
Farmland Preservation in Skagit County:   
An Innovative Approach 

Allen Rozema 
Skagitonians to Preserve Farmland 



The Four Legs of Agricultural Stability 

Agricultural Stability 

SPF Approach in Skagit County 



Agricultural Stability 

SPF Approach in Skagit County 

Land use monitoring 
 
Comprehensive Plan 
participation 
 
Support and advocate 
at the local and regional 
levels  
 
PDRs & TDRs 



Growth Management Act (GMA) 
RCW 36.70A , in part, requires the designation of Agricultural Lands of 
Long Term Commercial Significance and adoption of development 
regulations to protect agricultural land from conversion and to 
  
  

“. . . assure that the use of lands adjacent to agricultural . . . lands shall not 
interfere with the continued use, in the accustomed manner and in 
accordance with best management practices, of these designated lands for 
the production of food, agricultural products.” 

  



 
•From 2001 to 2006, while the Growth Management Act has been in 
effect, approximately 4,300 acres farmland has been converted to 
impervious surfaces in Puget Sound.[1] 
 
 

[1] 2011 Implementation Status Assessment Final Report.  A Qualitative Assessment of Implementation of the Puget Sound Chinook Salmon Recovery Plan.  A Report to the National Marine 
Fisheries Service.  Page 15. 
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3FI Farmland Preservation 
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Areas 

GMA Requirement to 
Protect both 



SEPA - RCW 46.21c.011 
• Avoid 
• Minimize 
• Mitigate 

RCW 46.21c.011 .02 – “ . . .The legislature declares that it is the policy of 
the state to identify and take into account the adverse effects of these 
actions on the preservation and conservation of agricultural lands; to 
consider alternative actions, as appropriate, that could lessen such adverse 
effects; and to assure that such actions appropriately mitigate for 
unavoidable impacts to agricultural resources.” 



SPF Approach in Skagit County 

Agricultural Stability 

• Support and advocate 
for local regulations 
and policies 
 

• Support and advocate 
for regional regulations 
and policies 
 

• Research and Studies 



SPF Approach in Skagit County 

Agricultural Stability 
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SPF Approach in Skagit County 

Agricultural Stability 



Farms, Fish and Flood Initiative (3FI) 

3FI Mission: 
To create and advance mutually beneficial strategies that support the long-
term viability of agriculture and salmon while reducing the risks of 
destructive floods. 

 
 



• National Oceanic Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
 

• Skagit Conservation District 
 

• Skagit County 
 

• Skagit County Dike and Drainage Partnership 
 

• Skagitonians to Preserve Farmland 
 

• The Nature Conservancy 
 

• Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife 
 

• Western Washington Agricultural Association 
 

 
 

Farms, Fish and Flood Initiative (3FI) 



Restore estuary habitat and functions in the 
tidal Skagit Delta needed to meet the Skagit 
Chinook Recovery Plan goal (approximately 
2,700 acres and/or 1.35 million smolts) 
consistent with the 3FI mission. 
 
Reduce the risk of destructive flooding in the 
Skagit Delta by implementing flood risk 
reduction alternatives consistent with the 3FI 
mission. 
 
Protect and improve the agricultural land base 
and infrastructure consistent with the 3FI 
mission (secure 20,000 acres of agricultural 
easements and implement the Tidegate Fish 
and Drainage Fish Initiatives) 

Farms, Fish and Flood Initiative (3FI) 



Farms, Fish and Flood Initiative (3FI) 

Farmland Preservation Strategy  



• Strategy #1:   Maintain, Strengthen, and Expand Non-Regulatory Programs to Permanently 
Protect Farmland. 

 
• Strategy #2:  Develop and Implement an Agricultural Easement with a TFI Option for 

Chinook Habitat Restoration. 
 
• Strategy #3:  Develop and Implement Approaches to Address Farmland Loss. 

 
• Strategy #4:  Maintain, Strengthen and Enforce County Regulations to Protect Agriculture. 

 
• Strategy #5:  Manage Water Quality Effectively to Protect Fish, Shellfish and Agriculture. 

 
• Strategy #6:  Seek state, federal or international designation for Skagit Valley as a Cultural 

and Natural Heritage Site. 

 
 
 

Farms, Fish and Flood Initiative (3FI) 
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Outline 
• Current State of Protection in Whatcom 
• Local Legislation supporting Farmland 

Preservation 
• Whatcom County Farmland Preservation 

Programs & Tools 
• PDR Easement Progress to date 
• Outreach 



• 87,412 Acres in Ag Zone* 
• 663 Acres in permanent agricultural conservation easement outside Ag Zone 

– (Total acres under permanent agricultural conservation easement is 826) 
• 2,056 Acres in reserve tracts of Agriculture Protection Overlay cluster developments 
Total Protected Acres = 90,131* 
*acres in the Ag Zone do not necessarily equal protection from non-ag uses. 



Local Framework 
• Agriculture Protection Overlay 

– Whatcom County Code Chapter 20.38 
• Adopted 1997 

• Agricultural Purchase of Development Rights Program 
– Whatcom County Code Chapter 3.25A 

• Established in 2002 
• Resolution 2009-040  

– Whatcom County confirms that 100,000 acres of land remain available for agricultural use as 
the minimum goal for ensuring a land base necessary to support a viable agriculture industry 
in the county 

 
 
 
 
 

• The Agricultural Strategic Plan 
– Resolution 2011-023 has identified the tools available to achieve the 100,000 acre minimum 

• PDR 
• TDR 
• Parcel Reconfiguration 
• Natural Resource Marketplace 
• Farmland Mitigation 
• Right to Farm 



Farmland Preservation Approaches 

Open Space Taxation Classification 



Farmland Preservation Approaches 

Agriculture Protection Overlay 
All subdivisions, short or long plat, are required to 
cluster developments if they are: 

• 20 acres or greater in R5A or R10A zones outside the 
UGA  

• with over 50% APO soils  

Requires that one lot be identified as the reserve 
tract and contain at least 75% of the parent parcel 
acreage,  



Farmland Preservation Approaches 

Rural Study Areas 
In 2007, The Rural Land Study identified areas within R5 
and R10 zones that are of agricultural significance and 
may require additional protection to ensure the long 
term viability of agriculture in the county 
  
Whatcom County is exploring the creation of a Small Lot 
Ag Designation as part of a potential rezone providing the 
following options 

– Straight across: R5 to Ag5, R10 to Ag 10 
– Compensatory Rezone: R5 to Ag10, R10 to Ag20; with the 

creation of density credits(TDRs) 



Farmland Preservation Approaches 

Purchase of Development Rights 
• Voluntary applications 
• Sale of remaining development rights on 

properties with high agricultural value 
• 10 acres or greater 
• Funded by 50% Conservation Futures dollars and 

match funded by NRCS ACEP-ALE & RCO WWRP 
dollars 

• Enacts permanent agricultural conservation 
easements 

• Offers the most permanent protection against 
conversion to non-agricultural uses. 



3 PDR applications are currently being appraised 
2 additional applications are awaiting review and approval of our PDR Oversight 
Committee 
 
All purchases thus far have been funded by 50% Whatcom County Conservation Futures 
dollars 
 
2014 was the first year where 0 out of 3 of our applications were funded through NRCS 
farmland protection programs (FFRP & ACEP-ALE) 





Farmland Preservation Approaches 

PDR ~ Reverse Auction  
• Perform a mass appraisal to focus more on the small 

non-conforming lots within the ag zone 
• Voluntary program that gives the appraised value as a 

maximum amount that the County is willing to pay 
• Landowners may bid the price they are willing to 

accept 
• Lots targeted for this first experimental round of the 

reverse auction are parcels approximately 3-15 acres in 
the Agricultural zone that are legal buildable lots.  

• The process should be fully developed by June 2015.  
 
 



PDR Outreach 

General Outreach 
• Community Group Presentations 
• AgNewsletter 
• Agriculture Conference Booth 
Targeted Outreach 
• Targeted Mailings 
• Farmer-hosted Meet & Greet 

 



Community Group Presentations 
Presenting the options for Preserving Farmland 

• Presentations offer the opportunity to educate 
the on the threats to farmland and the options 
for preserving the agricultural land base 

• Presentations have been given to  
– Whatcom Farm Bureau 
– Whatcom Cattleman’s Association 
– Whatcom Food Network 
– Whatcom Pomona Grange Meeting 
– Agricultural Advisory Committee 
– Other groups scheduled 

 
 





 





Chris Elder 
PDR Outreach Coordinator Thank you 
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