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The following PowerPoint captures both the key takeaways from discussion and 
speaker notes documenting listening session presentations. Please see text below the 
slides to review speaker perspectives. 
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Overview of today’s meeting 

1. Welcome & Agenda Review

• Kate Delavan, State Conservation Commission 

2. Context Setting 

• Why agricultural land is important, how it relates to the food system and wider community, and the urgency of 

addressing additional loss: Linda Neunzig, Snohomish County; Dan Wood, Washington State Dairy Federation

• Collaborating to preserve agricultural land in Washington: Don Stuart, Author

3. Patterns and Drivers of Farmland and Agricultural Infrastructure Loss

• Past and Future Development: Dani Madrone, American farmland Trust 

• County-Level Perspective on Land Use Changes and Drivers

• Census of Agriculture: Chris Elder, Whatcom County Public Works, Lind Neunzig, Snohomish County

• Chelan County: TBD

• Clark County: Diane Dempster, Clark County Food System Council 

4. Wrap-Up Questions & Discussion 

Today’s discussion will focus on patterns and drivers rather than solutions on 
stemming ag land loss. This will be focused on that in September. 
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FOOD
POLICY
FORUM8/4 Takeaways: Patterns and Drivers in Ag Land Loss

• Varying effectiveness of zoning
• High cost of land
• Climate change, sea-level rise, soil viability 
• Aging farmer population; inadequate succession planning
• Fragmentation and availability of appropriately sized parcels
• Lack of water rights
• Limited processing facilities for post-harvest handling
• Rising housing needs
• Development and sprawl- Low density residential (LDR) & Urban and highly developed 

(UHD) land use change
• Lengthy timelines associated with purchase and transfer of development rights 

transactions 
• Renewable energy siting 

Members spoke from different organizational and 
geographic perspectives about the current trends and 
state of ag land loss and noted a variety of aspects of 
land use policy driving ag land loss.
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POLICY
FORUM8/4 Takeaways: Discussion Overview

 There is a need to harmonize the Growth Management Act, Watershed Management Act, and 
Salmon Recovery Act. A member raised the need to consider how we address housing needs in 
rural communities and services for those neighboring agricultural industries. 
o A member commented that when it comes to the issue of housing, conversation is often 

focused on rural lands and preserving agriculture. The issue of housing in urban areas is also 
critical. Although the need focus on protecting ag land is important, the urban side of the 
equation must not be forgotten. 

 Preserving knowledge attached to the land is critical. It can take generations to build up enough 
equity and revenue to purchase farmland. As generations continue with that development and 
sustaining of farmland, there is generational knowledge and savings. 
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POLICY
FORUM8/4 Takeaways: Discussion Overview Continued

 How does the intersection of farmland pressures and factors of economic viability influence farms? What 
is the scale of a farm that is necessary to support ag viability? How is support to these farms incorporated 
into land use strategies for protecting farmland?

o A member shared that rural study areas often have a mix of different soil types, wetland pockets, and 
salmon-bearing streams. It is in these areas that there has been an increase of ownership or leasing of 
smaller acreage parcels. Growers are increasingly making their money on parcels in the 5–15-acre 
range. 

o Further comments were elevated around shifting to a 20-acre designation to provide land for small 
producers and buffer space for critical areas. This would involve changes to zoning and the potential to 
partner with incubator farms. 

o Members highlighted a new funding program through the WA Housing Finance Commission where a 
land trust can apply for a loan to get farmland when it comes on the market. Additional funding is 
available through a SCC easement funding program. These programs prioritize new and beginning 
farmers, as well as BIPOC and veteran farmers. 

o Members raised additional questions for consideration addressing expanding opportunities for new 
and small farmers. Are we allowing farm stands to sell direct market? What are the unintended 
outcomes of increasingly flexible programs and policy?  How do we keep larger plots intact, so these 
farmers do not lose their land base, but still find space for smaller farmers? 
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WASHINGTON STATE FOOD POLICY FORUM

Introduction to the 
Washington Food 

Policy Forum
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Name Organization Name Organization Name Organization

Aaron Czyzewski Food Lifeline Colleen Donovan WA State Farmers Market Association Melissa Spear Tilth Alliance

Addie Candib American Farmland Trust Dan Wood WA State Dairy Federation Mia Gregerson WA State Legislature

Alyssa Auvinen Washington State Department of Health Derek Sandison WA Department of Agriculture Nate Lewis WA Farmland Trust

Aslan Meade Thurston Economic Development CouncilDiana Carlen WA Association of Wheat Growers Patrick “PJ” Cawley Charlie’s Produce

Babette Roberts Washington State Department of Social 
and Health Services Diane Dempster Clark County Food System Council Richard Conlin Conlin Columbia Partnership for Cities

Brian Estes LINC Foods Jon DeVaney WA Tree Fruit Association Tim Crosby Thread Fund

Brooklyn Holton Initiative for Rural Innovation and 
Stewardship Judy Warnick WA State Legislature Tom Salzer WA Association of Conservation Districts

Chad Kruger Washington State University - CSANR Leanne Eko WA Office of Superintendent of Public 
Instruction Trish Twomey WA Food Coalition

Chris Voigt Washington State Potato Commission Linda Neunzig Snohomish County Yasmin Trudeau WA State Legislature

Chris Elder Whatcom County Public Works Marcy Ostrom Washington State University Vacant WA State Farm Bureau

Chris Pettit WA State Conservation Commission Kirsten Ringen Food Northwest Vacant WA Young Farmers Coalition

Christina Wong Northwest Harvest Mary Dye Washington State Legislature Vacant WA Association of Land Trusts

Claire Lane WA State Anti-Hunger and Nutrition 
Coalition Mary Embleton King Conservation District

This slide provides a snapshot of the current membership. There is a diversity of folks 
from across the food system and across Washington state that participate as 
members of the Food Policy Forum. This list also lives on the SCC website as a 
resource. 
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The Washington food policy forum is established as a public-private 
collaborative effort and its purpose is to advance the following food 
system goals:

The Forum was established in statute in 2020 after being initially created through a budget 
proviso in 2016.

• Increase the availability of Washington-grown foods throughout the state, including 
by increasing direct marketing and other regional supply chains sales and 
consumption of Washington-grown foods.

• Expand and promote programs that bring healthy and nutritious Washington-grown 
foods to Washington residents, including increased public and private purchasing of 
Washington food products for schools, adult care programs, and other publicly funded 
food programs.

• Identify ways to improve coordination and communication among city, county, 
regional, and state food policy entities and communication between these entities and 
state agencies.

SCC is one of the convening agencies of the Food Policy Forum, as well as the WA 
State Department of Agriculture and contractors Ross Strategic. The Forum came 
about through a budget proviso in 2016. This slide further provides an overview of 
food system goals through the Forum. 
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POLICY
FORUMForum goals cont.

• Reduce food insecurity and hunger in the state.
• Identify current rules and regulations impeding the viability of small and mid-scale 

agriculture.

• Identify new policies that would improve the viability of small and mid-scale 
agriculture.

• Examine ways to encourage retention of an adequate number of farmers for small and 
mid-scale farms, meet the educational needs for the next generation of farmers, and 
provide for the continued economic viability of Washington food production, 
processing, and distribution in the state.

• In addition to the goals identified in the Forum’s statute, Forum members have 
identified additional goals regarding how the Forum could identify opportunities to 
address equity and the impacts of climate change in the state’s food system.  
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FORUMThe Forum’s Systems Lens 

Through a three-part process beginning in January 2018 the Forum defined which aspects of the food system to focus on.

101 Level

201 Level

301 Level

Food systems experts introduced the 
Forum to a variety of food system 
issues and initial recommendation 
ideas were identified. 

Food systems experts offered in-
depth discussion and proposed 
recommendations for the following 
seven topics that were collectively 
prioritized by the Forum

The Forum launched teams to make recommendations in five areas of the food system.

The greatest and most effective progress will come from moving multiple food system changes 
forward in tandem so that systems change can occur

Infrastructure and 
Rural Economic 
Development

Alleviating Barriers to 
Small and Medium Scale 
Farmers Accessing 
Markets, Including 
Institutional Purchasing

Agricultural Land 
Protection and 
Availability and Next 
Generation Farming

Food Insecurity

Impacts 
of 

Climate 
Change

The above indicates the Forum’s systems lens. The Forum has broken it down into 
smaller work groups to dive into focus areas. When the Forum was first created, they 
embarked on conversations at various levels, with the understanding that members 
needed context and background before discussing solutions. 
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Rapidly identified 50+ early 
implementation actions in light of 
COVID-19 — March to June 2020

June 2019: 50+ consensus 
recommendations

In October 2021, the Forum drew 
from its consensus 

recommendations to highlight a 
handful of recommendations that 

are particularly timely for 
legislative action. 

Integrating equity into how we work
• Committed to identify how actions and recommendations of the Forum impact equitable outcomes for  

Washingtonians— August 2020 
• Convened equity subcommittee to plan equity 101 — Fall 2020 
• Hosted equity 101 meeting — December 2020 
• Developed and tested a draft equity filter – Spring - Summer 2021 
• Used the filter to develop equity considerations – October 2021

To date, the Forum has worked on a series of different reports. 
The first report was published in June 2019 and includes 50 
consensus recommendations to improve the food system. From 
here, the Forum took the initial recommendations and distilled 
them into an Early Implementation Action Report, which was 
created in response to COVID-19. In fall, the Forum came 
together to develop a report that prioritized recommendations 
that were timely for legislative action. The Forum has further 
been integrating equity into the work and has convened an 
equity sub-committee, hosted an equity 101 meeting, and 
developed an equity filter. 
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FORUMAction Teams: Process sketch 

• Dec. 7 Forum: brainstorm to identify important topics that warrant the Forum's attention within the six topic 
areas identified in the Forum’s 2019 report.

• Members opted-in into January calls lasting 60 min. to:
• Discuss the December Forum brainstorm and determine what actions the Forum can take to move 

those ideas along.
• Weigh in on which of these topic/action pairings are ready to move and warrant a highlight at our 

February 3 meeting.
• Feb. 3 Forum: Each team presented their ideas for how the Forum can take different kinds of action in 2022 

to support food system change. Teams discussed with each other the ideas and signed up to support 
moving the actions forward. Using Poll Everywhere, three actions were identified as immediate work for the 
Forum.

• March, onwards: Each action team has been meeting, taking action, and periodically reporting back to the 
full Forum. 

We are now working in an actions team framework. We developed a process to 
identify focus areas and landed on three areas: Informing Land Use Policy, 2023 Farm 
Bill Coordination, and State Brand and Marketing Program. 
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2022: Action Teams

1. State Brand and Marketing 
Program

2. Farm Bill 2023
3. Informing Land Use Policy

13
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State Brand and Marketing Action Team
Action: Take action on the 2019 consensus recommendation: Create a Washington state brand 
program that makes local products – and specific producers / farms – more visible and easier to code 
and track through existing supply chains.

Completed Activities
• Learning Meeting: Conducted a Learning Meeting early in May with Forum members and invited 

stakeholders
• Context piece: Developed a background document that captured takeaways from the May Learning 

Meeting and serves to capture work-to-date in Washington related to branding.
• At the June 2 Forum meeting, the Forum decided to request that WSDA submit a Decision Package to 

scope and research a state brand/promotion program taking into account four Forum-identified 
considerations:
• Steps towards implementation of a program in Year 2 of the biennium
• Emphasize inclusion of existing efforts within a proposed state program
• Consider resourcing existing programs 
• Explore options within a brand program, not exclusively a label

• Equity filter: On June 27, the team ran the concept of a state brand program through the Forum’s equity 
filter to generate equity considerations related to launching a state brand program in Washington. 

Upcoming Activities
• Summit of local Washington brands
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Farm Bill 2023 Coordination Action Team
Action: Coordinate on the 2023 Farm Bill by hosting a series of convenings a coordinated, collaborative 
voice on the Farm Bill 

Completed Activities
• Forum facing Farm Bill 101 educational meeting | June 2, 2022
Upcoming Activities
• Save the date: Farm Bill Summit | October 12, 2022, from 1-4 p.m.
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Informing Land Use Policy Action Team
Action: Convene a series of presentations on land use changes over time resulting in farmland and 
agricultural infrastructure loss

Upcoming Activities
• Today: Listening Session: Patterns and Drivers of Farmland and Agricultural 

Infrastructure Loss | August 4, 2022 – 1-4 p.m. 
• Save the Date: Solutions to Farmland and Agricultural Infrastructure Loss | 

October 6, 2022 – 1-4 p.m. 

Today’s conversation centered around Informing Land Use Policy and prioritizing 
Patterns and Drivers. 
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Context Setting: Why 
Agricultural Land is important, 

how it related to the food 
system and wider community 
and the urgency of addressing 

additional loss 

Linda Neunzig, Snohomish County

Dan Wood, Washington State Dairy

Dan Wood highlighted the economics and the value of the land driving the conversion 
of ag-land. Dan shared that people are transitioning out of farming due to the cost of 
doing business. Washington has one of the highest labor costs for agriculture. 
Farmers face various permit requirements from agencies. The legislation environment 
has been hostile towards agriculture, including bills charging farmers for back-wages 
and penalties, which would have taken $2 billion away from farmers of all kinds. The 
most recent legislative session included two bills that would have installed no-touch 
buffers, dramatically reducing farmland.

Dairy is down 5-10% in production in Washington state. We’ve gone from thousands 
of dairy farms down to only 300 farms. Family-owned farms have had to grow to 
spread the costs or specialize to survive. Thin margins and commodity prices 
drastically impact farmers. Without farmers, we lose an available and secure food 
supply. 
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OUR DIRT IS OUR FUTURE

Linda Neunzig thanked members for joining and shared she has been on the Forum 
since its inception. Linda represents the Snohomish County working on farmland, 
food systems, and forest products. Linda further represents the farming community. 
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Losing Ground

Farmland is all around us in the state of Washington, but it is disappearing. It is 
transitioning to pavement and is not returning. Apartment complexes and single-
family homes are putting pressure on farmland. However, if we can preserve the land 
and allow farmers to maintain value, the land can continue to the next farmer. 
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OUR WAKEUP CALL

COVID-19 acted as a wake-up call recently. Food banks ran out of food. This led to 
questions from the community around where food comes from, leading to a need for 
connection to farmers. Community education is lacking. Everyone turns to the farmer, 
but what if that farmer is no longer there? As the Forum, we need to support that 
farmer and ensure they can make a living to maintain land. 
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How long does it take to save one farm?

It can easily take two or more years to complete a 
Purchase of Development Rights transaction

It will take a year to complete a Transfer of Development 
Rights transaction 

This is not working!

Linda provided an overview of difficulties in farmland preservation. To align grants, it 
can take at least two years to provide the funding for a Purchase of Development 
rights transaction. However, often farmers often don’t have this time. Linda elevated 
the importance of cities seeing the value in using development rights when building 
and increasing density through TDR’s. 
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Farmland is irreplaceable
• Salmon habit
• Green space
• Recreation areas
• Food security

Once it’s gone it never coming back

Farmland is irreplaceable for not only farming, but also for salmon habitat, green 
space, recreation areas, etc. Farms are now primarily in the river basins. Farmland 
cools water prior to it arriving at rivers. Farmers do have interest in redeveloping 
salmon runs. Farmland further provides critical green space and recreation areas. 
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We don’t have time to wait

Linda Neunzig

Snohomish County 
Agriculture

linda.Neunzig@snoco.org

Linda posed the question- how do we make people care? She elevated the urgency of 
action needed. With hundreds of thousands moving to the Pacific Northwest, there is 
no time to waste on preserving farmland. 
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Context Setting: Collaborating 
to preserve agricultural land in 

Washington

Don Stuart, Author

Don Stuart introduced himself and shared that worked with the American Farmland 
Trust. At the time of his work, the objective of AFT was preserving agriculture lands 
for working farms. Don focused on getting Purchase Development Rights in place in 
the state of Washington. WWRP was willing to put it into place, but not everyone was 
convinced. Conducting over 100 meetings with stakeholders across the state, Don 
fought for a PDR program. Addressing proposals that could make sense to farmers, 
stakeholders were receptive to Don’s ideas. 

Don shared that we are now at the focal point of history. The Forum’s work is critical. 
One of the reasons the issues we face are so important is because it is worth it with 
considerable opportunities. The Forum has captured the interest of the Washington 
state legislature. With the population rapidly rising, it took only a few decades to add 
billions of people to the planet. This poses problems and requires change to our food 
system. These people would like to eat! The policies that the Forum decides upon 
have a massive impact. 

Don elevated that farms are businesses. If we can organize the world in a fashion that 
farm businesses can’t prosper, there will be no food security. Farms currently provide 
massive environmental benefits that we don’t compensate farmers for. Farmers 
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reduce flooding, sequester carbon, buffer against sprawl, recharge aquifers, and 
provide habitats. Farmers have shown that they are able to provide significant 
environmental improvements and do this while successfully growing crops. To 
continue to do this, they need public help. We need to make it worthwhile for 
farmers. This work stands the chance of being transformational. Don reminded 
participants and posed the question- is there anything that this group could propose 
and collectively and vigorously get behind that wouldn’t pass? This puts the Forum in 
a powerful position to make change. 
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Past and Future Development

Dani Madrone, American Farmland Trust

Petra introduced Dani Madrone, highlighting the specific changes occurring in 
Washington State. 

25



Farms Under Threat 2040: 
Localized impacts in Washington

Dani Madrone
Pacific Northwest Policy Manager

Washington Food Policy Forum
August 4, 2022

Dani Madrone introduced herself, thanking prior speakers for their context setting. 
Dani serves as the Pacific Northwest Policy Manager for the American Farmland Trust. 
She focused on localized impacts in Washington based on the recent report that was 
released. 
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FUT 2040

Released July 2022
Report and interactive map: https://farmland.org/project/farms-under-threat/

Webinar on YouTube

Partnership with USDA’s NRCS, Conservation 
Science Partners, and University of Wisconsin-
Madison.

Models future urban and low-density development 
based on historic patterns (2001 to 2016).

Tool for determining risk and response under 
scenarios of “business as usual,” “runaway sprawl,” 
and “better built cities.”

Call to action for compact urban growth.

Dani provided an overview of the Farms Under Threat Report, defining the various 
scenarios:
• Business as usual- Same development patterns and what we could lose if these 

continue.
• Runaway sprawl- What happens if this continues?
• Better built cities- In urban areas, this includes achieving greater urban density, 

transit-oriented development, and compact growth. 
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UHD and LDR

Low-Density was developed by AFT to capture 5-10 acre parcels that are converting 
to residential land. There may be agricultural land or not. AFT research has shown 
that once an area has become LDR, it is seven times more likely to be converted to 
UHD use. 
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Local Ground-truthing
In the Pacific Northwest, the loss 
of farmland is highly localized.

FUT 2040 limitation: local zoning –
there is no national database

How can we make this data more useful for 
local communities?

Explored Benton, Clallam, Clark, Snohomish, 
Spokane, Thurston, and Whatcom Counties

Dani shared that the loss of farmland is specific to certain regions. Washington 
doesn’t draw the same alarm as the Southwest or East coast, however when you 
zoom into the county level, these are local food systems that are changing. As cities 
sprawl out, this tends to happen on agricultural land. AFT has examined how to make 
data more useful for local communities. 
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Impacts of Urban Sprawl
• Permanent loss of farmland
• Parcellation and fragmentation
• Increased cost of farmland
• Conflicts between neighbors
• Eroded agricultural economy
• Less access for new farmers
• More mouths to feed with less land to grow food

Dani elevated that the development of farmland is the permanent loss of farmland, 
but that’s not to say there are not  additional impacts to urban sprawl. 

30



Land Conversion is a Symptom
Maps show where we could expect development to occur based solely 
on current zoning.

Land conversion is a symptom a broader problem: threats to the long-
term viability of agriculture.

Agricultural viability can be strengthened or weakened by:
• Access to land
• Water availability
• Infrastructure
• Government intervention (including zoning)
• Future farmers and workforce
• Access to research and extension services
• And more…

Land conversion is a symptom to a larger problem. Danie shared that some land may 
be protected in other ways, such as an agriculture easement. However, if we do want 
to save farmland, we do need to keep farmers on the land. Various factors for 
agricultural viability impact farmer’s ability to stay on the land. 

Other interventions that government can do include funding, incentives, technical 
assistance. A lack of future farmers impacts growth and other challenges around the 
workforce impact agriculture viability.  
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What land can be zoned for agriculture?

• Not characterized by urban growth. 
• Used or capable of being used for agriculture.
• Long-term commercially significant.

The Washington administrative code offers criteria that counties should 
consider in designating farmland. Dani provided an overview of non-
exclusive criteria including: 

• Prime and unique farmland soils (may soon include soils of 
statewide importance)

• Public facilities and services
• Tax status
• Ability to purchase or transfer land development rights
• Relationship to urban growth areas
• Predominant parcel size
• Land use settlement patterns and their compatibility with 

agriculture
• Intensity of nearby land uses
• History of land development permits issued nearby
• Land values under alternative uses
• Proximity to markets
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Methodology
Farmland and development data from Farms Under Threat

• Uses satellite imagery
• UHD & LDR patterns from 2001 to 2016 carried forward to 2040
• This presentation uses the “business as usual” scenario

County selection
• Seven counties
• High threat and geographic distribution

Overlayed county zoning:
• Agriculture identified by counties as having long-term commercial significance
• Residential dwellings: 1 unit per 5 acres or less, 1 unit per 10 acres
• Areas intended for urban growth
• Unmapped areas: other rural lands, forest, parks, military, etc.

Thanks to AFT GIS team! Shradha Shrestha and Ryan Murphy

Dani shared that rules within the zoning codes of each county are often different for 
agriculture. In the presentation, Dani will share the business-as-usual scenarios. 
There are some unmapped areas on the following maps that may include rural lands, 
forests, parks, etc. The included maps don’t necessarily offer what is working well and 
comments on local planning efforts.
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FUT 2040 Business as Usual Scenario: 
9,500 acres lost

Most of the state is zoned for agriculture:
• Red Mountain Ag District
• GMA Ag District

West Richland contains farmland that was annexed 
prior to the GMA

Benton County is in the Yakima Valley and includes rich farmland and high-quality 
rangeland.
It contains two of the tri-cities (Richland and Kennewick, another city just left of 
Richland called West Richland). It is projected that 9,500 acres could be lost in this 
region. The majority of the county is zoned for agriculture. The circle highlights Lewis 
and Clark Ranch, who are currently in a subarea planning process. 
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FUT 2040 Business as Usual Scenario: 
3,200 acres lost

Small islands of ag zoning
• Agricultural Retention

Many different zoning categories for rural residential
Map shows development in ag zone

This is Clallam County on the North Olympic Peninsula, with most of the farmland 
around Sequim, but also reaching out towards Port Angeles. There is a projected 
3,200 acres lost in this region. Dani commented that around Sequim there are 
agricultural retention areas. This illustrate the various types of zoning codes in this 
region. There are many categories for rural residential. 

The circle represents development within agricultural zones. 
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FUT 2040 Business as Usual Scenario: 
9,900 acres lost

Different types of agricultural zoning:
• Agriculture: 20 acre
• Ag/Wildlife
• Gorge (several types)

High degree of fragmentation
Development has occurred in ag zones

There is significant fragmentation in Clark County. The maps indicate the Northern tip 
of the Willamette Valley. Danie highlighted the cluster zoning and ball field shown. 
Clark County was threatened with losing 9,900 acres. 

The circle indicates development that occurred within an agricultural zone. 
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FUT 2040 Business as Usual Scenario: 
13,100 acres lost

Two ag zoning types:
• Agriculture (10-acre)
• Suburban Ag (1-acre)

Sea level rise – needs ground truthing

These maps indicate Snohomish and Stillaguamish basins. There are two agricultural 
zoning types in this region: 10 acres agricultural zoning and 1-acre suburban 
agricultural zoning. The Farms Under Threat analysis showed that 13,100 acres could 
be lost in Snohomish County, making it a higher risk county. 

The circles indicate threats from sea level rise. There is farmland that is at risk from 
rising sea levels and needs further ground-truthing. Dani posed the question- what 
infrastructure is in place here? What action is being conducted to address sea-level 
rise?
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FUT 2040 Business as Usual Scenario:
20,900 acres lost

Two ag zoning types:
• Large Tract (40 acres)
• Small Tract (10 acres)

Urban Reserves

Spokane Valley consists of small, dispersed urban areas. Spokane county is another 
high risk county with 20,900 acres at risk. Dani commented that urban reserves do 
not show up on the map as they are currently zoned for 1 unit per 20 acres- indicated 
by the circles. 

38



FUT 2040 Business as Usual Scenario: 
9,800 acres lost

Two ag zoning types:
• Nisqually (1 small area)
• Long-Term Agriculture (20 acres)

Thurston County is currently updating their 
criteria for designating agricultural lands

Thurston County is at the base of Puget Sound, with 9,800 acres at threat. In the 
upper right by the I-5 sign, Dani highlighted Nisqually Delta. The delta is at risk due to 
sea level rise. The bottom left shows Independence Valley. 

The circles highlight contiguous farmland. As Thurston County is determining criteria 
for designating agriculture land, Dani elevated that there is more land that could be 
presented through zoning. 
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FUT 2040 Business as Usual Scenario: 
6,300 acres lost

Agricultural zoning = 40 acres

Rural Study Areas:
• Areas in rural residential areas that have 

agricultural significance
• Recognizes need for additional protection to 

protect ag viability

Whatcom County includes the Nooksack basin. Whatcom County has identified rural 
study areas that do have agricultural significance, with the County identifying need 
for additional protection.  
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How could these maps be used?

• Visualize potential loss of farmland
• Target farmland viability and preservation efforts
• Further refine and expand to other counties

This can be shared with communities so we can ask: “Is this an acceptable loss of 
farmland? Our ability to grow food?” Dani commented that the Oregon Department 
of Agriculture is interested in a similar analysis to understand how Urban Growth 
Boundaries impact their farmland. 
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Solar Development on Farmland
Climate change is a problem for farmers.

Also - protecting land that grows food is an important 
strategy for long-term climate resilience

Solar Futures Study predicts 86,000 acres of land in WA 
will convert to solar, 90% of which is expected in rural 
communities

According to Dept. of Fish and Wildlife, there are 
currently more than 80,000 acres of rural land proposed 
for solar development in Eastern WA

*US Department of Energy Solar Futures Study: https://www.energy.gov/eere/solar/solar-futures-study 
*Seattle Times: Conflicts escalate amid surge in WA solar farm proposals, June 13, 2022

Dani commented that climate change and resulting weather patterns, water 
availability, and temperature shifts will drastically impact farmers. 
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Least Conflict Process
Funded by the Legislature in 2020

Being facilitated by Washington State University Energy 
Extension, working with Conservation Biology Institute

Modeled after the San Joaquin Valley
• Landscape-based approach
• Mapping with stakeholder groups (solar developers, 

farmers, ranchers, conservationists)
• Identified 470k areas of low conflict (5% of total basin) 

Where can large-scale solar be developed in the Columbia 
Plateau region while also ensuring that important habitat, 
productive farmlands and rangelands, and tribal treaty rights 
are protected?

Current information from WSU: https://tinyurl.com/48v39n97
More information coming soon!

The URL provides access to a two-pager online, with more information coming out 
soon in the next month. Dani thanked everyone for their interest and taking part in 
the conversation. 
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Thank you!

Dani Madrone
Pacific Northwest Policy Manager

Dmadrone@farmland.org
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County-Level Perspective on 
Land Use Changes and Drivers: 

Census of Agriculture

Chris Elder, Whatcom County Public Works

Linda Neunzig, Snohomish County

Chris Elder serves as a senior planner with Whatcom County Public Works. Before 
county government, Chris was a farmer for 10 years. 
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Agricultural Land Uses and Trends in the 
North Sound Region of WA

 30,000’ Overview of Whatcom, Skagit, & Snohomish 
Counties

 County Snapshots

 Identifying Priority Areas and High-Risk Areas

 Reviewing some of the data and analysis approaches

Chris shared that there is a collaboration of three agricultural counties- Whatcom, 
Skagit, and Snohomish Counties. 
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Whatcom County

Skagit County

Snohomish County

North Sound Counties
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Whatcom County
• 87,353 acres Agricultural Zone
• 115,831 acres land in farms

(AgCensus, 2012)

Skagit County
• 88,564 acres Agricultural Zone
• 106,538 acres land in farms 

(AgCensus, 2012)

Snohomish County
• 34,500 acres Agricultural Zones
• 70,863 acres land in farms
• (AgCensus, 2012)

Chris highlighted the key data points for the three counties. A lot of the data is 
imperfect, with the County relying on voluntary submissions. There is a gap between 
what is zoned and protected for agriculture and what land is actively being farmed. 
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Whatcom County
• 87,353 acres Agricultural Zone
• 115,831 acres land in farms

(AgCensus, 2012)
• 102,523 – AgCensus, 2017

• -13,308 acres lost

Skagit County
• 88,564 acres Agricultural Zone
• 106,538 acres land in farms 

(AgCensus, 2012)
• 97,644 – AgCensus 2017

• -8,894 acres lost

Snohomish County
• 34,500 acres Agricultural Zones
• 70,863 acres land in farms 

(AgCensus 2012)
• 63,671 – AgCensus 2017

• -7,192 acres lost

The above shows the 2012 data overlapped with 2017 data. The next iteration will 
come in 2023. The AgCensus data is not wholly accurate. The acres lost show a trend 
of agricultural decline in the three counties. Chris elevated the need for a serious 
approach to stop the loss of agricultural land. 
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Year Whatcom Skagit Snohomish King

Number of Farms 2017 1,712 1,041 1,558 1,796

Number of Farms 2007 1,483 1,215 1,670 1,790
% change in Number of Farms 2007 to 2017 + 15 % - 14 % - 7% - 0 %

Average Size of Farms 2017 60 acres 94 acres 41 acres 23 acres

Average Size of Farms 2007 69 acres 89 acres 46 acres 28 acres

% change in Average Farm Size 2007 to 2017 - 9 % + 6 % - 11 % - 18 %

Market Value of Products Sold 2017 $372,850,000 $287,096,000 $157,565,000 $135,464,000

Market Value of Products Sold 2012 $357,312,000 $272,275,000 $139,486,000 $120,749,000 

Market Value of Products Sold 2007 $326,450,000 $256,248,000 $125,619,000 $127,269,000 

% change in Market Value 2007 to 2017 + 14 % + 12 % + 25 % + 6 %

The above chart shows a snapshot from the agricultural census indicating the average 
size of farms and market value of products sold. Even with the rate of agricultural 
land loss shown, there is still an increase in profit of agricultural sales. 
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Whatcom County
• 87,353 acres Agricultural Zone
• 102,523 acres – AgCensus, 2017
• Open Space Farm & Ag current 

use assessment enrollment
106,069 acres (2015)

Skagit County
• 88,564 acres Agricultural Zone
• 97,644 acres – AgCensus 2017
• Open Space Farm & Ag current 

use assessment enrollment
92,312 acres (2016)

Snohomish County
• 34,500 acres Agricultural Zones
• 63,671 acres – AgCensus 2017
• Open Space Farm & Ag current 

use assessment enrollment
46,942 acres (2016)

Chris posed the following questions: How do we identify the long-term viable number 
for these counties? How does this influence recommendations to commissioners? 
What protections are needed to support a long-term viable agricultural economy?
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Agricultural 
Neighborhoods & 
Transportation 
Corridors
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Considerations
• Access to Markets/Ag 

Infrastructure
• Development Pressure
• Scenic and Open Space 

Corridors

Chris commented that corridors can lead to rapid erosion of agricultural 
communities. In Skagit County, they have taken approaches to provide cost share 
funding through their Farmland Legacy program for property that direct frontage to 
major transportation corridors. Once you have low-density development, it is easier 
for land to convert to a higher-density development. 

52



Agricultural Zoning
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 Whatcom 
 Minimum lot size of 40 acres, i.e. 1 house/1 development right per 40 acres
 Average parcel size is 17 acres

 Skagit
 Minimum lot size of 40 acres, i.e. 1 house/1 development right per 40 acres
 Must prove Ag income for 3 years before building permit approval

 Snohomish
 Minimum lot size of 10 acres, i.e. 1 house/1 development right per 10 acres

The above slide provides an overview of key points in agricultural zoning across the 
three counties. 
The average parcel size in agricultural zones in Whatcom County is closer to 17 acres, 
which has been perpetuated by the allowance for creation of smaller parcels. Skagit 
county has additional provisions to ensure that if someone buys land in an 
agricultural zone, they must be a farmer. Whatcom does not have this provision. 

Snohomish county has a minimum lot size of 10 acres. Linda commented on 
Snohomish County’s code. Downzoning was suggested, but landowners commented 
that downzoning decreases the value of the land. 

Loretta posed the question: The average size of farms is not the best measure of the 
size of farms given the skew in the distribution to the small end. The median size 
would be much smaller in all three counties. How would the idea of the farms seem 
to you if you looked at that much smaller, about 12 or 16 acres, median size (half the 
farms larger than that and half smaller)? 

Chris responded sharing that the proposed median looks accurate. One challenge is 
that with a large floodplain and wetland distribution, there are significant ecosystem 

53



functions underway. Certain ecosystem enhancements must occur and be balanced 
with agricultural needs. Linda further elevated the importance of contiguous acreage. 
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Deeper Dive into Whatcom 
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Ag Zone

Rural Study Areas

Basic Overview
• 87,353 acres Agricultural Zone
• 100,000 acre ag land protection goal (Resolution 2009-040)
• Agricultural Strategic Plan (2009, updated 2018)
• Rural Land Study (2012, updated 2019) 

• Identified 28,449 acres deserving higher level of protection
• Conservation Easement Program (Previously Purchase of Development Rights Program)
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Prime soils is not a limiting factor

The above map indicates a soil map. If zoning based on prime soils, you would have 
100% agricultural zoned community. 
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• Open Space Farm & Ag current use 
assessment enrollment
106,069 acres (2015)
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Critical Areas 
including Floodplains 

Chris highlighted that farmland provides enormous benefits to the functioning of 
healthy ecosystems. If these areas were to convert to higher density development, 
we have removed the ability to contribute to and improve ecosystems. 

Critical areas are defined as wildlife, habitat, geologically hazardous areas, critical 
aquifer recharge areas, and wetlands. These areas require developers to redirect. 
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The above map analyzes 22 separate rural study areas. Chris shared that the analysis 
focused on how much of the acreage is in the floodplain? How much land is 
protected? The map indicates significant overlay of key agriculture characteristics 
with key ecosystem functions. 
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52 potential additional 
Development Rights

One of the efforts as a part of the analysis Chris and Linda conducted was a land 
cover analysis. This included a land use change analysis between 2004 and 2016 to 
measure what has changed over time. This indicates a 12-year snapshot that shows 
that 6 acres of farmland was lost. The black circles indicate a new home that was 
built, with the potential for 52 additional homes. 

59



60

The above map shows building permits mapped over the agricultural zones. 
Development activity is still taking place in ag zones and rural study area zones. 
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1933 Potential Additional 
Dwelling Units

2,092 Potential Additional 
Dwelling Units

The above table is a summary of the outcomes from the rural land study. The top 
chart indicates an ag zone with potential for over 1,000 additional homes to be built. 
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Easements protect ability to continue farming, riparian buffer maintenance, etc. Even 
though the program has significantly increased the rate of acquisition, the rate of 
easement acquisition pales in comparison to rate of development. 
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¯

0 1,000 2,000 Feet
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Location in Whatcom County

Y
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D

Rank Score Acreage DR
2 71 49 9

Zone Location
R5A Y Rd

Soils Water
100% Prime Claim

Type of Farm Supports
Sheep/ Hay Lydia’s Flock

Easement Cost Application Date
$395,000 2019

Match Funding Status
State Funds

Secured
Need Approval to 

Purchase

Agricultural Conservation Easement

The above map provides a snapshot of acreage, zoning, prime soil, water access, farm 
type, etc. This indicates how big picture challenges and opportunities are 
communicated to council. 
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What about water?

Chris commented that this map focuses in on water and irrigation water rights. One 
of the key challenges is the separation of planning processes. Under the growth 
management act, you can designate land as agriculture, but are not required to 
provide enough water for a farm to produce. If a farm does not have legal water, how 
do they adapt? Do they lease or transfer water? The water rights paint the picture of 
where water rights have historically been.
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The above map shows irrigation water rights and surface water diverse points, as well 
as groundwater withdrawal points. Chris posed the question: how do we connect the 
dots between agricultural land and legal water supply? 
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The lines in the above map captures document salmon-bearing streams. One of the 
challenges of surface water withdrawals is the resulting impacts on stream flows. Not 
only do we want to protect land for agriculture and allow for a viable productive crop, 
but we also want to protect fish habitats.  
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Existing Ag Protection Infrastructure
• GMA Zoning – Ag Resource Lands
• Open Space Current Use Tax Assessment
• Right to Farm Ordinances

What’s missing?
• Critical evaluation of accuracy and effectiveness of land use regulations – are they 

doing what they were intended to do?

• If the answer is no – a response appropriate to the magnitude of the issue is 
required

• Interaction between Growth Management Act, Watershed Management Act, and 
Salmon Recovery Act

• Connecting agricultural lands with water availability and security

• How is climate change being considered?  Climate impact zones, emissions 
mitigation, food security, etc.

• How are various natural resource benefits or ecosystem services being stewarded?
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Thank you!

Chris Elder
Senior Planner
Whatcom County Public Works
(360)778-6225
celder@co.whatcom.wa.us
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Agricultural Advisory Committee
https://whatcomcounty.us/241/Agricultur
al-Advisory-Committee
• Links to Rural Land Study 2019
• Agricultural Strategic Plan 2018
WRIA 1 Watershed Management Board
https://wria1project.whatcomcounty.org/
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County-Level Perspective on 
Land Use Changes and Drivers: 

Chelan County

Chelan County

Petra invited participants to share about the issues faced 
east of the Cascades. Jon DeVaney commented that we 
have seen urbanization pressures spilling over the 
cascades. Since COVID-19, development pressure has 
risen. Vacation homes have transitioned to full time 
residency. This has led to localized pressures on the 
housing market and housing shortages leading to 
pressure on new development. Once low-density 
development rises, there is pressure on existing 
landowners that make it harder to successfully farm. 
Management issues arise- e.g. tree fruit is a labor-
intensive crop and labor forces evolve and disappear. 
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Some of the policies being discussed will further have a 
disproportionate impact on counties already 
experiencing pressure. 

Ryan Williams provided further input on Chelan County. 
Water has historically been focused on agriculture use. 
Entities are coming in and are trying to secure water 
rights for development. They are not learning to live with 
the producers in the region. Producers are slowing 
pulling smaller acre plots to sell. There is external 
pressure and ideas for easements and farmland 
preservation are nascent. 

Rep Dye elevated concerns about the push to put energy 
in Eastern Washington. There is a sense that it will 
enhance economic opportunity. However, there is a key 
difference between locally owned farms that can sustain 
themselves and industrially energy. Locally owned farms 
contribute to community life. The revenue from the 
energy generation leaves the community and the land 
does not benefit the resources necessary to sustain a 
strong and local economy. 
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County-Level Perspective on 
Land Use Changes and Drivers: 

Clark County

Diane Dempster, Clark County Food System 
Council

Diane Dempster represents the Food Policy Forum from the Clark County Food 
Systems Council and Friends of Clark County. 
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Clark County, 
Washington

Agriculture and Land Use

Diane Dempster, Clark Co. Food Systems Council
Washington Food Policy Forum
August 4, 2022
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Clark County, Washington

 Located in SW Washington

 Bordered on 2 sides by the Columbia River

 25 miles across in either direction and 656 sq. miles

 Natural trading  area for Indigenous people

 Visited by  Lewis &  Clark in 1805.First non-native settlement in 
1825 by the Hudson Bay Company.

 An important deep fresh- water port

 Considered part of the Portland Metropolitan area

 Northern Part of the Willamette Valley

 Very fertile land; 28% is prime farmland, 16% farmland of statewide 
importance, 9% prime farmland with drainage or flood protection
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History of Agriculture    

• 1920’s Prune capital of the world. Agriculture is a 
vital part of economy

• 1954 208,414 acres in agriculture.  4100 Farms, 
Av farm size 50.8 acres

• 2017 90,737 acres in agriculture. 1978 farms 
Average farm size is 46 acres. Only 4% of farmers 
earn more than $50,000 from farming

• Now only 2 dairies left.  Farm sizes are small, 
and most  have off-farm jobs

• Crops include; berries tree fruit,  nursery, 
vegetables, grain, hay, eggs, poultry & livestock

• Many farmers sell through a CSA or Farmer’s 
Market
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Growth in Clark County
• Land Use Law that restrict development in Ag land was adopted in Oregon in 1970

• In WA, the Growth Management Act was not adopted until 1990

• Clark Co growth management rules  were not in effect until 1994 and “grandfathered in” 
development that was planned before the law went into effect.

• Oregon has an income tax. There is no income tax in Clark County there are more 1 & 5 acre 
lots and lower housing costs entice homeowners to live in Washington and work in Portland.

• Population in exurban area in Clark Co increased 18% between 2000 and 2010, but only 5% 
in nearby Counties in Oregon

• The majority of all rural and exurban housing & population growth in greater Portland area 
is in Clark County.
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Comprehensive Plan
• The 1994 Clark County Comprehensive Plan was appealed twice 

• 2016-2025 Clark Comprehensive Plan designates R-5, R-10, R-20 
zoning to provide for residential living in rural areas. It plans for a 
1.26% increase by 2035

• Friends of Clark County and Futurewise appealed the 2016 Comp. 
Plan that would have de-designated over 600 acres of prime 
farmland, expanded growth boundaries into agricultural lands and 
up-zoned AG-20 to AG-10. They won the appeal at the Growth 
Management Hearings Board and eventually in the WA Court of 
Appeal.

• Land brought into growth areas was immediately annexed and the 
appeal was deemed moot. Vesting loophole that passed the WA 
legislature in 2021 will prevent this.
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Farming is a Challenge in Clark County

• High cost of land

• Uncertainty of future urban expansion and lack of political support make it difficult for 
farmers to invest in their land

• Aging farmer population and no clear path for next generation farmers

• Small parcels make commercial farming a challenge

• Regulation make farming and marketing difficult

• Lack of water and water rights

• Few marketing opportunities

• Lack of processing and facilities for post harvest handling

• No local suppliers of supplies and equipment

Diane further commented that without freezer space available to help farmers 
preserve crop, farmers are losing storage viability. 
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SOLUTIONS

• Revised Comprehensive plan due in 2025 that supports agriculture

• Better public engagement in Land use laws

• Create Agriculture Production Zones

• Water rights for farms in Clark County

• Funding for the Conservation District

• Fund Ag conservation easements and transfer of development rights

• Create better access to land for next generation producers

• Technical assistance and support for producers

• Market strategies to increase sales of locally grown food.

• Processing opportunities and cooling facilities
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Efforts Under Way

• Heritage Farm, a former Poor farm, houses WSU Extension and 
Research, Master Gardeners,   a new incubator farm focused on 
Latinx growers, Clark Co. Food Bank farm and Community gardens

• Land trusts beginning to work to preserve Ag land and producers

• Friends of Clark County and other organizations work to preserve 
agriculture and natural resource land via the next Comp. Plan 
update

• Food System Council works to educate the public about buying local

• Farmer’s Markets and Second Mile Food Hub sell local products

Diane expanded on agricultural production zones, sharing that they are zones where 
development would not occur in the region and break up the acreage. 20 acre lots 
can make it easier for farmers to ease pressure from development. 
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Discussion + Q&A

Petra shared that the Forum is looking for questions and discussion around the 
ongoing efforts around ag land and land use. 
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Thank you!

82


	Cover
	Overview
	Introduction to the Washington Food Policy Forum
	2022: Action Teams
	Context Setting: Why Agricultural Land is important, how it related to the food system and wider community, and the urgency of addressing additional loss
	Context Setting: Collaborating to preserve agricultural land in Washington
	Past and Future Development
	Farms Under Threat
	County-Level Perspective on Land Use Changes and Drivers: Whatcom County
	County-Level Perspective on Land Use Changes and Drivers: Chelan County
	County-Level Perspective on Land Use Changes and Drivers: Clark County



