GERLACH STATEMENT ON H.R. 5313

Mr. Speaker, I rise in support of H.R. 5313, the Open Space and Farmland Preservation Act, a bill I introduced to strengthen the federal Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program.  

Under the bill, 15% of funds made available for the Program would be reserved in order to make challenge grants available to preserve the most threatened farmland --farmland that states, counties, and municipalities, or private entities all agree are vital to preserve.  Simply put, if a state contributes 25%, a county contributes 25% and a municipality or private entity contribute 25% toward the preservation of eligible farmland, the effort would then be eligible for a 25% federal match.

I know that every state, county and municipality’s commitment to farmland preservation is different, but it is my hope that creating this challenge grant will encourage more of efforts at these levels of government.  States like Pennsylvania and Pennsylvania's counties and municipalities have invested heavily in preserving farmland.  The challenge grant created through H.R. 5313 would only help to encourage other states and more local governments to follow this example and compete for federal dollars available through the challenge grant.  I also believe that this challenge grant will steer federal resources toward those projects already getting wide support from states, counties and municipalities or private organizations.  This ensures that the increasingly limited federal resources are being used to preserve the most threatened farmland.

This is an important measure that will help to preserve farmland and open space in suburban and exurban communities.  For residents of these areas, like my constituents in Pennsylvania’s Sixth Congressional District, preservation of open space and farmland is a quality of life issue that cannot be overlooked.

I want to thank Chairman Goodlatte and his staff for their efforts in bringing this bill to the floor today, as well as the efforts of Ranking Member Peterson.  I would also like to thank my colleague, Mark Kirk, for his foresight and leadership in the creation of the Suburban Agenda Caucus.  His efforts, and the efforts of the leaders of the Caucus, have helped to shed light on the issues that those of us in suburban communities care about deeply.  

Mr. Speaker, I urge my colleagues to support H.R. 5313, the Open Space and Farmland Preservation Act.   
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