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RIGHT TO FARM LAW: IN A NUTSHELL
Written by Nat Tompkins, Ag Business Coordinator

Have you ever had this moment? You’re driving on some road you’ve gone 
over a million times. Every little house, business, or street sign blend together 
after you drive it a few times. Then all of a sudden, you’re snapped out of your 
trance! There’s something new that wasn’t there before. As you get closer, you 
start to notice its details. It’s rectangular, longer than it is wide. You can’t quite 
make out the words yet, but you know it’s green and white.  As you draw closer 
and closer it becomes easier to read. The top reads “Bethel” followed by “A Right 
to Farm Community” below that. There’s a green and white silhouette of a farmer 
tending to their fields on a tractor, with the words “Share the Road” at the bottom. 
“Well, that’s new,” you think to yourself. But what is it? And where did it come 
from? Maybe you haven’t seen these signs yet, but you might soon! Towns are 
starting to put up Right to Farm signs all over Sullivan County, and we’re here to 
help you understand what that means. 

A Right to Farm (RTF) law is a law where the title pretty much speaks for itself. 
It helps to protect and promote the farmer’s right to farm, and maintains their 
opportunities to run a successful farm busi-ness. To do this, Right to Farm laws 
can be created by a town or county in order to promote farming activities.

Right to Farm laws can vary slightly between each town. For example, the Town 
of Bethel’s Right to Farm law states “The Town Board recognizes farming is an 
essential enterprise and an important industry which enhances the economic 
base, natural environment and quality of life in the Town of Bethel”. The town 
board further declares that it “shall be the policy of this Town to encourage 
agriculture and foster understanding by all residents of the necessary day-

to-day operations involved in farming so as to encourage cooperation with 
those practices”. And “It is the general purpose…to permit the continuation 
of agricultural practices, to protect the existence and operation of farms, to 
encourage the initiation and expansion of farms and agribusinesses, and to 
promote new ways to resolve disputes concerning agricultural practices and 
farm operations. In order to maintain a viable farming economy in the Town of 
Bethel, it is necessary to limit the circumstances under which farming may be 
deemed to be a nuisance and to allow agricultural practices inherent to and 
necessary for the business of farming to proceed and be undertaken free of 
unreasonable and unwarranted interference or restriction”. 

A town’s Right to Farm law contains provisions for farmers to conduct reasonable 
and necessary agricultural practices and does not constitute a threat to public 
health and safety. In order to promote better relations between farmers and 
neighbors, many Right to Farm laws require realtors to inform prospective buyers 
about such laws, and that farming activities may occur, possibly resulting in 
dust, noise, and odor.  Many Right to Farm laws also include language regarding 
controversies between farm and non-farm neighbors. For example, should a 
controversy arise that cannot be settled between the neighbor and the farmer, 
either party may submit the controversy to a dispute resolution committee. 
Remember, as we mentioned earlier, each municipality’s Right to Farm law may 
differ slightly, so please check with your municipality regarding exactly what 
your town’s Right to Farm law says. 

The primary reason these protections are in place is that farmers grow our food, 
and we need to protect their ability to do their work in order to have a readily 
available supply of food. Agriculture can be a messy, noisy, and smelly endeavor. 
If these protections weren’t in place, farmers could incur all sorts of nuisance 
lawsuits for doing activities they need to do in order to raise livestock or grow 
crops. Residents may want towns to impose restrictions on them, making it 
difficult to make a living. 

Farmers already meet many challenges on a daily basis. Between never knowing 
what price the goods you produce will go for, unpredictable weather, and 
any number of other obstacles that can occur in general, it’s a very tough and 
fragile thing to keep a farm business up and running. If local towns were to pass 
regulations that could unreasonably obstruct a farmer’s ability to do their work, 
there would likely be very few farms left. Once farm land gets bought up by non-
agricultural buyers, typically the last thing that ever gets planted in the ground 
is blacktop. To facilitate the preservation of farmland in Sullivan County, Cornell 
Cooperative Extension Sullivan County, Sullivan County’s Agricultural and 
Farmland Protection Board, and various municipalities have been working hard 
to put up Right to Farm signs and to increase constituent understanding of best 
farm management practices.

One of the goals of the Sullivan County Agricultural and Farmland Protection Plan 
is to “increase public recognition of the value of agriculture and farmland, and to 
develop a better understanding of farm issues by non-farmers”. To accomplish 
this goal, Cornell Cooperative Extension Sullivan County applied for, and was 
awarded, a grant to help develop those lovely road signs that you may have 
seen while out and about. Eleven out of the 15 municipalities (Bethel, Callicoon, 
Freemont, Rockland, Mamakating, Neversink, Liberty, Cochecton, Delaware, 
Lumberland, and Forestburgh) have RTF laws enacted. Unfortunately, there is 
a huge gap in public awareness about the existence of these laws. Most of the 
time, folks don’t realize that they’re living in a Right to Farm Community until 
they encounter a conflict with a farming neighbor. This can lead to frustration 
for both parties involved. In order to narrow this gap, the County’s agricultural 
agencies partnered with municipalities to install RTF signs within those 11 
towns. Our hope is that these signs will serve as visual reminders about the 
importance of agriculture in Sullivan County. Additional educational materials 
and opportunities are on the horizon in 2018.  

Cornell Cooperative Extension Sullivan County has updated its website with 
information on RTF laws, the municipalities with the laws in place, and will soon 
include additional information on agricultural districts. When people have 
questions about the laws, and where they may be implemented, they can visit 
sullivancce.org or contact their local municipal offices to get the information 
they need. CCE has also held a workshop on RTF laws for both realtor and 
town officials. This workshop helps disperse information on the laws to a wide 
audience. If realtors are aware that the property they are showing is in a Right to 
Farm town, they can make the potential homeowners aware of that, and answer 
questions the buyers may have. If town officials can speak about the law in a 
knowledgeable way, they’ll be able to explain it to town residents that may be 
wondering about what farmers can and cannot do. We plan on making this an 
ongoing workshop opportunity, and will be offering another in winter of 2018. 

Right to Farm laws exist for a reason. Farming is a vital part of the economy in 
Sullivan County, and it’s important to protect farmers from harmful regulations or 
lawsuits that may be brought against them for doing their jobs. It’s important the 
public knows about these laws too. After all, they are also a part of the community 
they live in, and should know how to coexist and work with farmers who produce 
the food supply. The next time you’re stuck behind a tractor for two miles, just 
remember this; that ten minute delay would only get you two blocks further down 
in NYC. So slow down, crank up some tunes on your radio, enjoy the scenery 
around you, and share the road with farmers. 

This project was funded by the Sullivan County Plans and 
Progress Grant program.
Sullivan County Right to Farm                                                                                                 
signs were designed by Dorene                                                                                                
Warner from WDesign in         
Barryville NY and are produced         
by Keller Signs in Monticello.

“As a farmer, I know how dangerous it is to “share the road” with 
other motorists. These signs, I hope, will raise the awareness 
of these drivers and help make our roads safer for ALL of us to 
travel! Thank you to Extension and Sullivan County’s Planning 
Department for making that possible.” 

- Thomas R. Bose, Town of Callicoon Supervisor 

“The Town of Bethel knows how vital it is to support and 
promote our farmers. We also want to educate others on the 
importance of maintaining agriculture as an integral part of 
the quality of life here in Bethel and all of Sullivan County. 
We appreciate the efforts of Cooperative Extension and are 
happy to participate in this program.”

- Daniel Sturm, Town of Bethel Supervisor




