MEETING SUMMARY

Agriculture Advisory Committee Meeting Held 02-22-06

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: Don Stuart, AFT; Cal Bratt, Lynden Tribune; Henry Bierlink, APC; Roger Hawley, Farmer; Dick Bedlington, Farmer; Susan Kirsch, Citizen.

1. Review of minutes. 

The minutes for the 02-01-06 meeting were reviewed. Todd motioned to approve the minutes.  Russell seconded the motion.  The minutes were approved as written.

2. Public Comments
Don Stuart from the American Farmland Trust provided the committee with a handout pertaining to the Washington State Conference on U.S. Farm Policy: Visions of the Federal Farm Bill.  Don stated that several changes to the U.S. Farm Policy would come in 2007.  As of now the U.S. Farm Policy is not in compliance with world trade regulations and the Bush administration is committed to making change.  The four main priorities of the conference will be 1) risk management, 2) conservation, 3) economic opportunity, and 4) research.

Roger Hawley and well as Dick Bedlington offered their respective concerns regarding the rural downzone proposal by County Council.  They both expressed the importance of property values and property rights.  Roger Hawley specifically expressed the concern of “devaluing properties to a point where banks will not lend to full value rather to the depreciated value”.

Henry Bierlink stated that the primary focus of the Agriculture Preservation Committee is to protect farmland and specifically aims at keeping farmland affordable and maintaining farmland values.  Henry stated the need for adequate compensation to make up for value differences.  Bill DeGroot stated that the AAC would only favor a rural downzone if absolute fair compensation were awarded to property owners.

Susan Kirsch stated her interest in grass fuels. 

3.    Purchase of Development Rights Program Review – Part III

Chuck provided the committee with the most recent draft of the Whatcom County PDR Review.  The committee focused their discussion on the Recommendations: Actions for the County section of the review (pg. 6). 

Recommendation #1: Chuck asked the committee if the AAC should recommend to council increasing the number of intended protected farmland acres to 130,000 from the current 100,000 acres.  Kraig stated that the extra 30,000 acres would have to come from rural zones.  Kraig also stated that agriculture designation is important and the APO is not as sufficient without agricultural designation.  Henry stated that he is comfortable with the current number.  In response, John Gillies stated that the situation is worth examining as a higher number of intended protected acres provides more flexibility.  Ultimately, the committee decided to keep recommendation #1 as is; that is keeping the intended protected farmland acres at no less than 100,000.

Recommendation #2: Chuck stated that a TDR program could be a second tool to accompany the PDR program.  John Steensma stated that the TDR program could target land in the ag zone and APO.  Todd stated that PDR Target Areas could also be “sending” areas for a TDR program.  The committee agreed that items a,b and c of recommendation #2 were all sufficient.

Recommendation #3: Chuck stated that Recommendation #3 originated with John Belisle.  Chuck also stated that a bond dedicated to financing the PDR program would be a way of dealing with resource constraints and the time required for purchase.  Kraig stated that a coordinated effort should include open space and the PDR program.  Chuck stated that the bond would be paid off through the Conservation Futures Fund.

Next, the committee focused on Improvements Within the Program.  The committee agreed that items 1-4 were sufficient and ok as written.  Vicki expressed her concern with item #5.  Vicki asked how one might implement a PDR at the time of sale in high priority target areas.  Ultimately, the committee decided to remove this item from the review.

Chuck stated that he will revise the Whatcom County PDR Review according to the committee’s suggestions.  Part IV of the PDR Program review will be on the agenda for the next AAC meeting.

4.   Rural Downzone Comprehensive Plan Proposal

A packet pertaining to the proposed docket items 2005-I and 2005-J was made available to the committee by Kraig.  Kraig stated that the rural downzone was only up for consideration at this point.  The County Council must choose to docket the item before any further decisions can be made.  Kraig suggested the committee recommend to council a process involving community interest regarding the proposed downzone.  Kraig stated that the Council must decide which items are the most pertinent before moving forward.  At this point there is much community concern and uncertainty regarding these matters.  Kraig suggested a proposed work plan to tackle rural issues and stated that the Council has not objected at this point to a work plan process.  

Chuck asked whether the committee should formally encourage a work plan process and/or shortplat moritorium.  Kraig stated that people in the county feel the immediacy of the issue and that a limit on the subdivision process may be needed and should, theoretically, be short-term.  Vicki expressed her concerns regarding a moratorium as it affects the county’s construction business.  In response, Kraig stated that there are other outlets for development.

Henry suggested that the committee write a letter to council supporting a defined moratorium and accompany a significant budget to aid in the process of a work plan.  Chuck agreed and stated that he would write a letter to council addressing these issues.

5. Agriculture Processing Letter to Council

The committee was supportive of the final ag processing text amendment.  Chuck signed the proposed letter to the planning commission.  Jessica agreed to forward the letter to the commission.

 6. Agriculture Mitigation Text Amendment

Kraig stated that the interest in an agriculture mitigation text amendment started after an  update to   the comprehensive plan, which stated a requirement to mitigate for the conversion of agriculture land.   Kraig stated that a decision must be made regarding the mitigation currency; development rights or acres.  Chuck stated that a soils list should be well-defined.

Kraig stated that the concept is to buy in less developed areas of the county.  The primary idea of agricultural mitigation is “like for like” land.  Kraig stated that water availability is also an issue and must be addressed in the text amendment.  

The committee agreed to further discuss the agriculture mitigation text amendment at the next meeting.

7.  Whatcom LaBounty Soils

Kraig provided a map of the areas in Whatcom County with Whatcom LaBounty soils.  John Gillies stated that roughly 60% of the Whatcom LaBounty soils in the county were drained allowing prime soils designation.  John further stated that Whatcom LaBounty soils have forage growing capabilities especially early and late season grasses.

Susan Kirsch expressed her interest in the market of grass fuels and spoke specifically of the ethanol plant in Canada.

Henry stated that if Whatcom LaBounty soils were added to the APO list, the areas in the county with LaBounty soils would become prime mitigation areas.  He asked whether we wanted to mitigate with LaBounty soils.  At this point, the discussion is still open for debate.

Next meeting: March 8th at 3:00pm.


Signed,

Chuck Antholt, Chair
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