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SUBJECT

Briefing by the Forestry and Agriculture Commissions in Response to 2009 Budget Proviso.
BACKGROUND

Section 74 (Surface Water Management local drainage services fund) of the 2009 King County Budget, includes the following proviso:

Of this appropriation, $100,000 shall not be expended or encumbered until the council receives a briefing from the King County forestry and agriculture programs. The briefing shall focus upon two topics. The first topic shall be how county policies and regulations affect the future of farming and forestry in King County and compare with other counties in the region and interact with state and federal laws. The second topic shall be the efforts of the respective programs to work with farmers in meeting the goals of the agriculture commission for preservation of healthy or productive soils and sustainable food production and foresters to achieve the goals of the forestry commission to create actively managed working forests.

Additionally, both the Agriculture Commission and Rural Forest Commission are each developing or have completed reports that largely address the topics and questions raised in the proviso.  
Agriculture Commission Report: In response to another Council directive,
 the Agriculture Commission has been gathering information through public meetings and surveys, and is in the process of drafting a report, including recommendations to address the future of agriculture in the agricultural production districts.  Although the completed report will not be sent to Council until the end of the year, representatives of the Agriculture Commission are here to present their preliminary findings as those findings relate to the proviso requirements.  

Forest Commission Report: At least in part due to concerns about how increasing budgetary pressures would impact future support of King County forestry programs, the Rural Forest Commission independently produced a report entitled “Actions Required For King County To Conserve Rural Forests” dated May 2009. This report was sent to the Council in July (copies are in member packets). Representatives of the Rural Forest Commission are here today to present the highlights of this report.  

The following summarizes the Water and Land Resources Division (“WLRD”) response to the proviso.  As best as possible, staff has attempted to not duplicate material to be presented in the respective Commission reports.

FIRST TOPIC: 
THE EFFECT OF COUNTY POLICIES AND REGULATIONS
A. AGRICULTURE

King County Comprehensive Plan policies and land use regulation have been very beneficial to agriculture.  

King County has been successful in conserving a large area of productive agricultural land by (1) taking early actions to designate the Agriculture Production Districts, (2) adopting strong policies to conserve those districts, and (3) implementing a Farmland Preservation Program that have permanently preserved substantial areas of farmland.  

In addition, King County long ago recognized the urban pressures on agriculture would increase over time and adopted programs to provide direct technical assistance to farmers, and promote of local farm products.  Note: As neighboring counties urbanize, they are beginning to do the same.  

The regulations that farmers have to follow to conduct activities on their farms vary widely from county to county.  It is hard to compare King County with other counties because of the complexity of the regulations, and each county addresses resource issues differently.  Historically, King County has had strong regulations to protect critical areas, shorelines, fish, and flood capacity from the impacts of development.  The CAO and other more recent changes to the flood regulations recognized that these standards were not always appropriate to agricultural land and activities, and the County has recently implemented some regulatory changes that add flexibility for farmers.  King County farmer continue to be challenged with local, state and federal regulations that make it difficult to conduct their businesses.  
The Agriculture Commission’s FARMS Report, due out at the end of the year, will deal extensively with the effects of this County’s regulations and makes recommendations for changes.  To be addressed in that Report are the issues revolving around regulations that affect agriculture ditch maintenance, farmworker housing, mitigation requirements for activities in wetlands, and meeting compensatory storage standards for construction in floodplains.  WLRD’s Agriculture Program is cooperating with other counties in trying to address some of the regional challenges with these regulations.  
B.  FORESTRY
As is the case for agriculture, King County has adopted strong policies and regulations that protects forestland and encourage the practice of forestry.  
More than half the County is in the Forest Production District, which is the County’s designation of forest lands of long-term commercial significance under the Growth Management Act.  
King County has gone beyond many other counties in the region in its efforts to protect and sustain healthy forests, by identifying rural forest focus areas, and by implementing policies that call for technical assistance with forest management, promotion of current use taxation programs, and extensive land conservation through the purchase or transfer of development rights.  King County has understood that small landowners need education, forest management assistance, and incentives, if they are to retain forests and keep them healthy.  The County is far ahead of other counties in providing direct landowner services.

Because forest practices are regulated by the state Department of Natural Resources, there is general consistency among counties in the regulation of forest practices.   State law defines a few cases of forest practices that fall under a county’s jurisdiction, primarily because there is an assumption that the practice will result in a conversion out of forest use to another use.  These include forest practices in urban areas, and on any lands platted after 1960.  In addition, King County regulation is involved if the landowner is converting the forest property to another use, or wants to retain the option to do so.  
There are some situations in which a county has jurisdiction by state law, but the property owner intends to continue in forestry.  To address these situations, King County revised its regulations to provide more flexibility to landowners who have forest stewardship plans, applying state forest practice standards.  
However, the cost of the permit and the lengthy permit process make it impractical for many landowners to pursue thinning or forest health management on their lands if they fall under the County’s jurisdiction.  WLRD’s Forestry Program is working with DDES to address this.    

SECOND TOPIC:
EFFORTS OF COUNTY TO MEET COMMISSION GOALS
A. AGRICULTURE COMMISSION 

A.1
Agriculture Commission Goals

In 2008, the Agriculture Commission created a 10-Year Vision to act as guidance in establishing annual priorities.  The Vision identifies two overall goals:

· To preserve agricultural lands within King County’s Agricultural Production Districts and Rural Areas; and

· To promote and nurture the business of farming in King County for this and future generations.

The Commission developed four vision categories as a way to achieve those goals:
· More Farmers Farming

· Our Farmers will have more Market Opportunities

· Our Regulations will be more Farm and Food Friendly

· The Threats to Agriculture will be Diminished

A.2
How the King County Agriculture Program Carries out the Commission Goals

WLRD’s Agriculture Program works closely with the Commission to develop its work program and set priorities.  Most importantly, the Agriculture Program addresses the ongoing challenges to the County’s agriculture policies and to the sustainability of agriculture in the County.  A key component of the Agriculture Program is helping to sustain the economic viability of agriculture. The Program responds to new issues as they arise, and represents the interests of agriculture in ongoing County policy discussions.  The ongoing elements of the Agriculture Program include:

· Livestock Program 

Supports the raising and keeping of livestock in the County in an environmentally sound manner. Technical assistance on compliance with the County’s Livestock Management Ordinance: manure management, stream and wetland setbacks; livestock densities, and clean water diversion. Program includes cost-share assistance for implementing best management practices with a farm management plan.  

· Agricultural Drainage Assistance Program (“ADAP”)
Provides technical and financial help to farmers to maintain agricultural watercourses to improve drainage of fields while preserving water quality and avoiding harmful effects to fish.  In 2009, this Program is undergoing a major effort with state and federal agencies to simplify the regulatory process and to make it practical for farmers at a reasonable cost.

· Farmland Preservation Program (“FPP”) 
The program began in 1979 when voters approved a $50 million bond initiative which has permanently protected over 13,000 acres of prime County farmlands.  Property owners voluntarily sell development rights & agree to covenants that restrict their land use to agriculture or open space, and that limit housing density. The County holds the development rights in trust on behalf of the citizens.  This Program monitors compliance with the covenants, reviews permits and other proposed activities, and continues to secure grant funding to add to the acreage protected.

· Agriculture Commission 

The Agriculture Program provides staff to the Agriculture Commission, which advises County staff, the Council and Executive on topics related to agriculture.

· Ag Permit Team 

The Department of Development and Environmental Services (“DDES”) sponsors an inter-departmental, interagency team that reviews County code and policy as they affect farmers.  In addition to DDES, the team includes Public Health, the Agriculture Program, and the King Conservation District.  The team addresses individual permit and code enforcement cases, and makes recommendation for improvements in the permitting process and regulations so that they are more “agriculture-friendly.”  

· Puget Sound Fresh
King County initiated Puget Sound Fresh in 1997 to encourage consumers and businesses to purchase products grown in the 12 Puget Sound counties.  The County has since transferred the program to Cascade Harvest Coalition.  Agriculture Program staff continue to manage the website and participate in the program’s marketing activities. King County is the primary financial supporter of this Program.

· Farmers Market Support 

WLRD staff consult with groups starting new farmers markets, work with market managers on best practices, management issues, business operations, and Health Department coordination, and identify opportunities to work together (such as coop marketing efforts).  

· Economic Development
The Agriculture Program staff participate in efforts that support the economic viability of farming through the development of farming infrastructure, improving access to markets, providing education to farmers, and helping new farmers get started.  

· Farmbudsman Activities 

WLRD staff provide direct assistance to farmers on land use, building, fire, road, and health code issues, on technical permit questions; on flood recovery, poor drainage, debris slides, impacts from neighboring businesses and residents, requests for conservation easements, etc.  Staff work with other County agencies to implement balanced solutions for farmers to meet codes and resolve enforcement cases.

· Land Use Policy 
Participate in the County’s Comprehensive Plan process to ensure that Agricultural land use is protected.  Monitor development proposals, easements, and condemnations related to the designated Agriculture Production Districts and the FPP and encourage appropriate action.  Staff negotiate resolution of the many controversies between agriculture and other mandates; such as fish, floods, transportation, wetland mitigation, and health regulations.

A.3
Major initiatives in 2009

Aside from the report described earlier, the Farm Program has undertaken the two following initiatives 2009:

· Streamlining ADAP

King County is working with the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife and National Marine Fisheries to try to streamline the regulatory process for agricultural drainage maintenance.  The goal is to make it simpler for farmers to obtain permits and to meet the regulatory requirements at the state, local and federal levels.  Our goal is to have the process in place by mid-2010.

· Flood Preparedness and Response

The Agriculture Program assisted farmers in flood recovery after the Snoqualmie Flood in January, helping with permitting and clean-up.  The program is assisting Snoqualmie landowners with the permit process for the construction of farm pads.  The program is working with the comprehensive outreach effort about the risks of flooding in the Green River Valley.  The staff have identified the unique needs of farmers, and have scheduled flood preparedness meetings for the agricultural community.

A.4
Key Stakeholders for Agriculture Programs

The Agriculture Program works with other groups to implement balanced solutions for farmers to enhance their businesses and meet economic, environmental and social issues

· King County Agriculture Commission 

· Cascade Harvest Coalition 

· King Conservation District 

· WSU King County Extension 

· Sno-Valley Tilth 

· King County Farmers Market Managers 

· King-Pierce Farm Bureau 

· Horses for Clean Water 

· Backcountry Horses 

· Washington State Farmers Market Association 

· 21 Acres 

· BuRSST for Prosperity (works with refugee immigrants to start farming) 

· WSDA Small Farm and Direct Marketing Program 

· WSU Small Farms Program 

· Environmental Groups: Stewardship Partners, Mid Sound Fisheries, Wild Fish Conservancy; Cascade Land Conservancy, Washington Environmental Council 

· KC Department of Development and Environmental Services 

· National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration - National Marine Fisheries Service 

· Washington Department of Fish Wildlife 

· Washington Farm Bureau 

· Northwest Agriculture Business Center 

· Tribes  

· U.S. Corps of Engineers 

· City of Seattle Local Food Action Initiative 

· EFFRA (Enumclaw Forested Foothills Recreation Association) 

· WASART (Washington State Animal Response Team) 

· U.S.D.A. – Natural Resources Conservation Service, Farm Service Agency

B. RURAL FOREST COMMISSION 

B.1
Rural Forest Commission Goals

In May 2009, the Rural Forest Commission released its report on “Actions Required for King County to Conserve Rural Forests.”  The Commission believes that the natural resource and economic benefits that come from working farms and forests extend to all residents of King County.  The integrity of forests are threatened by the high cost of land, demand for expansion of urban land uses, fragmentation of large acreages into rural residential properties and the loss of rural infrastructure such as local processing facilities and services.

The Commission identified the following objectives as steps for King County to take in achieving its goal of conserving forests:

· Retain the forest land base of King County;

· Maintain and improve the health and resilience of these forests;

· Encourage sustainable forest management practices;

· Ensure that forest landowners are aware of the values, functions and management needs of their land;

· Ensure that forest landowners and managers have access to the resources they need to keep forests healthy;

· Ensure that forest landowners have the knowledge and means to make optimal use of the resources available to them; and

· Strike a balance between advocating voluntary actions and imposing regulations.

B.2
How the King County Forestry Program Carries Out the Commission Goals

The Forestry Program works closely with the Commission to develop programs and activities to achieve the objectives listed above.  The Program provides education, technical assistance, and economic incentives aimed at retaining the forest resources of King County.

· Forestry technical assistance

Staff foresters provide free assistance to forestland property owners and other interested individuals.  Foresters are available to help with planning to meet individual forestry goals including: growing a healthy forest, timber enhancement, improvement of wildlife habitat, and protection of water resources.

· Forest stewardship training for landowners
Forest stewardship classes are offered in cooperation with Washington State University Extension.  The class includes instruction by natural resource specialists from the County and outside agencies and on-site technical assistance by County foresters to develop forest stewardship plans.  In addition, workshops on forest topics are taught several times each year.

· Financial incentives for landowners

Incentive programs benefit owners of forest lands who protect forest resources by keeping their land in forest use. Current use taxation (“CUT”) programs include the Timberland Program and the Public Benefit Rating System.  The Transfer of Development Rights (“TDR”) Program enables owners of private property to buy and sell residential development rights where it benefits the general public.  Landowners receive financial compensation without selling their land and the public receives permanent preservation of land with high value natural resources. 

· Firewise Forests Initiative
Community fire protection planning can help prevent the loss of lives, property and resources to wildfire while encouraging neighbors to practice sustainable forest management.  Through neighborhood consultation sessions staff foresters and fire marshals help neighbors identify risk factors and implement plants. Fire safe forests can also be healthy forests.  They are more resilient in the face of climate change and less subject to disease.

· Rural Forest Commission
The Forestry Program provides staff support to the Commission, which represents a variety of rural forest interests.  The Commission advises the County on policies and programs affecting rural forestry; works to identify strategies to conserve forestlands; and promotes the practice of forestry in rural areas of the County.

· Support for voluntary code compliance
County foresters assist rural residents in understanding and complying with County regulations and guidelines.  Foresters advise landowners in the writing of forest stewardship plans, and support DDES in the review of plans and the monitoring of implementation.  Certain permits from DDES as well as participation in CUT and TDR programs require forest stewardship plans to be approved by County foresters.  Forester assistance reduces the time that DDES needs to work on each permit, saves citizens time and money and has resulted in higher rates of compliance.

B.3
Key Stakeholders for the Forestry Program

The Forestry Program cooperates with many other agencies and organizations to achieve the objectives of the Rural Forest Commission and King County’s policies and programs.

· King County Rural Forest Commission 

· King Conservation District 

· WSU King County Extension 

· Washington State Department of Natural Resources

· USDA Forest Service

· USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service

· Cascade Land Conservancy 

· Mountains to Sound Greenway Trust 

· Hancock Timber Group

· Washington Farm Forestry Association

· Environmental Groups: Stewardship Partners, The Mountaineers, Washington Environmental Council, Enumclaw Forested Foothills Recreation Association, Northwest Natural Resource Group, Washington Native Plant Society

· Large Timber Companies: Weyerhaeuser Company, Plum Creek, Fruit Growers Association

· KC Department of Development and Environmental Services 

· Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife 

· Tribes: Snoqualmie and Muckleshoot

· University of Washington College of Forest Resources

· Society of American Foresters
� Section 9 of Ordinance 16172 which requires the “department of natural resources and parks and the King County agriculture commission” to “convene a planning process to address the future of agriculture in the agricultural production districts” and to provide that report to Council no later than January 1, 2010
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