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enhancing the value of agriculture in 
the public mind as an essential com-
ponent of the local quality of life.

Each community may choose to adopt 
an agricultural commission. Typically, 
selectmen or town or city councilors 
appoint members representing the 
principal elements of the local agri-
cultural community and agricultural 
businesses, by geography, commodity, 
and size of farm. An agricultural com-
mission may include other supporters 
of farming and land preservation as 
well as people who also serve on other 
town boards and commissions, such 
as the planning board or conservation 
commission. This can facilitate com-
munication among town leaders about 
ways to enhance agriculture, and pro-
vide opportunities for education and 
informed debate on proposed local 
ordinances that may affect agriculture.

What Does an Agricultural 
Commission Do?
Agricultural commissions do not have 
any enforcement powers or regulatory 
authority. Their role is to advise other 
town boards and advocate for farming.

Agricultural commissions serve as 
an information bridge between farm 
businesses and the non-farm public. 
For example, the planning board 
may draft an amendment to the town 
zoning ordinance regulating signs. The 
agricultural commission can advise the 
planning board of potential impacts 
on farm businesses, and recommend 
ways the ordinance could be written to 
assist farm businesses, such as allowing 
temporary signs for seasonal crops.

Actions by town boards that unduly 
restrict farm businesses are often taken 
without specific consideration of con-
sequences to farmers. Agricultural 
commissions provide a positive way 
for the governing bodies of the town 
to consider the effects on agriculture 
before taking action.

Other potential activities of an agri-
cultural commission may include:

• Publicizing farm retail outlets in 
the town;

• Fundraising for farmland protec-
tion and economic development;

• Providing mediation and con-
flict resolution on farm-related 
disputes;

• Collaborating with other town 
boards to review development 
proposals;

• Holding educational workshops 
on intergenerational transfer of 
property;

• Conducting an inventory of 
farms and barns;

• Discussing state and federal grant 
and land protection programs;

• Starting local farmers’ markets;
• Obtaining technical assistance on 

conservation easement planning, 
woodlot management, nutri-
ent management, environmen-
tal stewardship, and non-point 
source pollution management;

• Adopting local Right-To-Farm 
bylaws;

• Hosting farm festivals; and,
• Much, much more.

Getting Started
Agricultural commissions provide a 
mechanism for towns to take positive 
action to remain or become more farm-
friendly. Assuring that voters under-
stand and support the concept before 
the town votes to establish an agricul-
tural commission requires considerable 
preparation and groundwork.

Any local resident or group interested 
in farming, farm businesses, growth, 
rural character, open space, and relat-
ed issues in their community can start 
organizing support for an agricultural 
commission. There is no one formula 
to assure a town will adopt an agricul-
tural commission, but towns that have 
organized agricultural commissions 
usually follow these steps:

New Hampshire
Towns

with Agricultural
Commissions

(The year the Agricultural
Commission was created is noted 

next to each town)

Brookfield

Boscawen (2010)

Canterbury (2009)

Chester (2011)

Chichester (2010)

Durham (2011)

Effingham (2010)

East Kingston (2011)

Fitzwilliam (2011)

Harrisville (2011)

Hollis (2009)

Lee (2008)

Loudon (2008)

Marlow (2008)

Merrimack (2008)

Nelson (2011)

Newton (2011)

North Hampton (2009)

Peterborough (2011)

Richmond (2011)

Sandwich (2010)

Tuftonboro (2009)

Weare (2008)

Wolfeboro (2009)

Webster

Source: Nada Haddad, Field
Specialist, Food and Agriculture,

UNH Cooperative Extension,
Rockingham County.


