MEETING SUMMARY

Agriculture Advisory Committee Meeting Held 02-01-06

Agriculture Service Center

6975 Hannegan Rd

 (NRCS OFFICE)

3:00 PM - 5:00 PM
Members present: Chuck Antholt, Bill DeGroot, John Gillies, Todd Jones, Ken Schilke, Russell Simonson, John Steensma, Vicki Hawley. Staff: Kraig Olason, PDS, Jessica Buer, PDS. Guests: John McLaughlin, WWU.

1. Review of minutes. 

The minutes for the 01-04-06 meeting were reviewed.  Ken motioned to approve the minutes.  Russell seconded the motion.  The minutes were approved as written.

2. Purchase of Development Rights Program Review – Part II
A copy of the PDR Review, Third Draft was made available to the committee by Chuck.  The committee briefly reviewed the draft and provided several comments.  Kraig stated that comments from the AAC were helpful in determining the current status and future of the PDR program.  Chuck stated that the PDR program is an important tool but is not meant to solve all of the problems related to agriculture land protection.  

Kraig stated that most development pressure occurs in rural zones and primarily in R5.  Purchasing development rights in rural zones saves community services costs.  As development increases, service costs increase.  Chuck stated that every new residence demands $40,000-$80,000 in service costs (throughout the life of the residence).  The source of this information will be provided by Kraig.  

Chuck suggested the option of PDR at the time of sale for all parcels located in the APO.  Kraig stated that farmers could have “First Options” when APO parcels come on the market but this process should be handled by the private sector and is not the authority of the county.  John Gillies provided a second scenario; the county could purchase properties at the time of sale and place a permanent conservation easement on the property and then resale to farmers.  He stated that this process might be more timely than the PDR process, which takes roughly one year from start to finish.  

Chuck also recommended that the PDR program be more active in pursuing educational programs and community awareness.

Kraig stated that two primary challenges to the PDR program are: 1) number of times County Council must grant approval during the purchase process – time consuming and 2) no dedicated budget amount.

Chuck recommended augmenting the PDR program with a TDR program.  Chuck also stated that Council should establish a market for TDRs.  John Steensma suggested applying TDRs to ag and rural zones.  Chuck suggested recommending to Council a TDR program that would be applied to the AG zone and APO soils.  

John Gillies stated the importance of recognizing the number of farmland acres currently protected versus the number of acres in production.  According to census data, there are more acres in farmland than there are protected acres.  John stated that currently there are 130,000 acres in production (88,000 protected in ag zone).  The GMA states the importance of protecting agriculture land and the county needs to recognize the importance of protected acres.

3.    Agriculture Processing Text Amendment

A copy of the final Agricultural Processing Text Amendment was made available to the committee by Jessica.  The committee reviewed the text amendment and offered comments.  Chuck raised some concerns regarding the exclusion of slaughterhouses or small meat processors in agricultural processing.  Kraig stated that small meat processors need only apply for a conditional use permit.  Vicki stated that Health Department regulations were a primary concern with slaughterhouses and small meat processors.  

Chuck suggested removing the limitation on local goods due to its restrictions on the ability of farmers to expand their processing operations.  The text amendment states that agricultural processing must adhere to the 50% Whatcom County goods limitation.  Kraig stated that this limitation was acceptable as accessory to primary use and there is a need to distinguish between local canneries and value-added operations.  John Steensma concurred with Kraig and stated that the text can be amended if future issues arise.

Percent lot coverage maps pertaining to local agricultural processors were made available to the committee by Jessica.  The committee reviewed the maps.  The committee agreed that the 25% lot coverage was doable and the committee will draft a letter for council recommending the agricultural processing text amendment.

4.   Agricultural Mitigation Text Amendment

Handouts pertaining to agricultural mitigation including an agricultural mitigation text amendment were made available to the committee by Kraig and Jessica.  Kraig stated the importance of agricultural mitigation; no more losses to agriculture land.  The conversion of agriculture land should be mitigated to cover the loss.  The basis of land mitigation is like for like for a ratio of 1:1.  The committee will review the handouts and be ready to discuss the topic at the next meeting.

5. Population Growth Projections

John McLaughlin from Western Washington University provided a presentation on the future demographic pressures in Whatcom County and growth rate discrepancies.  John stated that the EcoNW Growth Projection Model is not consistent with the available state data.  EcoNW claims that by the year 2022 the population of Whatcom County will increase by roughly 61,447 bringing the total county population to 234,917.  John disagrees with the EcoNW population projection and instead argues that the population will only increase by 26,670.  John suggests that the EcoNW model is an “overfitted” model that will likely produce false population predictions.   

Next meeting: February 15th at 3:00pm.


Signed,

Chuck Antholt, Chair
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