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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Good morning or afternoon, my name is ________, and today’s presentation will be a high-level overview of the Williamson Act.

The Williamson Act, which it is usually refer to as, was introduced in 1965 as the Land Conservation Act of 1965 by Yolo County Assemblyman John Williamson.

At the bottom of the screen, you will see the staff members associated with the Williamson Act.
First, we have Monique Wilber, program manager for the Williamson Act/CEQA team as well as the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program.
Next, we have Farl Grundy and Annie Giovacchini, who are Associate Environmental Planners assigned to the Williamson Act Program.

We would be glad to answer any questions you may have, and the best way to reach us is via email at: LCA@conservation.ca.gov.
 

mailto:LCA@conservation.ca.gov
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa
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• Voluntary program/contracts

• Restricts land usage

• 10-20 year contracts

• Contract renew annually

• Contract runs with the land
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Land Conservation Act of 1965
“Williamson Act”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The WA is a voluntary program offered by 52 out of 58 counties and a handful of cities. Contracts are held between the county and/or city and the landowner.

WA contracts restrict land usage to agriculture, open space uses, grazing, and various compatible uses.

Contracts typically range from 10 to 20 years, are renewed annually on the contract anniversary date, and are tied to the land “deed” not the landowner. As landowners change, the WA contract remains on the deed and is simply passed from one owner to the next. 
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Intent of the Williamson Act

• Preservation of ag land

• Conservation of open space

• Discourage conversion of ag land to urban uses
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Mr. Williamson’s intent for the Act was to help preserve our State’s agricultural lands and conserve California’s vast open spaces.
 
The Act was also enacted to help discourage the conversion of agricultural land to urban uses brought on by the increase in urban sprawl.
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DOC Role

• Provide technical assistance and advice (GC § 51206)

• Detailed review of WA processes

• Data/records retention, biennial WA enrollment 
reports

• CEQA / WA review and comment (CEQA appendix G)
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Department of Conservation’s role in the Williamson Act is to:

Provide technical assistance, guidance, and advice with WA related Government Code.

The Department also performs detailed review of several WA processes; public acquisitions, cancellations, enrollment, etc.

The WA team retains and compiles various forms of data and WA records. We also produce WA enrollment reports as well as hosting enrollment maps and data, which can be found on our website.

As part of our technical assistance and guidance the WA team reviews and provides comment on many WA and CEQA related projects.
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What’s in it for the Landowner?

• Taxed on generated income vs. potential market 
value

• ~ 20-70% property tax reduction

• Tax savings can be reinvested
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
So, what do landowners receive for participation in the WA?

Well, taxation of WA contracted land can be somewhat complicated but in general WA lands are taxed according to their land use and generated income as opposed to the potential market value of the land. More information on taxation can be found in the California Revenue and Taxation Code, sections 421-431.

Typically, landowners can see a property tax reduction in the range of 20-70%.

These tax savings are often used by landowners to offset fluctuating operational costs and/or reinvested in their farming or ranching operations.
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What’s in it for the Community?
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• Ensures locally produced food and fiber
• Creates stability for support industries
• Provides buffers (planning tool)
• Mitigation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
WA contracted lands help ensure locally produced food and fiber, which in turn creates stability for supporting industries.

Contracted lands are also used as a planning tool by providing buffers between different land use types.

Many counties and cities also use WA contracts as a form of mitigation, for other projects impacting agricultural land.
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Williamson Act Today
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• 52/58 counties participate
• 2004 enrollment ~16.6 million acres
• 2021 enrollment ~10 million acres

• Imperial County: only county to exit the 
program

• 2016 Los Angeles County: WA talks
• 2017 Yolo County: new contracts

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We currently have 52 out of 58 counties and a handful of cities which have WA contracts.

In 2004 it was reported that there were approximately 16 million acres of land under contract.

In 2021 WA enrollment was reported at approximately 10 million acres. Why the big difference? Well in 2009/2010 the state no longer funded subventions to participating jurisdictions and since that time we see fewer and fewer jurisdictions reporting WA enrollment.

Subventions were paid to counties/cities to help offset their reduction in property taxes received from WA enrolled lands.

Following the loss of subventions; Imperial County is the only county to exit the program by non-renewing all WA contracts.

The loss of subventions caused many jurisdictions to place a moratorium on new contracts; however, due to the popularity of the program many jurisdiction have reversed this policy and have started accepting new contracts.
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Trends and Challenges
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• Loss of subvention funding

• Decline in enrollment reporting

• Trend analysis is difficult

• 2021 reported enrollment ~10 million acres

• 2021 estimated enrollment ~15 million 
acres

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The loss of subventions has led to a serious decline in county and city reporting of WA enrollment.

With decreased and inconsistent reporting of WA enrollment, WA trends and any in-depth analysis are extremely difficult.

In 2021 only 28 out of 52 counties reported WA enrollment, for a total of approximately 10 million acres.

However, if we include the most recent enrollment numbers of those counties that didn’t report enrollment in 2021, we estimate there are approximately 15 million acres currently under WA contract.
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Trends and Challenges
Compatible Use

• Use must be 
compatible

• Solar

• Agritourism
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
One of the biggest challenges within the WA is, what constitutes a compatible use on WA land.

Land uses on WA land are not restricted to simply agriculture or open space uses, but also allows land uses that are compatible with agriculture and open space land use. Compatible use determination is guided by Government Code Statute but the ultimate decision on what is, and what is not, a compatible use is determined by the participating jurisdiction.

Two examples of somewhat questionable compatible uses are: Solar and Agritourism. 
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Trends and Challenges
Compatible Use
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here we see a small solar array that appears to be associated with the neighboring warehouse/packing plant. The power produced by this array is more than likely providing power directly to the warehouse/packing plant, providing clean energy and offsetting existing energy costs.

In order for a use to be considered compatible there are certain findings outlined in Government Code which must be meet.

These solar panels seem associate with, or working in conjunction with, the warehouse/packing plant and therefore are deemed by the county to be a compatible use.  
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Trends and Challenges
Compatible Use
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• No compatibility findings = Cancellation
• Size, scale, scope

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But here we see a much larger solar array with no associated agricultural business. This solar farm is more than likely producing power for sale on the grid.

With no closely related agricultural use this solar farm would more than likely not meet the compatible use findings outlined in Government Code. If a project/land use is not considered a compatible use the landowner would need to non-renew the contract and wait for it to expire, or the landowner could petition for the cancellation of the contract, which must also meet findings outlined in Government Code.

Often compatible uses are a function of size, scale, and scope.
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Trends and Challenges
Compatible Use

• Agritourism ≠ Compatible 
use

• Agritourism definition

• Roadside fruit stand

• Tasting Rooms

• Wedding / Event Centers

• Bed and Breakfast

• Where to draw the line
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Agritourism is another hard to define compatible use. Just because a project/land use is defined as Agritourism does not necessarily make it a compatible use.

Agritourism on WA contracted land started years ago with the addition of roadside fruit stands. Seems compatible, right? Well, from there Agritourism definitions began to include Tasting rooms. Still seem compatible? Well now we see Agritourism definitions including Wedding/Event Centers, and Bed and Breakfasts.

At some point the land use is hard to define as a compatible use, even if you label it “Agritourism”.
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Trends and Challenges
Compatible Use
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• Farm Tours

• Farm Stays

• Farm / Event Center

• Where to draw the line

• Size, scale, scope

Presenter
Presentation Notes
We also see Farm tours, Farm stays, Farm/Event centers deemed as compatible uses.

Where do you draw the line? Hard to tell.

Most of the time: size, scale, and scope of a project determine if the project should be considered a compatible use.
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Conclusion
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• Program continues to be offered

• Williamson Act continues to preserve agricultural and open space 
land

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In conclusion the program continues to be offered by many jurisdictions, and with that, it continues to adhere to its initial intent to preserve California’s agriculture and open spaces. 
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THANK YOU
Questions?

Williamson Act/CEQA Team
LCA@conservation.ca.gov

https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I know this has been a very high-level overview of the program, but please feel free to contact us and we would be more than happy to answer any questions you may have. We hope you found this informative, Thanks for listening. 

Now I will open it up to any questions before we dive into our CEQA portion of the presentation.

mailto:LCA@conservation.ca.gov
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa
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Monique Wilber
Farl Grundy
Annie Giovacchini
Division of Land Resource Protection
Williamson Act / CEQA
LCA@conservation.ca.gov
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Division of Land 
Resource Protection

California Environmental Quality Act

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Alright, now we will dive into our overview of the CEQA portion of our program.

mailto:LCA@conservation.ca.gov
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa
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California statute passed in 1970, in response to the first Federally passed environmental protection statute the National 
Environmental Policy Act

Purpose:

• Prevent significant, avoidable damage to the environment
• Encourage public participation
• Foster informed public decision making
• Ensure transparency in governmental decision-making 

process
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History and Purpose of CEQA

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The California Environmental Quality Act, more commonly known as CEQA, was first introduced in 1970 following the passage of the Federal National Environmental Policy Act, which is also referred to by its acronym, NEPA.

CEQA’s intent is to: Prevent significant, avoidable damage to the environment,
Encourage public participation in public decision making,
and to ensure transparency in the governmental decision-making process.
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DLRP’s Role

• Commenting agency per California Public Resources Code Section
614(a)&(b)

• Review environmental documents related to the Department’s areas of 
responsibility and expertise

• CEQA (Appendix G II. Agricultural Resources)

• FMMP mapping data

• WA enrollment data

• LESA model
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
DLRP is a commenting agency as outlined in the California Public Resources Code Section 614(a)&(b).

DLRP reviews and comments on environmental documents related to its areas of responsibility and expertise.

For DLRP our focus is mainly associated with CEQA appendix G which defines possible significant impacts related to agriculture.

CEQA appendix G uses Farmland Mapping and Monitoring data, as well as WA enrollment, to help lead agencies determine a projects significance of impact.

CEQA also allows lead agencies to use the Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) model (developed by the Department) to determine potential impacts.
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Division thresholds for comment
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• Williamson Act contracted land

• State/Department funded easements

• Prime Farmland > 10 acres

• Statewide or Unique Farmland > 40
acres

Presenter
Presentation Notes
DLRP can not comment on every project due to the massive number of potential projects; therefore, the Division has come up with a threshold for commenting.

If needed, the Division will comment on all projects located on WA contracted land, and/or lands containing Department funded easements.

We also comment on projects containing more than 10 acres of Prime Farmland or more than 40 acres of Statewide or Unique Farmland.
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Possible Review Documents

CEQA related:
• Early Consultation
• Public Scoping Hearing
• Initial Study
• Notice of Exemption
• Notice of Preparation
• Negative Declaration
• Mitigated Negative Declaration
• DEIR/EIR/SEIR/FEIR
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County and City related:
• Lot Line Adjustments
• Subdivision Applications
• Tentative Subdivision Maps
• Rezone/Prezone Applications
• Coastal Zone Permit Applications
• General Plan

Updates/Amendments
• Ordinance Amendments
• Site Plan Application
• Minor Use Permit
• Conditional Use Permit
• Special Use Permit
• Excavation Application
• Commission Hearings
• LAFCo Hearings

Williamson Act related:
• Ag Preserve Boundary 

Adjustment
• Solar Use Permit
• Cancellation
• Public Acquisition
• Annexation
• New Contracts
• Contract Non-renewal

Year Projects reviewed Comment letters written

2019 1200 40

2020 1116 30

2021 1103 47

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here is just a short list of documents we review.

Project documents are either sent directly to the Division or the Department’s Office of Legislative & Regulatory Affairs, who does an initial screening of the projects to make sure it meets the Divisions threshold for comment.

The table depicts the number of reviewed projects and letters written over the last three years.

The vast majority of these projects do not require an in-depth review, because they don’t meet the Division’s threshold for comment, the project is too small, or the project already proposes adequate mitigation.

Also, not all of these reviewed projects are CEQA projects, many of these projects are WA related process documents which must be reviewed and logged, but generally do not require a comment letter. 
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Typical DOC Comments

• Compliance with WA Government 
Code

• Compliance with City/County GP

• Compliance with Easement guidelines

• Mitigation for impact to farmland

• 1:1 Ag easements

• In-lieu of fees

21

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If the Division does comment on a project, it typically suggests: compliance with WA related Government Codes, City and County General Plans, and easement guidelines.

The Division also suggests mitigation for all impacted farmland, usually in the form of 1:1 agricultural easements and/or the use of in-lieu of fees.
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THANK YOU
Questions?

Williamson Act/CEQA Team
LCA@conservation.ca.gov

https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Thanks for listening, and at this point we’ll take any questions you may have, or feel free to reach us via email at LCA@conservation.ca.gov.


mailto:LCA@conservation.ca.gov
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa
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