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The Agricultural Advisory Committee (AAC) completed an update to the Agriculture Strategic
Plan during its 2017-2018 meeting season and County Council unanimously approved the
plan on August 8, 2018. The Agriculture Strategic Plan was originally developed by the
AAC and adopted by Council in 2011 to protect 100,000 acres of agricultural lands including development of recommendations for appropriate code changes and comprehensive
plan amendments. Now 7 years after that initial plan adoption, the AAC and Council have
re-confirmed these goals, re-visited the strategies, and will work with staff over the next several years to implement the updated Agriculture Strategic Plan. Check out the full plan on
the AAC webpage www.whatcomcounty.us/241.
This plan also includes an Agricultural Status Report that tracks changes across the agricultural landscape including the following areas:
1. Mapping of land currently in agricultural use
2. Permits - Agricultural building permits and new single family residential permits in Agriculture Zone and Rural Study Areas, available on an annual basis
3. Market value of agricultural products sold – US Agricultural Census
4. Number of Agricultural Advisory Committee meetings held, Purchase of Development
Rights Oversight Committee meetings held, and other opportunities for public participation related to the agricultural program
5. Incentive program participation including Open Space Farm and Agriculture current use
taxation, Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) program, and others
6. Acreage and changes in acreage of various cropping types

Prime Soils within Whatcom County. (NRCS SSURGO soils data)
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2018 was a big year for Whatcom County’s PDR Program!
County staff continues to work with multiple property owners to permanently protect the agricultural values of their properties.
This year Whatcom County purchased 4 agricultural conservation easements protecting 235 acres of land. The combined cost of
these easements was $1,010,000, though Whatcom County only contributed $140,000 as the remainder matching funds were
secured through the Natural Resource Conservation Service’s (NRCS) Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP), the
Washington State Recreation and Conservation Office’s (RCO) Washington Wildlife and Recreation Program (WWRP) Farmland
Preservation category, and the Whatcom Land Trust’s Farming for Wildlife program. Partners contribute to the purchase of agricultural conservation easements because they recognize the incredible natural resources and community assets that Whatcom
County’s agricultural lands provide to the citizens of Whatcom County, Washington State, and the U.S.
Based on voluntary applications received from multiple property owners and the recognition that other areas in Whatcom
County were starting to be impacted by development, the
PDR Oversight Committee recommended broadening the
scope of the PDR Program to also pursue protective easements on working forestlands and important ecosystem areas.
With these expanded program areas, staff will work to explore other match funding sources, how to evaluate different
land use types, and how to develop conservation easements
that protect the desired future use of the land.
The PDR Program receives voluntary applications from property owners wishing to protect their properties’ agricultural,
forestry, and ecological values (and sometimes a combination
of all three). Applications are accepted anytime during the
year, though applications received at certain times may qualify for specific funding sources (see Whatcom County Working Lands Conserving Watersheds on the next page).

How much are development rights worth?

NRCS staff, property owners, and farmers at one of the PDR applicant

The PDR Program contracts with an appraiser to determine
the value of development rights and the enacting conservation sites in 2018.
easement. This appraiser considers the full fair market value of the land with all development rights intact and the encumbered
value of the land with the development rights extinguished. The value between those two dollar amounts is what the County offers applicants for the purchase of the development rights and conservation easement. Recent appraisals have shown significant
variation between price per development right since location, access to services, and other factors play a role in that valuation.
The price per acre has been slightly more reliable and most conservation easements have been purchased by the County for between $2,000 & $6,000 per acre.
To review the updated PDR Program Guidelines and for more information on how to apply, visit
www.whatcomcounty.us/573.
For all questions and inquiries related to the PDR Program,
Please contact: Chris Elder, PDR Program Administrator
celder@whatcomcounty.us or (360)778-5932
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USDA is an equal opportunity
employer, provider and lender.

The Natural Resource Conservation Service is a branch of the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) through which
Whatcom County applied for and received a Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) award. RCPP was developed as a tool to encourage partners within a landscape to work together to achieve mutual conservation goals. Whatcom County Working Lands Conserving Watershed represents a partnership between Whatcom County, Whatcom Conservation District,
Whatcom Land Trust, and the Ag Water Board. Partners will collaborate to determine local priorities, local opportunities, and to
recruit applicants.
This award represents $1.3 million dollars available to be used as matching funds towards the purchase of agricultural conservation easements as administered through the PDR Program. These funds are available through 2022 and will be administered in
rounds. Applications received will be reviewed by the partners, and selected applicants will work with each partner to achieve
their identified conservation goals.






Whatcom County will administer the process, coordinate with
partners, and enact the conservation easement,
Whatcom Conservation District will work with property owners
to evaluate their farm, identify any potential resources concerns, and develop a plan that meets landowner objectives and
NRCS requirements. District staff will also work with property
owners to identify other conservation programs that might help
to achieve landowner objectives and conservation goals,
Whatcom Land Trust will develop a baseline report and will
coordinate ongoing communication with property owners,
Ag Water Board will provide input on project benefit to agriculture and will work with landowners to recruit applications in
high priority areas.

Whatcom County Working Lands Conserving Watersheds’ first application View of agricultural and forestry lands near Deming.
period is open from now until September 15th, 2019. Application materials
can be found at www.whatcomcounty.us/573 and should be submitted to the PDR Program Administrator at Whatcom County
Planning and Development Services located at 5280 Northwest Drive, Bellingham.

WRIA 1 Watershed Management Plan Update
To Comply with the Streamflow Restoration Act
In January 2018 the State Legislature passed, and the Governor signed into law, the Streamflow Restoration Act (ESSB 6091,
now codified as RCW 90.94). This law amends the state water and watershed management regulations to provide a resolution to
the 2016 Washington Supreme Court’s “Hirst Decision” that severely restricted new domestic groundwater wells.
The Streamflow Restoration Act allows the County to once again rely on the Washington State Department of Ecology Water Resource Inventory Area (WRIA) rules regarding permit-exempt wells to comply with Growth Management Act (GMA) requirements
for protecting surface and ground water resources, as long as certain conditions are met. These conditions include:
Withdrawals can be for domestic use only, with a maximum annual average withdrawal of three thousand gallons per day
per connection.
Applicants must pay a fee of $500 dollars ($350 of which the County must forward to the Department of Ecology).
Applicants must record any relevant restrictions or limitations associated with water supply with their property’s title.
Wells legally constructed prior to January 19, 2018 are not subject to the fees and water use limitations under ESSB 6091.
continued on next page >>>
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Earlier this year the County Council amended County regulations to allow for new domestic groundwater wells upon meeting
these conditions.
RCW 90.94 also specified that the WRIA 1 (Nooksack Basin) Watershed Management Plan must be updated within one year (by
February 1, 2019). The purpose of the update is to address and offset impacts on streamflows caused by consumptive water use
from new domestic groundwater permit-exempt (DGWPE) wells over the next 20 years. If a plan that meets these requirements is
not adopted by February 1, 2019, the state Department of Ecology must adopt rules for WRIA 1 that meet the bill’s requirements by August 1, 2020.
To meet this challenging deadline, Ecology and the Initiating Governments involved in watershed management in the Nooksack
River basin (Whatcom County, City of Bellingham, Public Utility District No. 1 of Whatcom County, the Lummi Nation, and the
Nooksack Tribe) quickly started an update process through the WRIA 1 Watershed Management Board and Planning Unit. Staff
from the initiating governments, with the help of technical consultants, provided data, technical information, and recommendations
to the Planning Unit, which worked diligently throughout 2018 to reach consensus on the Watershed Plan Update.
Though a lot of progress was made on updating the Watershed Management Plan, unfortunately neither the Planning Unit nor the
initiating governments were able to agree on some of the major water use policy issues within the tight timeframe specified by
the state law. These included: whether to amend (higher or lower) the new well fee; whether to require metering of wells (to gather data on water usage); what amount of future domestic well water use needs to be offset; and whether there should be limits
on the amount of water one can use.
Pursuant to RCW 90.94, the Department of Ecology is now charged with amending the so-called Nooksack Rule (Chapter 173501 WAC) by August 1, 2020. Ecology intends to use the rule-making process to address the requirements of the law, including
to: 1) estimate 20 years of projected consumptive water use for new DGWPE wells; 2) develop a set of projects and actions that
will offset the estimated consumptive water use and result in a net ecological benefit to the Nooksack Basin; and 3) amend and
add regulations necessary for implementing these projects and actions. To aid in this endeavor, the Planning Unit has indicated to
Ecology that it wants to continue working on the Watershed Management Plan Update and the initiating governments have
pledged their support to Ecology as the agency works through the rule-making process. Additional opportunities for public input
and comment will also be provided by Ecology during the process. Additional information can be found at:
WRIA 1 Website: http://www.whatcomcounty.us/1102/Water-Planning-WRIA-1
Ecology Rule Website: https://ecology.wa.gov/Regulations-Permits/Laws-rules-rulemaking/Rulemaking/WAC-173-501.
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Open Space Farm and Agriculture: Frequently Asked Questions
The Open Space Taxation Act was enacted in 1970 to allow property owners to have their open space, farm and agricultural,
and timber lands valued at their current use rather than at their highest and best use. The Act states that it is in the best interest of
the state to maintain, preserve, conserve, and otherwise continue in existence adequate open space lands for the production of
food, fiber, and forest crops and to assure the use and enjoyment of natural resources and scenic beauty for the economic and
social well-being of the state and its citizens.
Lands qualifying for current use classification:
Open Space Land, Farm and Agricultural Land, and Designated Forestland
*In this issue we’ll cover Open Space Farm and Agricultural Land.*
What is the Open Space Farm and Agriculture (OSAG) classification?’
Open Space Farm and Agriculture is a program allowing property owners to have their agricultural land valued for tax purposes
based on “current use” rather than on full market value. The reduction in taxable value is for the land only, and does not affect the
value of any improvements/structures on the property. Per RCW
84.34, land must be used for agriculture and must meet any applicable income requirements. One goal of the program is to provide
an incentive for maintaining agricultural lands. This program is managed by the Whatcom County Assessor’s Office.
How do I know if I am eligible?
If your parcel is 20.0 acres or greater, it must be primarily used for
commercial agriculture, but does not need to meet a specific level
of income to qualify.
If your parcel is under 20.0 acres, it must be used for commercial
agriculture AND meet a specific income level based on size.
How do I apply for OSAG?
When eligible, you can complete an application (available online
or at the Assessor’s office) and submit it with a $200 application
fee to the Assessor’s office by the last day of the year. Applications received in 2019 will be processed in 2020, for an impact on
2021 taxes if approved.
Aerial imagery of agricultural lands next to the Nooksack River.
What kind of a reduction in taxes will I see?
This depends on many factors including:


The current market value of the land



The taxable value of the home/improvement (since the structures on a parcel are not eligible for the reduction, property with
a high value home and lower value land will see less of a reduction)



How Open Space Farm and Agricultural Land per acre values change (this value is impacted by agricultural lease rates in
Whatcom County)
What are the risks/downsides to participation?
Participation in the Open Space program involves a tax lien on the property. If the property is removed from the program, that
removal cost (compensating tax) must be paid in full within 30 days of the bill from the treasurer’s office. Lack of payment can
result in additional penalties or eventual property tax foreclosure.
How do I learn more?
You can reference RCW 84.34 to learn more specifics,
Visit the Assessor’s office website: www.whatcomcounty.us/177 > Tax guides> Farm & Ag/Forestland/Open Space Taxation
Or you can contact:

Lauren Smith with the Whatcom County Assessor’s Office
311 Grand Ave Suite 106 (first floor of the courthouse)
Email at lsmith@co.whatcom.wa.us or call at 360-778-5058
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Take Charge of Your Septic System: Know. Inspect. Maintain.
Kate Rice, Whatcom County Public Works and Melissa Morin, Whatcom County Health Department
Maintaining a septic system can feel daunting for some homeowners, but it doesn’t have to be. Homeowners can take advantage of several
resources to learn things they can do to keep their system working as it should and reduce the costs associated with maintaining it:

Attend a free septic maintenance training offered by WCHD – Call the Health Department to find out when the next class is
being offered and register by calling (360)778-6000. You can also find out about classes by following Whatcom County
Health on Facebook or on their website at www.whatcomcounty.us/septic.
Take advantage of septic rebates – Rebates are available for septic inspections, equipment installation and septic tank
pumping when done by a licensed professional. To qualify you must live in a coastal watershed and attend the in person
septic training provided by WCHD. Contact Kate Rice at Whatcom County Public Works for more information:
krice@whatcomcounty.us or (360)778-6302
Apply for a loan program to repair or replace a failing septic system – Loans are offered through a partnership between
Whatcom County and the non-profit lender, Craft 3.
Failing septic systems can leak waste and wastewater into groundwater used for wells and into local rivers, lakes and beaches, contaminating them with bacteria that can make people sick. The Whatcom County Health Department works with septic system professionals and
homeowners to ensure septic systems in Whatcom County are functioning well and to prevent waste from polluting the water we need for
many other uses.

Looking for more information? Visit www.whatcomcounty.us/septic or call (360)778-6000
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Conservation Program on Agricultural
Lands 2018 Annual Report
The Conservation Program on Agricultural Lands (CPAL) is a voluntary program designed to allow farming, existing prior to
1995, in critical areas and buffers, while ensuring protections of
environmentally sensitive areas. Critical areas include streams,
ponds, lakes, wetlands, and frequently flooded areas. Participation in CPAL involves the use of a conservation farm plan to define environmentally friendly farm management practices, which
serve dually to protect critical areas and improve farm efficiency.
The CPAL 2018 Annual Report is now available online:
https://www.whatcomcounty.us/DocumentCenter/View/39426
For more information about CPAL, visit:
https://www.whatcomcounty.us/745
For questions, contact:
Becky Snijder van Wissenkerke, CPAL Coordinator
rsnijder@whatcomcounty.us or 360-778-5956
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Whatcom County Overview & Resources

Whatcom County is vast and geographically complex,
hosting a broad array of habitats and species. The jurisdictional landscape is equally complex, with intersecting
local, state, tribal, federal, and private management jurisdictions. Whatcom County covers an area roughly
2,504 square miles in size, including 2,107 sq mi. of land
and 397 sq mi of water. In acres, Whatcom County encompasses 1,378,446 acres, with approximately two
thirds (850,980 acres) under federal management administered through the US Department of Agriculture,
Forest Service and Department of the Interior, National
Park Service.
Whatcom County Agriculture Organizations:
 Washington Red Raspberry Commission: www.red-raspberry.org
 Washington Blueberry Commission www.blueberrycommission.com
 Washington Seed Potato Commission: www.waseedpotato.com
 Whatcom County Cattlemen’s Association : www.facebook.com/
whatcomcountycattlemen
Whatcom County Dairy Federation: www.wadairyfederation.org
Whatcom County Farm Bureau: www.whatcomfarmbureau.com
Ag Water Board: www.agwaterboard.com
Whatcom Family Farmers: www.whatcomfamilyfarmers.org

Whatcom County Entities Related to Ag:
Whatcom Conservation District www.whatcomcd.org or (360)526-2381
6975 Hannegan Road, Lynden, WA 98264
WSU Extension: whatcom.wsu.edu or (360)778-5800
1000 N. Forest Street, Bellingham, WA 98225
Farm Service Agency: www.fsa.usda.gov or (360)318-8121
914 Citadel Drive, Suite C, Everson, WA 98247
Natural Resource Conservation Service: www.nrcs.usda.gov or (360)318-8121
914 Citadel Drive, Everson, WA 98247
Sustainable Connections: www.sustainableconnections.org or (360)647-7093
1701 Ellis St. Suite 221, Bellingham, WA 98225
Whatcom County Entities Related to other Natural Resources:
Whatcom County Farm Forestry Association: www.wafarmforestry.com/Whatcom
Black Mountain Forestry Center: www.blackmountainforestry.com
Washington State Department of Natural Resources: www.dnr.wa.gov
Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife: www.wdfw.wa.gov
North Cascades Audubon Society: www.northcascadesaudubon.org
Web Soil Survey: websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov
WSU Extension Forestry: forestry.wsu.edu
Whatcom Food Network: www.whatcomfoodnetwork.org
Whatcom County: www.whatcomcounty.us
Planning & Development Services (360)778-5900
River & Flood (360)778-6230
Public Works (360)778-6200
Health Department (360)778-6000
County Council (360)778-5010
Executive’s Office (360)778-5200

