Agricultural Advisory Committee

Draft Meeting Notes

11/19/2008

The meeting was convened at 3:07 P.M. by Chuck Antholt, chair.

A quorum was not present.

Attending were:

Charles Antholt, Chair



Jay Jorgenson, (guest)



Henry Bierlink, Whatcom Farm Friends

John Gillies, (past member)

Craig McConnell, WSU Extension


Dick Yoder, (member)


Vicki Hawley, (member)



Roger Bajema, (guest)

Barb Timmer, (guest)



David Buys, (guest)

Samya Lutz, (staff) 




Dean Martin, (staff)

Guests introduced themselves and Charles Antholt briefed those in attendance on the role of the AAC.

Jay Jorgenson – is interested in AAC issues.  He has a small family farm. His company develops and manufactures diagnostic products.  They use sheep, goats, llamas, and other species for antibody production.  Llamas’ plasma is more stable than other species at high temperatures.  The products are used by hospitals, diagnostics laboratories and others.  They have a caffeine antibody that can be used to test decaffeinated products for caffeine.  

Barb Timmer – Grew up in Lynden.  Has also lived in Olympia.  WSU teacher in Child Development.  In Olympia operated a marina for 17 years and also ran the Port of Olympia marina.  Attended law school and then practiced law for 11 years (family law and juvenile law).  Family is in Bellingham.  She has a place near Birch Bay on the Birch Bay – Lynden Road.  Horses, grapes, large garden, involved with family in a market garden.

David Buys – Dairy farm for 25 years then replacement cows for 12 years (80 – 100 acres).  He is very interested in agricultural parcels and preserving value in agricultural parcels.

Roger Bajema – Discussed how we’re going about preserving agriculture and challenged the committee to take a different approach.  He has had difficulties with activities that conflict with his farming operations.  He suggested that the committee work with citizens, elected officials and law enforcement to develop a more supportive attitude towards agriculture.  He told about a specific incident recently where he was ticketed by the highway patrol after an accident occurred on a busy road during harvest.  He requested that the committee explore ways to reduce the conflicts and potential hazards associated with farming operations (such as warning signs and cones on the road, public information campaigns, working with law enforcement, etc.).  At his request a letter was drafted regarding the particulars of his recent difficulty.  Charles Antholt agreed to gather additional information and work on completing the letter for review. 

Others present (Vicki, Dick) shared additional stories of difficulties on roads during harvest times. Many farms in the county are located along state highways. Ideas to consider in the future may include instituting conditional speed limits during harvest times (similar to construction zone speed limits); adding permanent signage stating “entering farm country, slow down” in strategic locations; and researching to what extent these issues can be changed locally, or need to be addressed at the state level.

County Code, Business Rules, and Charter

Possible code changes to update the committee’s composition were discussed, as well as changes to the committee’s business rules and procedures.  Dean Martin agreed to revise the drafts in response to comments received.  The consensus was to not pursue changes to the charter at this time, but to re-evaluate if an appropriate opportunity came up.

TRC Recommendations

Henry Bierlink, Whatcom Farm Friends, reviewed the work being done by the Technical Review Committee and Whatcom Farm Friends (a handout was provided).  Several tools were discussed that have the desired goal of reducing future negative impacts on agriculture.  These include: purchase of development rights, lease of development rights, transfer of development rights, parcel reconfiguration, down zoning, zoning-based development (such as Skagit County), acquisition and lease-back (or sale), natural resource banking, right-to-farm ordinance, conservation easements, and clustering.  

An analogy was made comparing these tools to a vacuum cleaner (conflicts with agriculture removed), and a broom (sweep the problems around the room).  Vacuum tools included PDR, TDR, down zoning, zoning-based development, conservation easements, purchase and leaseback, and Natural Resources Banking.

If the other tools are used, the goal is to minimize any adverse impacts on farming.  These include clusters, parcel reconfiguration, and similar tools.

The concept of having a review board for proposed developments that might affect agriculture was discussed.  Instead of strict hard and fast rules, perhaps a review board could review proposals before they were permitted.  Also have the AAC review some of these before they go to the Planning Commission or to the County Council, with the goal of keeping agricultural land viable.  An earlier review board was discussed.  It became an ineffective method to protect farmland as people became adept at “gaming the system”. 

Natural Resources Banking   

The Natural Resources Banking concept was discussed further, and was thought to have a lot of promise.  It was suggested that this would be a good concept for the Council to set up a working group to investigate.  

No Net Loss of Agricultural Land

The concept of no net loss of agricultural land and making the protection of agricultural land more in line with protecting critical areas and habitat was discussed.  The possibility of codifying this concept was thought to be doable and should be the topic of AAC meetings in the future.  

Next Meeting

The next meeting was tentatively scheduled for January 21, 2009.    
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