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Williamson Act Subventions and Yolo County Actions

Issue: Williamson Act subventions have been suspended in the current state budget. Counties participating in the program face
immediate financial impacts and decisions about funding or eliminating the program in the future.

Recommendation: None, this item is for information only.

Discussion: The California Land Conservation Act of 1965, or “Williamson Act,” has been successful in protecting 16.5
million acres of farmland throughout the state (about 740,000 acres or 1/3 of the farmland in the SACOG region) by offering
property tax relief in return for rolling contracts to keep land in agricultural production for 10 or 20 years. The Williamson Act
has helped keep farmers economically viable and is one of just a few state programs that specifically targets farmland
conservation.

In the face of continued criticism by the Governor and the Legislative Analysts Office and threats to eliminate subventions to
participating counties, Senator Wolk introduced SB 715 to address enforcement concerns with the Williamson Act. In June, the
SACOG Board voted to support the bill; however, the bill was later deferred at the request of the author. In the final 2009-2010
budget, Governor Schwarzenegger effectively suspended subvention funding by leaving only $1,000 in the budget for the
program. While technically the subventions may be included in the 2010-2011 state budget, many fear that funding will again
be suspended, if not eliminated, given cuts in the program over the last three years.

As a result of losing state subventions for the Williamson Act, challenged county budgets throughout California are being
further stressed this year due to their contractual obligations. Supervisors in many counties are contemplating elimination of the
program or assessing local fees to cover program costs. In this region, nearly $2 million in subventions has been lost
(Attachment B). Yolo County, facing a $1.1 million loss in subventions, has suspended entering into new contracts and has sent
notices to 1,200 land owners notifying them of the county’s intent to non-renew all contracts by the end of the year unless
subventions are restored. The Board of Supervisors has until March 1, 2010 to rescind the non-renewal if successful in restoring
subventions. After that, they will have to enter into new contracts if and when funding is again made available.

The financial burden to individual property owners is difficult to calculate regionally due to the wide range of property purchase
dates and prices, market value, and the type of farm operation and revenue generated. However, it is estimated that the program
saves property owners 20-75 percent in property taxes. In a state with high land costs, this tax savings can be the difference
between a profitable operation and one that is not, particularly for growers of lower-valued field crops.

The committee will receive a presentation from John Gamper, the California Farm Bureau Federation Director of Taxation and
Land Use. He will be joined by Petrea Marchand, Yolo County Manager of Intergovernmental Affairs. They will offer a state
and local perspective on the Williamson Act subvention issues. A map and inventory of Williamson Act lands in the region are
attached.
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