MEETING SUMMARY

Agriculture Advisory Committee Meeting Held 01-04-06

Agriculture Service Center

6975 Hannegan Rd

 (NRCS OFFICE)

3:00 PM - 5:00 PM
Members present: Chuck Antholt, John Gillies, Todd Jones, Marty Maberry, Ken Schilke, Russell Simonson, John Steensma,. Staff: Kraig Olason, PDS, Jessica Buer, PDS. Guests: Craig MacConnell, WSU Ext., Calvin Bratt, Lynden Tribune, Carl Weimer, Whatcom County Council.

1. Review of minutes. 

The minutes for the 12-07-05 meeting were reviewed.  Chuck motioned to approve the minutes.  Russell seconded the motion.  The minutes were approved as written.

2. Impact Fee Ordinance Review
A copy of the Whatcom County Planning Department’s Draft Impact Fee Ordinance was made available to the committee by Matt Aamot, PDS.  The Draft Impact Fee Ordinance was reviewed by the committee.  Chuck asked the committee how the ordinance would affect the county and/or agriculture.  Marty expressed his concerns regarding how the county calculates “additional traffic”.  Chuck stated that section B of page three of the ordinance (method of calculating traffic impact fee rates) needed further explanation by the county.  

Craig stated that impact fees would shift the burden of new growth to new development.  Kraig replied that impact fees would affect anyone applying for a building permit.  Marty stated that the current impact fee model may present a disincentive to agriculture.  Kraig stated that the county should develop an impact fee model specific to the county and agriculture.  Additional policy language is needed to define agriculture versus urban impact fees.  Chuck suggested having Matt Aamot from PDS provide further details pertaining to impact fees in the agriculture zone.

3.    Agriculture Processing Text Amendment

A copy of the revised Agricultural Processing Text Amendment was made available to the committee by Jessica.  The committee reviewed the text amendment and offered comments.  John Steensma questioned why slaughterhouses were not included in the definition of agriculture processing.  Kraig stated that slaughterhouses require a conditional use permit.  Marty questioned the difference between Administrative and Accessory uses.  Kraig stated that accessory uses are uses that are outright permitted.  Administrative uses require a notice to neighbors for public comment and review.  No public hearing is required for administrative uses.  

Marty and Craig expressed their concerns regarding the maximum lot coverage (25%) allowed for a processing facility.  Craig stated that the fastest growing agriculture sector in Whatcom County is nursery/greenhouses.  Craig stated that a maximum lot coverage of 25% may be too limited/restrictive for greenhouses.  Kraig stated that the ag zone needs a maximum lot coverage to maintain an emphasis on soil based agriculture.  Kraig also stated that a secondary ag zone may work for non-soil based agriculture.  

Craig mentioned that the other counties represented in the handout (Yakima, Snohomish, Skagit, Douglas, Chelan, Benton and Jefferson) do not mention ‘ornamental agricultural products’ in their respective agricultural processing definitions.  Todd suggested addressing this issue further as it may be pertinent to agriculture in Whatcom County.  

4.   Purchase of Development Rights Program Review

Rod Erickson, Chair of the Purchase of Development Rights Oversight Committee, was present and served as a representative of the PDR program.  Kraig provided a background summary of the PDR program to date.  The PDR program has completed three application rounds and has successfully submitted three applications to the Federal Government for matching funds.  Fifty percent of the total purchase price for development rights on the three properties was covered by Federal funds.  All three properties are located in the Rural-5 zone and provide a buffer to adjacent agricultural zoned land.  The program is voluntary and the process takes roughly one year.

Kraig stated that the PDR program permanently removes development rights whereas agricultural zoning does not provide permanent protection.  Kraig referred to the 200 lot segregations in the ag zone that were permitted in the early to mid 1990’s.  The lots are legally binding and therefore pose a threat to surrounding agriculture.   

Marty stated that the PDR program in conjunction with cluster development has the potential to alleviate growth issues in the county.  Marty suggested ten acre cluster development requirements.  Marty stated the need to remove density values to keep farmers in agriculture.

Kraig stated that competition for funds and staff time are key challenges to the PDR program.  Kraig suggested the need to work with other groups to gain support and funds to develop an overall open space plan.  Most successful PDR programs have access to major state funding.  Rod Erickson concurred with Kraig in that property values and funding are major challenges to the program.

Kraig stated that one alternative would be to purchase ag land outright, place a conservation easement on the land and sell or lease the property back to farmers in the county.  Property owners would be allowed to segregate the house off and place a conservation easement on the remainder.  Kraig stated that this scenario would require the county to take on a stewardship role.

Marty expressed his concerns regarding the ‘time of sale’ of agriculture land.  Marty questioned whether the PDR program could be tied into the purchase and sale agreement for county ag land?  

Craig stated that politically and publicly people think the ag issue in Whatcom County is under control due to the PDR program.  Craig stated that the PDR program is in fact one component/method to be used in conjunction with other planning tools.  Craig suggested the need to commit resources to develop other components/methods to preserve ag land in the county.  Craig stated that a TDR program is a viable option.  He also stated that through policy the county can create a TDR program and a market for TDRs.

Craig stated that market driven methods are needed to extract wealth from new development to preserve ag land.  Craig expressed his concerns that the PDR program is not market driven.  He suggested identifying areas in the county where expansion is possible, expanding the UGB, thus creating a market for TDRs.

A copy of Henry Bierlink’s email regarding the PDR program was made available to the committee by Chuck.  His email was reviewed by the committee.  Henry raised the issue of the Whatcom Land Trust contract.  “Is the WLT needed, cost-effective and are there alternatives” (Henry Bierlink via email)?  Kraig stated that the WLT is adhering to a commitment of long-term stewardship.  

5. Population Growth Projections

John McLaughlin was unable to attend the meeting due to a prior commitment.  He is  scheduled to appear at the February 1st meeting. 

Next meeting: February 1st at 3:00pm.


Signed,

Chuck Antholt, Chair
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