Drawing these two elements of Rawls’ concept of justice as fairness together, we 

begin to appreciate the approach community-based conservation or governance groups must take 

to be successful in diverse communities. First, there must be an acknowledgement of the fact of 

reasonable pluralism, whereby there is not a false expectation that people will come together 

under a shared set of values or a single comprehensive doctrine.  Second, the recognition that the 

rational pursuit of one’s perception of ‘good’, though not confined to strictly individual good, 

underlies all political and public virtues may provide an appropriate means of incentivizing 
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landowner participation.  By explicitly welcoming a plurality of reasonable values and 

perspectives, and through an appeal to the concerns of people, both individually and collectively, 

community-based forums may provide the most ‘fair’ means of deliberation and collaboration.  

 Enlightened self-interest is not a new concept; in fact, it has been considered the 

predominant notion of what should constitute the pursuit of self-interest until only relatively 

recently.  According to economic and social analyst Daniel Yankelovich, the 1970s and its 

departure from an overriding concern for scarcity, marked the turning point from an enlightened 

self-interest, in which doing good would also do you well, to an unenlightened self-interest, a 

drive to win at all costs (Kleiner 2005).  Unenlightened self-interest, which Yankelovich 

discusses specifically in the context of corporate ethics, is the “pursuit of selfish goals that serve 

no interests other than those of the individual,” which he suggests “weakens social bonds, social 

trust, and moral norms” (Yankelovich 1995, p. 7).  

 The social significance of maintaining a sense of enlightened self-interest can be 

implicitly traced through much of the history of civilization.  Communal well-being and survival 

are based on a sense of enlightened self-interest.  In the context of a liberal capitalist society, the 

works of Adam Smith’s emphasized the role of self-interest in a broader social sense.  Though 

his envisage of the ‘invisible hand’ which would direct the most efficient market system relied 

on individuals acting in their own self-interest, he was not advocating for selfishness.  Quite to 

the contrary, his conception of self-interest was very closely allied with a call for self-restraint 

and self-respect.  Prior to his writing The Wealth of Nations in 1776, Smith wrote The Theory of 

Moral Sentiments (TMS), which explored his conceptions of ethics, morals, and the role of self-

interest in a civil society.  The book begins,  
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How selfish soever man may be supposed, there are evidently some principles in his 

nature, which interest him in the fortune of others, and render their happiness necessary 

to him, though he derives nothing from it except the pleasure of seeing it (TMS, I.i.1.1).   

Self-interest, according to Smith, did not have to, nor should it, occur at the expense of others.   

Smith continues in his discussion of justice and beneficence,  

There can be no proper motive for hurting our neighbour, there can be no incitement to 

do evil to another, which mankind will go along with, except just indignation for evil 

which that other has done to us.  To disturb his happiness merely because it stands in the 

way of our own, to take from him what is of real use to him merely because it may be of 

equal or of more use to us, or to indulge, in this manner, at the expense of other people, 

the natural preference which every man has for his own happiness above that of other 

people, is what no impartial spectator can go along with. Every man is, no doubt, by 

nature, first and principally recommended to his own care; and as he is fitter to take care 

of himself than of any other person, it is fit and right that it should be so….But though the 

ruin of our neighbour may affect us much less than a very small misfortune of our own, 

we must not ruin him to prevent that small misfortune, nor even to prevent our own ruin. 

We must, here, as in all other cases, view ourselves not so much according to that light in 

which we may naturally appear to ourselves, as according to that in which we naturally 

appear to others. Though every man may, according to the proverb, be the whole world to 

himself, to the rest of mankind he is a most insignificant part of it (TMS II.ii.2.11). 

Smith’s conceptions of self-interest have been widely touted as the means to economic 

prosperity, though to an extent, it has been co-opted by those advocating its narrow interpretation 

to pursue personal profit and individual gain.  Milton Friedman, in his 1970 critique of the 
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concept of ‘corporate social responsibility’ stated that the only interests corporations are to have 

are for their shareholders, and through their rigid pursuit of profit, society will prosper 

(Friedman, 1970).  Self-interest in such a narrow interpretation was not Smith’s intention.  Far 

from emphasizing the need to disregard the interest of others, Smith was adamant about the 

consideration of our neighbors and fellow humans in our pursuit of self-interest.   

 A return to the enlightened form of self-interest endorsed by Adam Smith and other 

prominent thinkers has been a key emphasis for addressing many of our social, political, 

economic, and even ecological woes.  In the context of the land use change and its consequences 

for the future of rural America, an emphasis on enlightened self-interest would be the first step 

towards finding common ground among neighbors of varying values and desires.  In his article 

reflecting on the ethics of Smith’s conception of the ‘invisible hand’, Evensky (1993) writes, 

Smith's conception of how to develop a moral society is driven by his notion that society 

is made up of a layered web of communities with divergent interests and that these 

differences can be the seeds of destructive factions. He argues that to avoid this 

destructive tendency there must be a balance: the values of the society must respect the 

diversity of values among the communities it encompasses, and these communities' 

values must not undermine the commitment of individuals to the core set of values that 

give order to society. In Smith's view, this balance of respect and commitment is crucial 

for the society to be a constructive environment within which the individuals and groups 

that make up society can not only survive but flourish (p. 202-203). 

To have a plurality of values and interests within a society or community is inevitable and 

expected, but a balance must be struck between individually conceived desire and mutual 
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interest.  To strike this balance requires members of a community to work together with mutual 

respect for each others values, as well as mutual recognition of the larger good for the group. 

 As we discussed in relation to Rawls’ conception of the fact of reasonable pluralism, 

individuals will hold different values and perceptions, and in so far as they are reasonable, they 

are equally legitimate. In a democratic deliberation, there is not one value that can automatically 

take precedence over another. Through his discussion of environmental evaluation and 

negotiation, O’Neil (1997) relies on the acceptance of reasonable pluralism and extends it to a 

reason-blind approach to finding compromise and common ground in a given community, 

“Understood as a dialogical way of resolving conflicts of interest…resolutions of conflict occur 

through voice, not exit” (p. 83).  Further, he contends, “the aim of negotiation is not to converge 

on an agreed judgment, but to arrive at some modus vivendi, a compromise, that allows 

individuals with quite different interests to operate in a common world” (p. 83).  To reach 

compromise among a plurality of values and interests in a multifunctional landscape will likely 

require more than dialogue, but O’Neil offers us a place to start. 

 Adam Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments called upon us to be sympathetic to the 

conditions of our neighbors, to exercise self-constraint in our pursuits of self-interest, and to be a 

just neighbor, not allowing our desires and pursuit of ‘good’ interfere with their pursuit of 

happiness. Community Landcare is a community-based group concept that implicitly embraces 

these moral sentiments.  The inspiration behind the idea of community Landcare is to provide a 

space for neighboring landowners and residents to come together under the common interest of 

caring for their land, however that may be individually defined, and to begin the mutual 

adjustments necessary to finding common ground in their shared ‘place’.   
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Chapter 5 – A Role for Community Landcare 
 

Well, things have changed. Change comes. But the fact of it is it’s whatever we 
are left with; it’s how we take care of it.  And real often, it’s the people coming in, 
you know, they are going to be looking at what you are doing, and they are going 
want their land to be clear and look good too. So it’s not a disadvantage, and in 
fact, I think that it’s just a sign of the times. 
       - Linda Goodall 

 
 
 To review what has been discussed thus far, many rural areas in the United States 

are experiencing a transition in population composition and the physical use of land.  

Moving away from primarily producing commodity outputs, and towards a more 

diversified set of functions, the rural landscape and its residents are being forced to deal 

with different questions and challenges.  As the demand for rural property, increasingly 

further removed from urban centers, continues to increase, and global markets grow and 

become more competitive, the ability of traditional rural residents to make a living from 

cultivating the land in conventional ways diminishes.  Property values increase, property 

taxes increase, and small farms and private forestland become more valuable (monetarily) 

as real estate than as productive land, an enticement sometimes too alluring for small-

scale farmers and landowners to pass up.   

The shift in emphasis of many rural areas as moving away from strictly 

productivist, and the corresponding move towards more recreational and residential 

usage, brings with it a plurality of goals and values for the land. As the population and 

landscape of a rural area changes, the dynamics of what defines that community change 

even more drastically.  Traditional forms of communication, cooperation, and even social 

interactions become scarce.  The knowledge and understanding of how to best care for 

the land, which had been passed along for generations within families and among 
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neighbors, may not be sought or shared.  Different conceptions on what constitutes the 

ideal rural landscape can lead to conflict among neighbors, especially if their interactions 

are only over contentious issues.   

Despite the seemingly overriding negative aspects of change to rural lands and 

landscapes as it moves away from traditional usage and more towards residential and 

multifunctional employment, there are positive elements coming out of it.  People 

moving into rural areas from urban areas tend to bring with them resources and an 

appreciation for what makes ‘rural living’ appealing.  Especially as the baby boom 

generation becomes a more prevalent aspect of the exurbanizing population, particularly 

in high-amenity areas, they may bring with them more available time, education, and 

energy to play a role in the changing community dynamics (Cromartie & Nelson, 2006). 

In a paper presented at a joint conference hosted by the Rural Policy Research Institute 

and the USDA Economic Research Service in 2006, Cromartie and Nelson presented the 

opportunities and challenges presented by exurbanizing baby boomers in a rural area.  

The challenges were similar to those discussed thus far, with the addition of increased 

demand for healthcare services, which may spread service thin.  The opportunities were 

largely centered around economic development possibilities, both as the result of 

increased demand for particular goods and services, but also because many of those 

retiring to the countryside are still active and may bring with them business or 

entrepreneurial skills that could benefit the community.   

There are a plethora of challenges and opportunities presented as rural land and 

community dynamics continue to change.  While there are various programs and tools 

available to address aspects of these changes, it is questionable whether they are 
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sufficient.  To conserve and protect land from development encroachment, conservation 

easements are a particularly popular tool.  Facilitated largely by land trusts, the numbers 

of which have grown dramatically over the last decade, the conservation easement allows 

landowners to donate the development rights for their property in exchange for a 

substantial tax credit (Land Trust Alliance, 2005).  This has been an effective approach, 

with 37 million acres conserved as of 2005 (ibid), however the tax credits on which the 

incentive and the maintenance of the easement are both based on budgetary constraints, 

which are variable at best.  Easements can be held by state or local agencies, as well as 

nonprofit organizations, specifically land trusts.  Virginia is one of only two states that 

maintain a conservation agency that holds easements, the Virginia Outdoors Foundation.  

In the 2008-2009 Virginia state budget, the agency’s budget was cut by a third, despite 

the Governor’s stated commitment to conserving open space and agricultural land in the 

Commonwealth. Though funding was partially restored, its vulnerability as a state 

expense has been a major concern among land trusts and conservation groups in the 

Commonwealth.  With over 60,000 private acres held in easement by this program 

(Virginia Outdoors Foundation, 2008), having its viability to susceptible to political 

motivation seems to be cause for concern among prospective landowners. 

There are several local, state, and federal programs that provide assistance and 

expert advice to landowners, specifically for production endeavors.  The Cooperative 

Extension System (CES), a program facilitated through the USDA to provide a conduit 

for land-grant universities to reach out to traditionally agricultural rural communities 

(USDA CREES, 2008) has been hit with significant budget cuts over the last twenty 

years (Hoag, 2005).  The combination of a de-emphasis on small-scale commodity 
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production, rural areas becoming increasingly exurbanized, and budget cuts, the CES has 

shifted their focus to include more human capital-building aspects such as financial 

planning, community economic development.  They are also creating a new feature to 

their offerings, “eXtension”, an online information source focusing on issues more 

relevant to an exurbanized rural landscape, such as horses, wildlife damage management 

(read – deer), and entrepreneurial endeavors.  While the CES seems to be addressing the 

changing issues of rural landowners, their delivery system, through a move to online 

information provision and staff reductions as the result of budget cuts, is not suitable to 

address the fragmentation of community, and therefore decreased transfer of information. 

Federal conservation programs are becoming increasingly focused on the 

importance of “locally led conservation” efforts (USDA NRCS, 2008).  Included in the 

2002 Farm Bill was a call for more such programs, emphasizing the importance to 

involving the community into conservation practices,  

Locally led conservation is based on the principle that community stakeholders 

are best suited to identify and resolve local natural resource problems. Thus, 

community stakeholders are keys to successfully managing and protecting their 

natural resources. It challenges neighbors, both urban and rural, to work together 

and take responsibility for addressing local resource needs (USDA Title 440. Pt. 

500.001.b).   

Beyond seeking the expertise stakeholders are able to bring to the table, agencies and 

nonprofit organizations alike are struggling with how to facilitate the building of social 

capital or community capacity in changing rural areas.  They are all becoming 

increasingly aware that to keep land open and “working” (Daniels, 2000; Wolf & Klein 
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2007), there needs to be a concerted effort to address not conservation issues exclusively, 

but the economic and social viability of rural communities. 

These three elements,  which constitute the triple-bottom line in the literature 

surrounding corporate social responsibility, are the basis for sustainable development 

discourse, which has been increasingly incorporated into the political discourse since its 

formal introduction in the Brundtland Report in 1986 (Dryzek, 2005).  The general idea 

behind the triple bottom line is award equal credence to all three aspects of 

‘sustainability’ and to emphasize their mutual dependence.  Though criticized for its 

ambiguity and susceptibility to bureaucratic greenwashing, the sentiment behind 

sustainable development and its attention to the triple-bottom line is a crucial element to 

consider in how we address changes in rural America, because explicitly acknowledging 

economic and social concerns and considerations, we are also appealing to people’s sense 

of enlightened self-interest, an appeal that will bring them to the table.   

 

Landcare 

In 2006, the New River Land Trust, which focuses on land conservation in the 

New River watershed of southwest Virginia, decided to reach beyond their emphasis of 

using strictly conservation easements to preserve farmland and forests in the 

southwestern most portion of their territory.  Grayson County, located on the North 

Carolina border in the Appalachian Mountains, is an area struggling with change.  A very 

rural county that relies largely on agriculture for income, it has lost hundreds of 

manufacturing jobs over the last few decades (48% of jobs were lost from 1977 to 2000) 

(Grayson County Planning Commission , 2005), leaving the county disproportionately 
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poor.  The median household income is estimated to be 54% of the state average in 2000 

(ibid).   

The natural amenities and proximity to Charlotte and Greensboro, North Carolina 

has made Grayson County a prime location to incur the effect of exurbanization.  

Between 1990 and 2000, property values in Grayson County increased 110% (Mount 

Rogers District Planning Commission , 2005), and while the number of farms in 

operation dropped 9% from 1997 to 2002 (USDA Ag. Census, 2002).  The New River 

Land Trust came to realize that conservation easements, which requires a relatively high 

transaction cost to be established, and for which the tax credits may not offset the 

potential profit from selling the land, were not going to be best solution for conserving 

the landscape in Grayson County. 

They initiated the formation of a community-based group of landowners to focus 

on the issues most pertinent to their community, and to develop ideas and plans on how 

to make production on the land more profitable.  Drawing upon local resources including 

the local USDA office and the land-grant university Virginia Tech, the group attracted 

landowners and residents of all stripes, whose central concern was for the future of their 

land and their ability continue living on it.  It was brought to their attention that this 

group structure and purpose resembled the Landcare movement in Australia. Thus was 

born Grayson LandCare and the introduction of community Landcare in the United States 

(Davidson, Gabbard, Hull, Moles, Stokoe, Burge, Waldon, & Lowe, 2007). 

Landcare in Australia emerged out of a different set of circumstances than that 

facing the US.  Having experienced decades of extensive deforestation to clear land for 

cultivation, by the early 1980s, the soil erosion and degradation issues in the state of 
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Victoria had reached near disastrous levels (Poussard, 2007).  It was increasingly 

acknowledged that the state directed programs were not going to be sufficient to generate 

the scale of action and change necessary without getting buy-in of farmers, ranchers, and 

rural communities.  Minister Joan Kirner of the Department of Premier and Cabinet, who 

was particularly concerned with land conservation in Victoria, instructed the Department 

for Conservation, Forests and Lands to establish community-based programs to address 

local land issues, which would rely on active citizen involvement (ibid).  The first five of 

these community Landcare groups were formed in 1986, and a year later, there were 

twenty (Youl, Marriet & Nabben, 2006).  Today, there are more than 5,000 community 

Landcare and spin-off Coastcare groups operating throughout Australia (Landcare 

Australia Annual Report, 2006).   

While there have been several studies and reports written about the achieved 

results of community Landcare groups in Australia, and while there does seem to be a 

change in the management practices and stewardship ethic directed towards the land, the 

achievement more consistently highlighted is its ability to build social capital among 

neighbors (Cary & Webb, 2000; Curtis, 2003; Sobels & Lockie, 2001), which has 

emerged as more of a retrospective goal for the movement, and an active goal for the 

community groups.  In a recent conversation with the founder of the Landcare movement, 

he emphasized the key to the success in Australia was the actual hands-on,side-by-side  

work neighbors did on each other’s land,  and “some great parties” (Poussard – personal 

communication 2008).   

The problems are different in the US than they are in Australia, but the concept of 

community Landcare can still a vital role in how we cope and facilitate the challenges 
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being posed by the changing land uses and community dynamics in rural areas.  

Providing a forum for landowners of a common ‘place’ to come together under the shared 

interest of ‘caring for the land,’ they will meet their neighbors and begin the conversation 

about the vision for their community and landscape. Grayson LandCare, the example 

given earlier, has evolved beyond strictly conversation.  Since it was established in 2006, 

it has facilitated the formation of two for-profit corporations based on the concern for the 

triple-bottom line.  Grayson Natural is currently raising and processing grass-fed beef 

cattle for distribution to local grocery stores and restaurants; and the Blue Ridge Forest 

Cooperative is harvesting and milling certified sustainable lumber from privately and 

locally owned forests for distribution to local and regional contractors (Davidson et al., 

2007).  Both of these companies evolved out of the interests and conversations of 

different landowners involved in Grayson Landcare, both ‘come heres’ and ‘from heres’, 

each with their own values, but with a shared interest in making their land more 

profitable, their community stronger, and their land productive in a more sustainable 

manner. 

Though Grayson LandCare has provided one example of how community 

Landcare is manifesting itself in the US, it may also prove to be an anomaly in its scale.  

Defined vaguely in terms of a county, it has become almost a regional organization, with 

people from neighboring counties and even over the North Carolina state line becoming 

active in Grayson LandCare.  In Australia, community Landcare groups are confined to a 

smaller group of immediate neighbors, usually numbering 20-35 (Curtis, 2003).  Other 

groups that have formed subsequently in the southwestern region of Virginia tend to take 

a more middle-road, defining themselves in a more localized way, either as a valley, a 
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town, or a small watershed.  Catawba Landcare is one group that has formed that is the 

focus of the case study in the next chapter.   
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Chapter 6 – The Catawba Valley: a case study 

 

This valley is more than a place – it is a state of mind to the families who have 
called it home for many years.  We value not only the land, but the people. Many 
of us are kin – as the grandfather of a friend of mine once said – “love is a matter 
of propinquity” – My father was born in this house – so was his father – the house 
was built for his father, who was born in the large brick house just up the road.  
So conservation is not a matter of politics, but a matter of family – I would like to 
see the farm passed on for generation – but as a working farm, not as some 
museum. 

- Jonathan Baxter  

 

 Roots to the land run deep in the Catawba Valley of southwestern Virginia.  Although 

there is little by means of documented history for this valley, a look through the scattered 

cemeteries reveals crumbling gravestones, covered high with grass and weeds, dating back as far 

as the 1740s.  On Mr. Baxter’s farm, tucked back high up on a hill beneath a few tall cedar trees, 

four generations of his family is buried, the oldest grave dating back to 1815. The ruins of old 

homes down in “the hollers” of the farm point toward people that lived there long before Mr. 

Baxter’s great-grandfather was put to rest on that hill.  

 Though I was unable to specifics in the way of the pre-colonial history of this particular 

valley, it would stand to reason that the Catawba people, translated to mean “people of the river”, 

who were concentrated in North Carolina and South Carolina, may have stretched further north 

either to settle or trade in Virginia.  The Tutelo tribe, which was predominant in this region, was 

an eastern Siouan tribe, as were the Catawbas (Access Genealogy, 2007), so some cross-over 

may have been possible.  This is one possibility of how the valley and creek got their name, 

though there does not seem to be any official record.   
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The Catawba Valley was in immediate proximity to the Great Wagon Road and the 

Wilderness Road, two migration routes that played a major role in the European settlement 

patterns in the early to mid-eighteenth century (Rouse 2004) (Figure 5). The Great Wagon Road, 

which ran from Philadelphia southward to Georgia, brought German and Scots-Irish settlers 

through the town of Big Lick, which would later become Roanoke.  Big Lick, named for its 

abundant salt marshes that attracted wildlife, served as a hub for westward and southern 

expansion, for at this point, the trail split. The Wilderness Road branched westward, leading 

travelers through the Roanoke Gap and over the Allegany Mountains, into Kentucky and 

Tennessee, while the Great Wagon Road continued south through North Carolina.  Beginning 

around 1740, German and Scot-Irish settlers reaching Big Lick crossed the immediate mountain 

range to the North, and settled in the narrow but fertile Catawba Valley (Taylor, forthcoming).  

  This narrow valley was never really suitable for large agricultural communities or 

sprawling plantations, but it did develop into a tightly knit network of hillside farmers (ibid), an 

identity with which many of the older residents and landowners of the valley today still identify. 

Many of these landowners have ties to the land going back generations, some even back to 

settlement.  This history and identity brings the transition of land ownership and usage into 

higher relief for many of the older families of the Catawba Valley.  However, much like its 

appeal for its original European settlers, the Catawba Valley is a desirable place for people to 

call home.  
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Figure 5.  A map of the most inhabited part of Virginia containing the whole province of Maryland with part of 
Pennsylvania, New Jersey and North Carolina, depicting the Great Wagon Road (darkened for clarity). Drawn by Joshua 
Fry & Peter Jefferson in 1751.   Image accessed through the US Library of Congress. 

 As I described in the first chapter of this thesis, Catawba Valley is one rural area among 

many in the US that is experiencing increased exurbanization.  A rural valley of hilly pastureland 

and forested ridgelines, bookended by two expanding urban areas, the Catawba Valley could be 

considered a “sweet spot” (Cromartie & Nelson, 2006) for people looking to move out of the 

congestion of the Roanoke or Blacksburg/ Christiansburg/ Radford areas and into a rural 

landscape.  Large hillside farms are being broken into smaller parcels and sold for increasing 

amounts of money.  With the rising real estate value, property taxes are also going up, making it 

more difficult to make the land pay for itself.  Many small-scale farmers are finding it hard to 

stay on their land or to keep their land in production.   



 

I chose the Catawba Valley as the site for my case study because of these changes taking 

place, but also because of what efforts are being put forth to deal with these changes.  As I 

mentioned in the previous chapter, Catawba Landcare was formed in 2006 with the mission of 

“providing education and outreach to the community to encourage a healthy and sustainable 

environment in the Catawba Creek and North Fork watersheds, and promoting open space across 

the Roanoke and Montgomery County boundaries” (Catawba Landcare, 2007).  Community 

Landcare in general and Catawba Landcare more specifically, strives to acknowledge and work 

toward addressing the problems identified by the community in such a way that promotes 

economic, social, and environmental well-being and sustainability.  However, to expect to 

accomplish such an ambitious task without recognizing the different values, perspectives, and 

desires in a community, or expecting people to have a shared value for the land and landscape, is 

unreasonable, as discussed in chapters three and four.  Especially in the context of an 

exurbanizing landscape, whereby residents of varying backgrounds are living in a common 

place, it is important to nurture a sense of mutual respect for different values and perspectives, 

while trying to encourage a shared concern for the place.  In the case of Landcare, the idea is to 

organize around a shared interest in ‘caring for the land’ in its myriad interpretations, while 

appealing to an enlightened self-interest by focusing on economic and social conditions.   

 The starting point for this research was to gain insight into how land and land uses in the 

Catawba Valley were changing, but also what values and perspectives landowners have about the 

valley, the changes taking place, and the sense of community.  Understanding such a complex set 

of dynamics required the ability to spend time with people, to talk with them about their land, 

their community, and all of the other pieces that inevitably branched off of these two main 

points.  Peoples’ stories and descriptions can tell us a lot more than we may be able learn from 
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surveys and questionnaires.  I hoped that by soliciting these stories, I would be able to uncover 

not only what a rural community in transition looks likes, but also how a community-based 

forum such as community Landcare may be able to best serve such places.   

 

Methods 

 Being as the objective of this research was to study the variety of values and perspectives 

about the land, land use, and community in the Catawba Valley, and the role Catawba Landcare 

may be able to play in light of these values and perspectives, I chose to use an ethnographic 

approach to presenting this case study, very similar to the methodology used by Bohnet, Potter, 

and Simmons (2003) in their study of the English High Weald.  I conducted and recorded semi-

structured in-depth interviews with landowners of different tenure situations, some of which 

lasted almost two hours in duration.  In addition, I spoke with several federal, state, and local 

agency representatives, as well as local land trust directors about their perspectives on the 

changing land uses and ownership in Catawba Valley, and the role or value such a forum as a 

community Landcare group may be able to present.  For the purposes of this case study, I am 

going to be focusing chiefly on the responses provided by landowners in the Catawba Valley, 

and will use information provided by agency and land trust representatives to fill in any gaps.   

As I was interested in speaking with a range of different types of landowners and 

residents, I used a combination of sampling methods to identify participants.  I was not actively 

seeking a representative sample of the valley, but instead was interested in exploring individuals’ 

personal connections to the land, and the plurality of values and perspectives landowners had for 

the valley and the community therein.  With the permission of the Catawba Landcare coordinator 

Christy Gabbard, I obtained the mailing list and parcel database used by the organization to 
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identify and contact the valley residents.  These lists had been produced from county records, 

with a minimum parcel size of 20 acres, which yielded more than 500 names.  I used these lists 

primarily as a reference for mailing addresses, property location, and parcel information based 

on county tax rolls.  I also obtained from Catawba Landcare the sign-in sheets for two of their 

most recent informational meetings, which contained contact information for those who attended 

the meetings.   

I sent an email to all of the Catawba Landcare meeting attendees, while Christy Gabbard 

sent an email to those landowners and agency representatives who had been most active with the 

group, both of which explained the nature of the research I was undertaking, and my interest in 

speaking with willing landowners. As these respondents had some previous experience with 

Catawba Landcare and its mission, I acknowledge that there may be some pre-disposition 

towards action and conservation on the part of these landowners.  Even so, their responses 

tended to vary widely.   

Of the 16 initial contacts made from the two email solicitations for participants, I was 

able to schedule eleven interviews, five of which were with agency representatives.  From this 

point, I used a modified snowball approach, in which I asked these respondents for further 

suggestions of landowners in the valley who may be able to provide different perspectives.  I 

followed these leads until I reached the time limit for conducting interviews.  While a number of 

people who were recommended had already been contacted, I was careful not to reveal this 

information in order to preserve participant confidentiality and anonymity, per Institutional 

Review Board guidelines for human subject research.  These referrals yielded another two 

interviews and one brief conversation. 
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Another fruitful source for recommendations on potential respondents was Dr. Charles 

Taylor, a former minister of several years at the Blacksburg Presbyterian Church located in the 

Catawba Valley.  Having been close with many of his parishioners over the years, Dr. Taylor 

was able to suggest several other landowners who would be coming from different perspectives 

than those affiliated with Catawba Landcare, though even here there was some overlap.  Of the 

landowners Dr. Taylor suggested, I was able to schedule and conduct three interviews.  In total, I 

conducted fifteen interviews, ten of which were with landowners in the Catawba Valley.  The 

distribution of these landowners through the valley is depicted in Figure 6 and a general 

overview of respondents can be found in Table 1. 

The landowner interviews were typically held in the respondents’ homes, usually with a husband 

and wife, though I held a few individual interviews, and one with a father and daughter pair.  The 

agency and nonprofit interviews were either one on one, or, in the case of Virginia Department 

of Environmental Quality (DEQ), I met with the regional TMDL planning team** and at the 

USDA, I met with three members of their sustainability panel.  In my opinion, these different 

interview arrangements were actually preferable to strictly one-on-one because I found that one 

person’s answer would trigger a response from another person, allowing the interview to take on 

more of a conversational quality than that of a formal interview, which seems to have allowed 

people to express themselves more openly.  Semi-structured in format, the landowner interviews 

were focused around the following common themes: 

• Describing the property of these landowners – what it looks like, how it was obtained, 

how it is being used by the current landowner, plans for its future 

                                                 
** Under the Clean Water Act, when a waterway fails to meet minimum standards for water quality, a Total 
Maximum Daily Load plan must be designed and implemented to reduce the problematic pollutant. In Virginia, 
DEQ is the agency charged with evaluating and helping to design this plan, which requires extensive public 
participation.  Catawba Creek is a TMDL listed stream that is scheduled for evaluation in the near future.   
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Figure 6.  Map of the case study site.  The thick line marked by four corners indicates the ridgelines that define 
the Catawba Valley.  The tacks located along the valley are the primary residences of the participants in this 
study.  Source: Google Maps 

 

Code Name Acres Occupancy History in the valley 
Active in Catawba 

Landcare 
CV001 Sherman 73 F/T 1st gen no 
CV002 Toby 294 P/T 2nd gen yes 
CV003 Lawrence 51 P/T to F/T 3rd gen returning yes 
CV004 Sampson 110 F/T 1st gen no 
CV005 Goodall 87 F/T 2nd gen - sons 3rd yes 
CV006 Griffith 55 F/T 1st gen yes 
CV007 Baxter 675 P/T 5th gen no 
CV008 Garrison 250 F/T widow of 2nd - son 3rd ~ 

CV009 Addison 
187 (farm) 9 

(res) F/T 3rd gen   no 
CV010 Chester 129 F/T 2nd gen - son 3rd yes 

 

Table1.   General description of the landowners who agreed to be interviewed and to participate in the case 
study.   

• Describing Catawba Valley – what make Catawba Valley appealing as a place to live, 

what changes are taking place in the valley and if relevant, how has it changed over 

the years 

75 



 

• Describing the community of Catawba Valley – do people interact, what is the social 

structure today, how has it changed (if a long-time resident) 

• What does it mean to “care for the land”?  

Qualitative research, by its very nature, relies on descriptive narrative on the part of the 

respondent, which is why I began each interview by asking the respondent to describe their land 

to me.  This simple request very often elicited much more than a physical description of the 

property, and it served as a starting point to move through the various questions in a very fluid 

fashion.  As I said earlier, the interviews were recorded and transcribed for analysis, which was 

done manually using a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  

One of the very first interviews I conducted in this process was with the director of one of 

the locally operating land trusts, who had a lot of experience working with the residents of the 

Catawba Valley. When asked who he generally worked with to either facilitate their land being 

put under easement, or in the earlier educational stages, he laughed and said that there were three 

general types of people in the valley; the ‘come-heres’ who have moved into the Catawba Valley 

in the last few decades, the ‘from–heres’ who have been on the land for all of, or at least most of 

their lives; and the ‘from-heres’ who are more foreword thinking. As I did not want to pre-

emptily bias responses by labeling them ‘more forward thinking’ or in any way superior, I chose 

to use the terms ‘from-heres’ and ‘come-heres’ as a way to distinguish relative newcomers to the 

valley and the more rooted landowners who have been in the valley for many years.    
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Figure 7.  View of Catawba Valley from McAfee’s Knob on the Appalachian Trail, facing northwest. The 
availability of flat and open bottomland in the center of valley, attractive for housing and necessary for 
farming, is clearly limited is limited.  Photo taken by C. Kimmel, 11/07. 

 

 

Land Uses Changing in the Catawba Valley 

The Catawba Valley was never ideally suited for large-scale agricultural production. 

Narrow with relatively steep and rocky slopes, flat arable land in the valley has always been in 

short supply (see Figure 7).  Mrs. Goodall, whose father bought their farm in the 1940s, 

recounted, “They were just a bunch of hard working hillside farmers.”  

Several of the landowners whose ties to the land reach back generations, told of farming 

in the valley as a means of subsistence more than of prosperity.  Mrs. Lawrence, whose 

connections go back three generations to the property where they live, told several stories of her 

family’s production as a means of sustenance,  
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Now my aunt who was on this property, I think just survived because she had chickens, 

she had pigs, she had cows that she would milk, and so that was her only means of living. 

When the cow would have a calf she would sell it to get the money. She would also sell 

eggs, and she would sell the milk and that was her income. So she actually lived here and 

that was her only means of income. 

While several people referred to relatives and friends having worked full-time in farming, 

none of the people I spoke with rely solely on the land for their livelihoods.  The majority of the 

residents in the valley who used their land for production purposes have always had to rely upon 

secondary sources of income to meet the needs of their family and land.  Mr. Goodall, who 

retired from his public works job and is now a full-time cattle farmer, relies on his social security 

and pension to make his farm viable today.  This was just what you had to do, said Mrs. Goodall, 

We have tried to just take what we have and work with it. And it’s worked out pretty 

good for us. We have brought this old farm along. You know, it’s been, Fred just loves 

farming. He would have made a good farmer, but we couldn’t have raised our kids and 

educated them on what we would have made on the farm. You just couldn’t. I wish we 

could have had it from the beginning, but we just couldn’t do it. 

 

To the extent that there are fewer cattle and crop farmers than in the past, and that more 

residents are moving in with less interest in farming or forest management, one could argue that 

the Catawba Valley fits the profile of a post-productivist landscape.  Mr. Baxter, whose family 

has been in the valley for nearly 200 years, expressed concern for that perception, “There is not 

much farming anymore... There is hay but if you ride down the farms, you don’t see a lot of 

cattle. There are no dairy cattle, there are no hogs, no sheep.”  
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One illustration of productivity on which many landowners, especially ‘from-heres’, 

centered their descriptions of the changes they are observing in the valley, was the closure of the 

Luster’s Gate cheese factory.  In the past, dairy herds had been a predominant agricultural 

feature in the valley, with the cheese factory purchasing the lower grade milk from local farmers.  

Since the 1960s, various policies to control milk supply and reduce government price supports 

have reduced the size of dairy herds, the most dramatic shift occurring in the mid-1980s with the 

“whole herd buyout program” as part of the Food Security Act of 1985 (Glaser, 1985).  “We had 

a lot of the dairy farms here take up the buyout,” remembered Mrs. Lawrence, “and it was a great 

change.”  Her husband responded,  

It was, it was a change of lifestyle.  They were people, who got up at four o'clock every 

morning, and they milked the cows and then they had to go back to the barn and three 

o’clock in the afternoon, 365 days a year.  Now some of them actually have motorhomes. 

Dairy herds being fazed out of the valley, some farmers took on beef cattle, some specialized 

into more niche markets, and others moved out of the valley completely. The big change has 

been the increased value of farmland for non-farming uses.  Mr. Lawrence continued, 

So we are in a state of flux as far as agriculture is concerned in this valley. But I can 

guarantee you it will never be like it was just because of the pressures on the valley and 

the size of the farms. You don't have idle acres like you used to, we see people logging 

these hillsides, places where goats couldn't even get up and they've got bulldozers up 

there taking them all down. 

 

The move away from conventional conceptions of production on the land would imply 

that the Catawba Valley fits the post-productivist description.  Farming is not self-sustaining, 
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land is moving out of commodity production and into more residential usage, and there is an 

increasing number of ‘come heres’ that are moving into the valley.  However, the value 

landowners, both new and old, place on the productive capability of their land suggests that post-

productivist is not a wholly fitting categorization. As Mr. Baxter responded when asked about 

caring for his land, 

You have to love it. It has to be in you. You want to leave it better than you got it. I don’t 

know…but I think it is to improve it, to make the land productive. And to keep it so that 

it grows, so that my great-great-grandchildren will be able to use it the same way I do. 

 

Keeping the land in the Catawba Valley productive may be taking on different forms, but 

it is still very much a priority for many of its residents, supporting the notion that post-

productivist is not congruent with the values landowners place on the productive capacity of their 

land.  Mr. and Mrs. Sherman, who own 73 acres of forestland in the valley, value their forest not 

only for its aesthetic qualities, but as an asset and a capital investment for Mr. Sherman’s 

woodcraft livelihood,  

So it was more having this resource then.  We are not wealthy and the more we 

researched sustainable forestry, the more it made sense to us as a way for undeveloped 

forestland to be a viable investment. You know something that could pay for itself. 

Mr. Sampson, who lives up on one of the hillsides, raises goats for their breed stock value.  Mr. 

Toby leases his pastures to his neighbor to graze their dairy herd for their ice cream business.  

One of Mr. Lawrence’s neighbors raises pigs,  
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I can look down the road and see the fellow that has the pig farm that used to run dairy 

cows… He doesn't have many pigs, but they sell the enzymes from the pigs to make 

medicine. He doesn't have to do what he used to do to make a living. 

There are herb farms and mushroom growers.  A few landowners are considering investing in 

warm-season grasses as a potential biofuel source.  Productivity of the land is still a very 

important consideration for the landowners I spoke with, but its emphasis and pursuance is more 

congruent with the maintenance of a multifunctional landscape than a traditional agrarian one.   

 The linkage of property taxes to “productive land” came up repeatedly, the tax aspect of 

which I will discuss later in this chapter.  In terms of land use however, both Montgomery and 

Roanoke Counties offer a land use taxation program, in which land that qualifies under certain 

criteria for being kept in ‘production’, either making hay, raising certain crops, grazing cattle, 

managing a forest, or in Roanoke County, maintaining open space, is awarded a reduction in 

property taxes. In order to qualify for this tax break, many non-production based landowners 

arrange with neighboring farmer to either grow hay for them or to lease them pastureland to 

graze their cattle.  While this gives the appearance of keeping land productive, some people I 

spoke with feel it also artificially restricts what production on the land means.  Mr. and Mrs. 

Griffith, who recently built their home on 50 acres, are very concerned about this issue.  They 

told of the plight of their neighbor,  

We have land usage because we have hay or a few cattle. They aren’t our cattle and it’s 

not our hay. We just, somebody puts it on there. But neighbors down the way who don’t 

have that much land, and they used to have a Christmas tree farm. Now they are told their 

land will not qualify. They are actually doing more to keep the environment clean and to 

keep their stream clean, than we are. They don’t have cattle there. Their land is pretty 
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much covered in mature pines and mature evergreens. And they aren’t going to get 

anything now on their land usage and they are really doing something to help the 

environment.  

 

This recognition of the land as producing more than strictly tangible outputs, and more 

about the role it plays in provision of ecological goods and services was something that came up 

with a few landowners, especially in relation to the water quality of Catawba Creek and the 

North Fork of the Roanoke River.  All of the people I spoke with that had creeks running through 

their property acknowledged that their land had an effect the production and protection of clean 

drinking water downstream.  Everyone who grazes cattle on their land had fenced out their 

streams because of this concern.  The challenge with conceptualizing these services as a form of 

productivity, and Mr. Griffith said it explicitly, is exactly what has mired the multifunctionality 

debate politically; the appropriateness of recognizing the provision of theses services through 

monetary reward or incentive, 

But the people that are trying to do something to keep the streams clean, or canopy cover, 

or whatever, the things that they are looking now as being a positive thing for the 

environment, the county, and I don’t guess the state either, I don’t think that they are 

recognizing, or that they are trying to encourage people in the rural areas to do this type 

of thing. 

 

Again, decoupling the idea of multifunctionality from its political implications, I would 

describe Catawba Valley as a multifunctional landscape, accommodating a wide range of desires 

among different landowners coming from very different perspectives.  The newcomers to the 
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valley, specifically those of retirement age, though they present many of the same desires and 

characteristics as what Cadieux (2007) argued was conspicuous production, would not generally 

be considered as such.  They are clearly embracing the rural lifestyle of the valley and are using 

their land to express their productive desires, but they maintain a lot of respect for ‘from-heres’ 

and feel they can learn a lot from the older farmers in the valley.  Mr. Griffith, in considering 

planting warm-season grasses, wanted to seek the advice of an older farmer in the valley, 

That’s why I really need to get with somebody and talk to them. One of these larger 

landowners with cattle. I don’t know if you talked to the Goodalls, and I imagine you 

will, and I kind of listen to them, ‘cause they have been there and they are really pretty 

progressive. I really have a lot of respect for them. And I think more people in this valley 

need to listen to and do some of the things that they do. 

In fact, some of the older farmers, the Goodalls especially, acknowledge that they are setting the 

example for many of the ‘come-heres,’ and try to help them with their land, 

Real often, it’s the people coming in, you know, they are going to be looking at what you 

are doing, and they are going want their land to be clear and look good too… So you 

know, they will ask Fred, “Will you bush hog for me?” or “will you make the hay on 

this?” So when you’ve got that, not that you always have time to do it, but you try to 

accommodate your neighbors if you can. 

 

The ways in which the land is being used in the Catawba Valley has changed over the last 

few decades, and continues to change.  For many landowners, the productive ability of their land 

continues to be very important.  The variety of activities that are taking place, though they may 
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not fit the conventional image of a rural farming community, are still being pursued and valued 

by landowners as a means of being productive on their land, in their own varying definitions.   

Stream restoration and water quality for fishing is a major interest for Mr. Toby, while soil 

protection and cattle production is central for the Goodalls.  The Griffiths have an extensive 

horticultural collection on their property and are seriously considering planting warm-season 

grasses for biofuel production.  The Shermans are patiently cultivating their forest, while Mr. 

Sampson is working to conserve rare goat and dog species on his land.  The Lawrences, through 

the process of restoring their terribly eroded streambanks, have nurtured a stewardship ethic for 

how they manage their property.  Mr. Baxter and Mrs. Garrison, both of whom are widowed, are 

still raising cattle, and agonizing over what should happen to their land in the future.  The 

Addisons, in addition to raising cattle, take great pride in the quarry on their farm that supplies 

nearby Virginia Tech with its legendary Hokie stone.  The land in Catawba Valley is being used 

in many different ways, reflecting many different interests, values, and desires, but it is definitely 

being used.  

 

Values in the Valley 

 As a more traditionally agrarian community and landscape, the value landowners attach 

to the land in the Catawba Valley tended to be centered on productive capacity and utility, as 

discussed above.  There was only one fleeting comment that could be interpreted as a biocentric 

sentiment, “I don't feel like we need to be paid to keep some trees because we want the trees 

because we love the trees,” though even the Shermans are managing their forest for low-impact 

productive purposes.  Mr. Sherman followed up, “The part that I enjoy the most about it is just 

making those, just improving those woods.” 
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 A conservation ethic was evident among many of the respondents, in that they value their 

land for its current productive capacity, but with an eye to its future productivity as well.  

“Personally, I think it's not only obligatory for the landowner to be good stewards of the land, but 

to be productive when production is necessary,” explained Mr. Lawrence when asked what 

‘caring for the land’ meant to him.  The idea of leaving the land in better condition than when it 

was acquired was a predominant attitude, especially among those landowners who were using 

their land for more intensive production purposes such as raising cattle.  Mr. Goodall expressed 

this quite explicitly, “that’s what you have to strive for, leaving it better than you found it.” 

 The conservation ethics and values held by some landowners seem to have also been a 

point of contention among residents of the valley.  The Lawrences, who completed a major 

stream restoration project on their property last year to try to slow the pervasive erosion of the 

streambanks, recalled some of the responses they got from their neighbors,  

When we did the stream restoration, some of our neighbors thought we were making a 

mortal sin, that it was not necessarily the right thing to do. We should let nature take care 

of itself; that we needed to stop messing around with Mother Nature. If the stream was 

supposed to be in the place that it was, it's because nature wanted it there. Right, wrong, 

or indifferent, that was their belief.  

 

The two local land trusts which are quite active in the valley, and who are working to put 

property along the valley under conservation easements, also received mixed responses.  There 

are some people in the valley who are strong proponents of easements, and those who are 

strongly opposed. When asked why there were such strong feelings about the land trusts in the 

valley, Mr. Griffith explained,  
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It had more to do with, it was perceived that government or some organization was going 

to tell me what to do with my land. That was the perception. And it was true to some 

extent, but people didn’t understand that you could choose if you wanted to do that. They 

thought they were going to be told, and so forth. 

While a conservation ethic and value for the quality of the land is strong, it is inextricably linked 

to the utility of the land and a sense of self-interest. 

 Even the commentary surrounding concern for other people, either in the community, in 

the future, or on a global scale, was largely couched in a reflection of self-interest, in varying 

degrees of ‘enlightenment’. Many of the ‘from-heres’ lamented a loss in the traditional sense of 

community found in the valley, specifically in its ability to serve everyone.  For Mr. Baxter, 

speaking of this loss brought him to tears, 

Everybody helped everybody. I mean, my fondest memories are going to the one farm up 

in the crook of the road where they would, everybody would take these, I don’t know 

what you call them, but…there is a corn chopper…and you go along and pull up, cutting 

corn by hand and carrying it to the shuck shed and then they put it in a grinder and grind 

it up and puts in the silo. We would go up and everybody would just go and help. And 

you called it working for ‘commodation, no “a”, just ‘commodation. ‘Commodation, 

that’s what you worked for. And then they would come and help you put the barley up. 

Thrash the barley. The thrasher would go up and down the road. (pause) And it was a real 

social community time. And the women would put out huge dinners on the saw horses. 

Have I told you these stories? (to his daughter) It was community.  

 

 While many of the ‘from-heres’ were nostalgic for the community ties of the past, I found 

the ones who were more active in the community and interacted with ‘come-heres’ did not 
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perceive the changes in the valley as wholly negative.  They expressed concerns for the future of 

the landscape, but seemed to welcome new neighbors. Mrs. Goodall, who is very active in the 

community recounts, 

Now, the people who have moved in here, and there has been a lot of development in the 

last 10 years, most of them, I would say 90% of them, wouldn't you say Fred, have gotten 

in the community, they have gotten involved with the organizations, they are more 

interested in preserving this valley as the way it was when they came here than any of the 

old-timers…They come out, they are very interested in anything that is toward the good 

of the valley, and most of them have beautiful homes. Most of them are either retired 

from really good careers, or they are into their careers right now. We've got doctors and 

lawyers and professors and… So anyway, but those people have taken a vital interest in 

what's going on here. And we are proud of that. We have tried to make those people feel 

real welcome.  

 

The residents I spoke with seem to recognize and respect, at least to a certain extent, the 

inevitability of different values, interests, and desires for the land and community. Some, like 

Mr. Baxter, expressed concern for what this would signify for the future of the valley, “There are 

people now that just have- their homes are here but not their life and their love and their 

community.”   Some, like Mr. Chester, are troubled with the change.  His building a barn on his 

farm was contested and ultimately halted by new neighbors, “because it would interfere with 

their viewshed. That's the word they used, 'viewshed'!" Others, like Mrs. Toby, welcome the 

change and variety of values,  
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We still have a lot of the old time farmers. A lot of the old people who have been here for 

generations. But we certainly do have more newcomers, mostly at our end of the valley, 

who are maybe from Tech either currently or retired. But that has made for a nice mix, a 

nice diversity. We have enjoyed that. 

Mr. Goodall would agree, “No, I wouldn’t go back. On account of the neighbors, everyone of 

these neighbors here are great. And I wouldn’t swap a neighbor for a tree again.”   

 

Concerns for the future of the Catawba Valley 

 As I mentioned earlier, a major concern among landowners in the Catawba Valley is the 

escalating value of land, and with it, rising property taxes.  Though most, if not all of the people I 

spoke with were in the land use taxation program in either Roanoke or Montgomery County, the 

margin of savings is becoming narrower as the tax discount drops and the real market value of 

land increases.  The Goodalls, whose cattle operation is barely self-sufficient, explained, 

Well you know, the farmers can override the weather, the droughts, the floods, the bad 

seasons, they can get over them. But the taxes, every year, they keep raising. You know, 

you can have a bad year and most farmers will bounce back, like from the drought that 

we had last year. If they wash out or flooded out, too much rain, they’ll survive. But the 

taxes is what is killing them. It’s what will get us. Because they just keep raising.  

The 200 acre farm adjoining Mr. Baxter’s property was just sold for $2,000 per acre to a ‘come-

here’.  He would have liked to have purchased it to keep it open, but,  

Nobody can buy land anymore to farm. The value of land is so high, that nobody could 

make money on it unless you inherit it. So the pressure to sell it for development is great 

because you can’t, you can’t sell it for a farm. 
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The escalating property values and consequent limitation of access by people who want to work 

the land was also a major concern sited by representatives not only of the local land trusts, but 

the soil and water conservation district and the US Forest Service as well. 

 

The ‘come-heres’ and the ‘from-heres’ both expressed concern about property values and 

taxes, though with slightly different connotations.  Many, though not all of the ‘come-heres’ are 

moving to the valley in their retirement or with another source of income, and the problem seems 

to be rooted in the rate of tax and value increase.  The Griffith’s property value increased 58% in 

2007, which is naturally going to cause uproar.  For many of the ‘from-heres’ who may not have 

a tremendous amount of wealth, but are sitting on valuable property, the inability to maintain a 

farm in production, or for future generations to farm if they choose was an omnipresent worry.  

Mrs. Goodall, reflecting on farming and the future of her sons as farmers,  

It’s a good life. It’s a life that we are, a lifestyle we would like to continue as long as we 

are able to, and when we are gone, the kids will, and I think they will, if we can afford to 

keep the property. That’s one thing that is very much on our minds. 

 

The changes that are occurring in the Catawba Valley, and the concerns and issues they 

are raising, are very similar to that reported in rural areas across the United States.  “It's a 

dilemma that will not be overcome by using old methods,” said Mr. Lawrence.  “It may be 

overcome by using some new methods that we don't know about yet, but farming as we know it 

on this kind of property is gone forever.” 

 

Caring for the Land and Landcare 
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 As Mr. Lawrence alluded to, Catawba Landcare was established in this valley as a “new 

methods” to address the dilemmas facing a changing rural landscape.  As described in chapter 

five, community Landcare groups are a forum to bring neighbors together to begin the 

conversation about the present and future of their shared place.  Catawba Landcare was 

established in 2006, and has held several informational meetings to educate landowners on the 

options they may have available for making their land more profitable or sustainable.  Of the 

people I spoke with, half had attended at least two of the Landcare meetings.  They generally felt 

that Catawba Landcare had the potential to make a difference in the valley.  Mr. Lawrence, who 

learned of the cost-share program that helped to restore his stream through one of these meetings, 

recounts, 

Having the opportunity to be involved, to recognize our responsibilities by being 

involved has been good. It's been educational. If you didn't do anything but go and listen, 

it would be educational. They didn't mean we had to come back and restore stream or 

save an owl or anything. It's just the fact that you went and listened, and that's got to be 

mind stretching. So it's a good thing. 

It seems to be filling two roles at this point; providing ‘come-heres’ to the valley with an  

opportunity to be educated on managing their land and the options they have to do so, and 

providing ‘from-heres’ with different ideas on making their products more valuable, especially in 

a specializing and globalizing market.  Mr. Toby, one of the main proponents of Catawba 

Landcare explained,  

That's the nice thing about Catawba Landcare. It can reach out to all of these separate 

communities. You are here in the valley, you love your living, you would like to preserve 

it, then this is a program that seeks to make that possible. It helps to make that possible. 
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 Socially, the Landcare meetings seem to be drawing a variety of different types of 

landowners from up and down the valley.  Mrs. Goodall spoke of how, at one of the meetings, 

she had finally met the woman who lived in the big brick house on the bend and now they are 

friends.  At another meeting last summer, where Catawba Creamery ice cream was served, there 

were more than 50 people in attendance (Figure 8), who stayed to socialize long after the 

presentations had concluded.  Catawba Landcare, though still young as an organization, seems to 

hold promise for bringing together the residents of the valley under the common concern of 

caring for their land.  In the words of Mr. Lawrence,  

Getting everyone to accept new ways of doing things is not going to be easy. And we 

have these community meetings, like we go to, and we see people in the room, who live 

down the road from us and we've never seen them before and we've been neighbors for 

years, maybe that's an opportunity to come back to the sense of community and begin to 

work together. 

Catawba Landcare, and the community Landcare movement in the US in general, holds the 

potential to bring fractured communities together and face the challenges of change in an more 

cooperative manner. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 8.  Neighbors and residents gather at a Catawba Landcare meeting in the summer of 2007. Photo taken by C. 
Kimmel, 07/07 
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Conclusions 
 

The Catawba Valley, like many rural areas across the nation, is a landscape in transition.  

The effects of exurbanization, even from smaller areas metropolitan and micropolitan regions 

like Roanoke and the Blacksburg/ Christiansburg/ Radford area,  and all of the associated 

changes in values attached to the land, land uses, and land ownership are having profound 

effects.  This is felt not only on the landscape, but on the dynamics of community as well.  The 

initial goal of this research was to develop a greater understanding of these changes, how these 

changes may be conceptualized theoretically, and how they may be reconciled to move towards a 

more cooperative and sustainable future for rural landscapes and residents.  This analysis reports 

on the extent to which I have explored the various aspects of change set out in the beginning, and 

the scope to which I have developed a greater understanding of the elements leading to, 

conceptualizing, and reconciling the values held in a landscape in transition. 

As discussed in the introduction, the Catawba Valley was selected and used as an 

example to illustrate the causes and effects of these changes found across the country, and 

through Catawba Landcare, one approach to attempting to reconcile these changes.  Though its 

generalizability is arguably limited, as it would be for any single case study situation, the stories, 

responses, and concerns voiced by its residents were consistent with parallel studies of other 

exurbanizing areas across the country and around the globe.  For example, Bohnet et al. (2003) 

and their biographical analysis of farmers facing a changing landscape in the English High 

Weald, found very similar concerns with regard to increasing land values and the declining 

viability of small-scale farming, as well as the increased desire for ‘urbanites’ to migrate into 

rural areas.  Cadieux (2006) had similar findings in her study of New Zealand’s exurbanizing 

rural areas.  Bills and Gross (2005), in their survey of multifunctional landscapes, found that 
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stakeholders in New York and the UK to have similar concerns and challenges, though they 

maintain different perspectives how to best address these challenges.  Daniels (2000) integrates 

the same issues in his metric of success in maintaining ‘working landscapes’ in Lancaster, 

Pennsylvania.   

While the specific circumstances and landowner perspectives may be particular to the 

Catawba Valley, it provide a reasonably representative insight into many of the same causes and 

effects of change in an exurbanizing rural landscape, as well as the different values and desires 

for the land and community that may reside in a shared place. To this extent, the considerations 

for how to most effectively deal with the changing land uses and landowners would be similar 

across landscapes.  The most fundamental of these considerations is the fact of reasonable 

pluralism, as discussed in chapters three and four.  In any given place, there will be a range of 

values, perspectives, and desires, which are all reasonable so long as they do not preclude 

someone else from maintaining their values, perspectives, and desires.  For a community to 

accept this fact as reasonable is not an easy feat, especially in a situation where people are 

confronted with change in their lives and in their backyards.  Nonetheless, it is necessary to 

foster a sense of mutual respect for this plurality if members of a shared space are going to form 

any cooperative or collaborative arrangements to manage these changes.   

 Another consideration that was explored chapter two are the different conceptualizations 

of change and the compatibility of those conceptualizations with the values assigned to the land 

by the landowner.  Post-productivism is one such theoretical conceptualization that suggests the 

land, through political and economic circumstances, has shifted away from commodity 

production and is in essence no longer productive.  While this may be true in so far as 

commodity production is less relevant or viable as a commercial good, this does not change the 
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productive capacity of the land, which is highly regarded and cherished by landowners.  This 

emphasis on the productive capacity of the land, and its re-direction to producing a variety of 

commodity and non-commodity goods, may better characterize the land as taking on different 

productive functions.  Multifunctionality, an alternative conceptualization of the changing role 

and function of rural land, though mired in political debate, may hold greater potential to 

describe the changes in the valley, namely because of its ability to recognize the aforementioned 

plurality of values, perspectives, and desires for the land.   

 To reasonably address the plurality of values, perspectives, and desires attached to a 

landscape, and to direct change in a sustainable and equitable trajectory that reflects the multiple 

functions and goals for the land, it is necessary to engage the effected individuals and 

stakeholders in the process.  The most practical way to begin this conversation is to appeal to the 

underlying self-interest of residents, which is the approach taken by the community Landcare 

model, as discussed in chapter five.  With an emphasis on improving the social, economic, and 

ecological conditions of communities (the triple-bottom line), community Landcare appeals to an 

enlightened self-interest among landowners.  Its call to ‘care for the land’ resonates with a range 

of values for the land, and in doing so, creates the foundation for communities to come together 

under a shared concern, interest, and motivation.  Many of the participants in the case study of 

Catawba Valley in chapter six supported this idea and felt it could make a difference in their 

community.   

 Catawba Landcare seems to be setting the stage to be able to accomplish just this.  The 

wide variety of topics on which the group has centered its meetings thus far seems to have drawn 

a range of landowners, some of whom may have otherwise not been interested in participating in 

any such forum.  Though the group has yet to actually hold a deliberative discussion to 
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demonstrate its effectiveness in creating collaboration and directing change, it has been effective 

in drawing different neighbors together, who, in doing so, are becoming more familiar with each 

other and each other’s values and desires. As Mr. Lawrence explained, “We have any 

tremendous gap in awareness, and with the community meetings we are having now, they are 

beginning to solve a lot of those problems.”  These first steps towards establishing respect for the 

fact of reasonable pluralism and the construction of greater social capital in an otherwise 

fracturing community, will prove crucial to any collaborative efforts that evolve over time.    

 One aspect of this research I was not able to fully explore, which will provide another 

research opportunity in the future, were the responses to change in rural landscapes, and the 

value of a forum such as community Landcare among outside agency and organizational 

representatives.  Especially in response to the further development of community Landcare 

groups in rural and urban communities, the majority of the respondents were enthusiastic.  They 

expressed that a strong community-based forum that was able to bring landowners together with 

the common concern of caring for their land would be beneficial to their agency or 

organizational objectives in managing natural resources and land use.  Exploring this avenue 

further will prove fruitful for all concerned; the rural communities and landscapes, the agencies 

and organizations, and the Landcare movement in the US.   

 Change in the way that land is used or valued in rural areas across the US is inevitable, 

and it might even be positive in areas.  For communities to manage the change in ways that land 

and communities become or remain sustainable such that each member of the community may 

continue to pursue their idea of the ‘good’ in an enlightened self-interested approach, will require 

either an enormous transformation of political will, or the engagement and reasonable 

collaboration of members of that shared place.  The latter may not be an easier option per se, but 
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creating the sense of community and shared interest in a landscape among neighbors will be 

more resilient in the long-term than short-term policy fixes.  Creating the forum by which these 

individuals can begin the conversation is crucial.  And it is clear that the community Landcare 

model is a place to start. 
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Appendix A – US Census Bureau Definitions 

Based on definitions provided http://www.census.gov/geo/www/ua/ua_2k.html

 
Metropolitan statistical area – may include multiple counties - must contain either a place with 
a minimum population of 50,000 or a U.S. Census Bureau-defined urbanized area and a total MA 
population of at least 100,000 

Micropolitan statistical area - must have at least one urban cluster of at least 10,000 but less 
than 50,000 population. 

Urban - all territory, population, and housing units located within an urbanized area (UA) or an 
urban cluster (UC). It delineates UA and UC boundaries to encompass densely settled territory, 
which consists of:  

• core census block groups or blocks that have a population density of at least 1,000 people 
per square mile and  

• surrounding census blocks that have an overall density of at least 500 people per square 
mile  

Rural - consists of all territory, population, and housing units located outside of UAs and UCs, 
ie. that which is not urban   
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Appendix B – Virginia Section of Ecoregion III Map 

Accessed through US Environmental Protection Agency website 
http://www.epa.gov/wed/pages/ecoregions/na_eco.htm#Downloads 
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Appendix C – Letters of Approval  
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Permission to use watershed map (04/24/08) 

Page 1 of 1  

Courtney Kimmel  

From: Chuck Bailey [cmbail@wm.edu]  
Sent: Friday, April 25, 2008 8:32 AM  
To: Courtney Kimmel  
Subject: Re: request to use VA watersheds map  

Courtney- 

Go for it!  

Chuck Bailey W&M Geology  

On Apr 24, 2008, at 10:26 PM, Courtney Kimmel wrote:  

Dear Dr. Bailey-My name is Courtney Kimmel and I am a graduate student in political 
science at Virginia Tech. I am writing a paper on the Catawba Valley, which spans 
theRoanoke and James River watersheds and would like to request permission to use the 
watershed maps that is displayed on the William and Mary Rivers and Watersheds website 
http://www.wm.edu/geology/virginia/rivers/rivers.html. It is by far the most clear and 
concise map that I have been able to find.  If you would please let me know whether this 
would be acceptable, I would greatly appreciate it.  

Thank you for your time.  

Sincerely,  
Courtney Kimmel  
Virginia Tech  
 
cekimmel@vt.edu  
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Appendix D – Copyright and Public Domain Information 
 
 
USDA data used in creating Figures 1 & 3 
 

From USDA NASS:  
 
“Most of the information available from this site is within the public domain. Public 
domain information on the National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) Web pages 
may be freely downloaded and reproduced. However, it is requested that in any 
subsequent use of this work, USDA-NASS be given appropriate acknowledgment.” 

  
http://www.nass.usda.gov/Data_and_Statistics/Citation_Request/index.asp

 
 
Map of Great Wagon Road (Figure 5)  

From the US Library of Congress Maps Collection: 

Most maps in the Map Collections materials were either published prior to 1922, 
produced by the United States government, or both (see catalogue records that 
accompany each map for information regarding date of publication and source). A few 
have permission from the copyright holders as noted in the descriptive record. The 
Library of Congress is providing access to these materials for educational and research 
purposes and is not aware of any U.S. copyright protection (see Title 17 of the United 
States Code) or any other restrictions in the Map Collection materials 

http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/ammemrr.pl?title=%3ca%20href%3d%22%2fammem%2fgmdhtml%2fgmdhome.html%22%3eMap%2
0Collections%3c%2fa%3e&coll=gmd&div=&agg=g3880&default=ammem&dir=ammem

Google Maps Catawba Hybrid Map (Figure 6) 

From Google Maps: 

By using Google Maps and any data or information accessed from Google Maps, you agree to be bound by 
our Google Terms of Service as well as these additional terms and conditions. For individual users, Google 
Maps, including local search results, maps, and photographic imagery, is made available for your personal, 
non-commercial use only. 

http://maps.google.com/help/terms_maps.html
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Appendix E – Demographic questionnaire for landowners 
 
 
Number of acres owned or managed in the Catawba Valley:  _________________________ 
 
Describe general topography/ land cover:  _______________________________________ 
 
Attributes of the property: 
 Road access: _________________________________________________________ 

 Cemetery present:  ____________________________________________________ 

 Surface water (creeks, ponds, etc.):  ______________________________________ 

  
How long have you owned the property (either personally or in family): ______________  
 

How did you acquire the property? Explain:  ______________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Primary uses of to the land (residential, production, recreational, etc.):  ________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 
If resident, is this your primary residency?  ________________________________ 

 
If not primary residency, where is primary residency? _______________________ 
 
If not primary residency, how many weeks/ months of the year are spent in 

Catawba Valley?  ______________________________________________________ 

If the land is used for production purposes, what is produced? ________________ 

______________________________________________________________________ 

 
Currently involved in any land conservation programs? ____________________________ 
 

If so, which program(s)? _________________________________________________ 
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Appendix F – Landowner interview questions 
 

Individual property 
1. How would you describe your property? 
2. In what ways do you use the land?   
3. What drives the decisions you make in terms of using your land? 
4. What do you imagine your land will look like in 20 years? 50 years? 
5. Do you have any concerns for the future of your land? 
 
Production –specific Qs 
6. You use your property mainly to grow/ raise/ cultivate/ harvest __________.  How long 

have you been doing this? 
7. What challenges to you face in doing so? 
8. Multifunctionality is a term used to express the idea that while I may be using my land to 

grow corn or harvest timber, it is also providing services that contribute to the well-being 
of society.  How would you respond to that assertion? 

9. If there were programs devised to pay you for those other services, how would you feel 
about that? 

 
Catawba Valley 
10. Do you consider yourself part of the Catawba Valley?  Define the Catawba Valley 

spatially. 
11. How would you describe the Catawba Valley? 
12. How would you describe the community or communities within the Catawba Valley? 
13. If you would consider Catawba Valley a typical rural area, what is the value of rural 

communities and landscapes?  
14. What do you feel are the biggest issues facing the Catawba Valley? 
15. What do you imagine Catawba Valley will look like in 20 years? 50 years? 

       
      Conservation 

16.  Are you aware of any conservation efforts, programs, or organizations taking place in the 
Catawba Valley? 

17.  Are you involved with any?  Which?  Why? 
18.  How do you feel about government subsidized programs to install conservation projects 

on private property? 
19.  How do you feel about the idea of creating markets for ecosystem services and carbon 

credits? 
20.  How do you feel about conservation easements as a means of preserving land into the 

future? 
21.  What do you think is the best way to strike a balance in preserving and conserving rural 

land and making it possible for communities to survive? 
22. What are the challenges to conservation? 
23. Are you familiar with Catawba Landcare?  What do you think of it? 
 
24. Anything else? 
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Appendix G – Interview Data 
 

Code Pseudonym Date  Location 
CV001 Sherwin 2/13/2008 residence 
CV002 Toby 2/16/2008 residence 
CV003 Lawrence 2/17/2008 residence 
CV004 Sampson 2/20/2008 residence 
CV005 Goodall 2/22/2008 residence 
CV006 Griffith 2/26/2008 residence 
CV007 Baxter 3/8/2008 residence 
CV008 Garrison 3/18/2008 residence 
CV009 Addison 4/2/2008 residence 
CV010 Chester 2/21/2008 CLC meeting 
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