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But that interest also poses questions of how to balance 
the equally important interests of other property owners’ 
expectations of compatible uses in urban and suburban 
residential neighborhoods, as well as public health and safety 
concerns. A number of townships, cities and villages have 
wrestled with responding to all interests in a way that is fair 
and best represents the consensus of the community. Adding 
to the confusion are questions about the impact of the Right 
to Farm Act (RTFA) on the issue.

RTFA and GAAMPS offer guidance—and questions
The Michigan Right to Farm Act, Public Act 93 of 1981, 
MCL 286.471, et seq., protects commercial farm operations 
from public and private nuisance suits and preempts local 
ordinances that conflict with the RTFA and Generally 
Accepted Agricultural Management Practices (GAAMPs). 
The RTFA was intended as a “shield” to protect Michigan’s 
important agricultural industry. 

One major purpose of the act is to protect farm operations 
from nuisance complaints resulting when non-farm 
residential uses are developed in close proximity to existing 
farm operations or in areas where agricultural uses are the 
primary anticipated uses under zoning—in other words, 
moving residential uses toward potential nuisances such as 
odors that may result from farming. And the GAAMPs 
provide guidelines for farms to help prevent or limit 
nuisances. But the growing interest in “urban” or “backyard” 
livestock has raised the issue of whether the RTFA does or 
should provide the same statutory protection and preemption 
in areas that are primarily or exclusively zoned for non-farm 

residential uses—in other words, moving the potential 
nuisances into the residential uses.

The GAAMPs provide guidelines that farmers must 
follow to enjoy RTFA protection. These farm management 
practices are scientifically based and updated annually 
by the Michigan Commission of Agriculture and Rural 
Development to utilize current technology promoting sound 
environmental stewardship on Michigan farms. Specifically, 
the GAAMPs for Site Selection and Odor Control for New 
and Expanding Livestock Facilities are designed to encourage 
environmental protection, positive neighbor relations and 
economic viability for farm operations.

In 2014, amendments to the Site Selection GAAMPs 
raised questions from both urban/suburban farm proponents 
and local government units as to whether people raising 
livestock for their own use or even for sale in residentially 
zoned areas were afforded RTFA protection that preempted 
local zoning. 

The changes established that livestock sites that are 
primarily residential are exempt from RTFA protections. 
But “primarily residential” is not the same thing as “zoned 
residential.” To be primarily residential, a site-specific 
Michigan Department of Agriculture & Rural Development 
(MDARD) inspection must determine whether there are 
more than 13 non-farm residences within 1/8 mile of the 
site, or whether there is any non-farm residence within  
250 feet of the livestock facility. 

According to the Site Selection GAAMPs, “Category 4 
Sites are locations that are primarily residential and do not 
allow agricultural uses by right and are not acceptable under 

Workgroup recommends  
local control over  
backyard agriculture

In recent years, increased interest has been expressed by property owners 
in raising livestock in urban and suburban residential areas in many parts 
of the state, with the goal of providing fresh, locally grown food for their 

families, neighbors or customers. 
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the Siting GAAMPs for livestock facilities or livestock 
production facilities regardless of the number of animal 
units. However, the possession and raising of animals may 
be authorized in such areas pursuant to a local ordinance 
designed for that purpose.”

However, if a site is in a zoning classification that does 
not allow agricultural uses by right, but doesn’t meet the 
definition of “primarily residential,” then it may still be a 
Category 3 Site, and local ordinances that conflict with the 
RTFA and the GAAMPs are preempted. 

According to the Site Selection GAAMPs, “Category 3 
Sites are generally not acceptable for new and expanding 
livestock production facilities. Category 3 sites may be zoned 
for agriculture, but are generally not suitable for livestock 
production facilities. They may be suitable for livestock 
facilities with less than 50 animal units [which can mean up 
to 4,999 chickens, for example]. … New livestock production 
facilities are not acceptable for that site. However, expanding 
livestock production facilities may be acceptable if the farm 
submits an Odor Management Plan and site verification 
approval is determined by MDARD. In some cases, additional 
odor reduction and control technologies, and management 
practices may be necessary to obtain site verification approval.” 

In urban and suburban residential neighborhoods and 
subdivisions, the Category 4 site determination will likely 
apply, and that allows local governments to adopt ordinances 
to allow, regulate and prohibit livestock uses with no RTFA 
preemption. 

However, especially in townships where there may be a 
mix of residential densities in zoning districts that do not 
allow agricultural uses by right, the local zoning may be 
preempted for Category 3 sites but not for Category 4 sites 
in the same zoning district. If urban/suburban livestock is 
considered protected under the RTFA, and if a township 
wants to allow for urban/suburban livestock in Category 4 
sites in a residential zoning district, it may be compelled to 
allow for other agricultural uses, if there are other sites in that 
same district that would be appropriate under the GAAMPs 
for those uses. 

Workgroup makes recommendations
To develop possible approaches to clarifying these issues, 
MDARD created a workgroup of 21 members, including 
farmers from many segments of the agricultural community, 
small farm and urban livestock proponents, local government 
officials, associations, and legislators to discuss and 
recommend policy related to raising livestock in urban/
suburban areas. The workgroup’s charge was “to formulate 
recommendations to stimulate and support local efforts to 
address the increased interest in raising livestock in urban/
suburban areas for home use and sale to local markets.”  
MTA participated in the workgroup and advocated that 
allowing agriculture in urban/suburban areas should be up to 
the local unit, without preemption by the RTFA or any other 
statute.

After months of discussions, the Urban Livestock 
Workgroup released its report in March. The report was 
submitted to MDARD Director Jamie Clover Adams, and 
Sen. Joe Hune (R-Hamburg Twp.) for possible legislation.

The workgroup issued majority and minority reports. The 
majority report recognized that because of their location in 
densely residential settings, urban/suburban livestock uses 
are different from the agricultural uses protected by the 
Right to Farm Act’s preemption of local zoning authority 
and recommended that local zoning ordinances should have 
authority over livestock in urban and suburban areas.

Specific recommendations include: 
•  Creating a new Urban Agriculture Act that does not 

preempt local zoning to address, stimulate and support 
local efforts and interest in raising livestock and plants 
in urban/suburban areas. The act should provide 
for local zoning authority over agriculture in urban/
suburban areas. 

•  Developing model ordinance language to provide for 
local regulation in compliance with the act.

•  Requiring the development of guidelines for urban/
suburban agriculture that may set minimum standards 
for local governments to use in developing their 
regulations, including but not limited to neighbor 
considerations and nuisance guidelines, care of animals, 
waste management, pest control, public health, and 
food safety.

•  Designating authority under the act to the Michigan 
Commission of Agriculture and Rural Development 
to appoint “a group with a diverse representation 
of race, gender, age, and geographic location across 
Michigan and at least one member from each of: local 
government, state government, academia and urban/
suburban producers to develop, review, and recommend 
those guidelines.” The guidelines would be approved 
on annual basis for the first five years and at least on a 
biennial basis in the years that follow. The commission 
should also be empowered to review and approve 
guidelines on an “as needed” basis. 


