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SUBJECT

Motion adopting the findings of the Future of Agriculture Realize Meaningful Solutions (FARMS) Report, prepared by the Water and Land Resources Division (“WLRD”) and the King County Agriculture Commission (“Commission”).  
COUNCIL PRIORITIES

Proposed Motion 2010-0084 (the motion recognizing and endorsing the recommendations of the FARMS Report) furthers the Council’s Safe, Healthy and Vibrant Communities Priority by providing policy guidance on how the County can promote farming in King County.   This legislation specifically satisfies Strategy 4.01.” 

BACKGROUND

This report is in response to Ordinance 16172, adopted in July 2008, which directed WLRD and the Commission to: 
· Prepare a report on the future of agriculture in the Agricultural Production Districts (“APD”s) of King County, and
· Make recommendations related the appropriate size for agricultural accessory buildings.  

Note:  An important element of the FARMS Report was hearing directly from farmers and the public regarding the future of agriculture.  
In early 2009, the Commission sponsored public meetings in each of the APDs and on Vashon-Maury Island.  Each meeting was facilitated by a Commissioner from the area who was familiar with the attendees and the issues particular to that APD or, in the case of Vashon-Maury Island, agricultural needs on the islands.  Participants were asked about their operations and plans for the future.  In addition there were opportunities for people to share their comments through written surveys.

In regards to a recommendation about the appropriate size for agricultural accessory buildings, the Commission also completed a lengthy process of research and discussion to evaluate the issue.  It was agreed that sufficient regulations exist under applicable County Code related to building size, namely impervious surface limits and buffer requirements, and that a wide range of agricultural building sizes should be allowed to accommodate the diverse uses.  
Note:  The Commission agreed that most farmers can only afford to construct a building that their business could support and the best way to support agriculture in this regard is not to further restrict the infrastructure a farmer needs to stay in business.

REPORT OVERVIEW
Focus

Although the report focuses on agricultural issues in the APDs, there is recognition of the importance of agriculture in the broader rural areas as well.  Because there is a significant amount of agriculture occurring in the rural area outside the APDs, most of the recommendations in this report are applicable to agriculture throughout the County.

In addition, while the report generally represents the perspective of the agricultural community, many of the issues are complex and have strong advocates for the various components of the agricultural industry.  This is borne out by competition for funding that supports agriculture.  As a result partnerships will be necessary in order to find common ground and implement the recommendations.

Recommendations on Critical Issues

The Commission made recommendations on how to help resolve challenges related to water (flooding, drainage, and irrigation), economic development, keeping farmers farming, farmer succession, developing a farm-city connection and financial support for the agriculture program.

The following issues were specifically identified as critical to the future of local agriculture:

I. Water

The management of water is critical to the survival of agriculture now and in the future.  Farmers are challenged by too much water in the wet season, which causes wet fields and damaging floods, and by not enough water in the dry season for irrigation and stock watering.

Recommendations

1. King County and the Commission should continue to work with farmers, regulators, tribes, Water Inventory Resource Areas (“WRIAs”), and other stakeholders to streamline the permitting process for agriculture drainage maintenance, while maintaining standards for environmental protection.  The goal is a single, simple permit process that integrates the different levels of regulations. The process should allow farmers the ability to apply for permits and do the work themselves as needed at a reasonable cost.

2. The Commission and staff from the WLRD Agriculture Program, flood management, and DDES should continue to work together to implement the recommendations of the Farm Flood Task Force and to continue exploring ways to allow productive agriculture in flood zones while maintaining public safety. The options should consider incentives as well as regulatory changes.

3. King County should address the need for agricultural irrigation by working with the Washington Department of Ecology, fisheries interests, and others to develop policies and, if needed, recommend legislative changes that could increase access to water for farmers in King County while improving the efficiency of water use.

II. Marketing and Economic Development 

Promotion and marketing support is crucial for small farmers, whether they are selling directly to consumers or wholesalers.  On their own, small farms do not have the resources or knowledge necessary for effective marketing and promotion. 
The increase in farmers markets over the past few years has been impressive, but continued success will require overcoming some of the challenges they face (see discussion of related proviso).  Development of infrastructure and services at a scale that small farmers can access to expand their business will take cooperation and support.

Recommendations
1. The Commission and King County should work with cities and other stakeholders in 2010 to determine the best ways to provide for and fund marketing and economic development services similar to those that King County has been providing.

2. Funding might include increased support from the cities, King Conservation District, other counties, and participating farmers.

III. Keeping Farmers Farming

Two of the most frequently mentioned topics in public meetings and surveys were land affordability and the regulatory environment.  Farmers must be able to afford the land in order to farm and be able to develop the infrastructure required to create a profitable operation.  Whether it is farm pads, barns, or processing facilities, farmers need a simple, cost effective, and easy to navigate regulatory environment to accomplish this.

Recommendation
1. Establish and staff a new public-private task force to address the difficult issues of land affordability, farm succession, and new farmer support. This task force should report back to the Commission, Executive, and County Council, with recommendations.

IV.  Farmer Succession

According to the 2007 Census of Agriculture, the average King County farmer is almost 56 years old.  Fewer young people are entering agriculture as a career. Training and mentoring programs are important activities if there are going to be more farmers farming in the future.

Recommendations
1. King County staff and the Commission should work to develop a regional public-private coalition to guide and promote the intergenerational transition of farmers. 
2. The County should work with these groups to ensure political and financial support for these transitions, including sustaining the regional availability of experts, financial and political support of Washington FarmLink, the intergenerational transfer of farmland ownership, and the availability of credit.

V. Farm City Connection: the Food System

Over the past 40 years, the success of agriculture in King County has depended on the vigorous support from many active citizens who understood that it would take a combination of land use policies, financial support, and forward-looking programs from the County to ensure that farmland would remain in production and farmers would have the tools to be viable. 
In the 1970s, the campaign to save Pike Place Market and the passage of the farmland preservation bond initiative focused attention on these issues and galvanized political will to recognize the importance of agriculture to the County's future. 
In the early 1990s, a new style of neighborhood farmers market started in Seattle, which set the stage for increased visibility of farmers in the cities and the beginnings of a renewed interest in locally grown food for all residents in this region. Today the value of local agriculture is even more appreciated than before while the continued growth of the urban population puts more pressure on agricultural land.

Nurturing the farm-city connection is crucial to ensure the success of local agriculture, a healthy rural environment, and a better quality of life in the region (see discussion of related provisos).
Recommendations:

1. Sponsor a conference or other public event in 2011 to promote the farm-city connection and better understanding of the food system. 
2. Seek co-sponsorships and planning assistance from a broad spectrum of governments, agencies and organizations.

VI. Financial and Interlocal Support

Commercial agriculture struggles to sustain itself economically in a metropolitan area like King County without government support and intervention, particularly in the face of markets that require the ability to process their crops into finished product, increased local and global competition and more profitable land uses such as industrial, retail and residential.  
A strategy that reconciles the financial reality created by shrinking budgets while preserving agriculture and its benefits is required.

Recommendations

1. Enter into interlocal agreements with cities adjacent to agricultural areas to address the impacts of urbanization on agriculture, to preserve the rural environment, and retain agricultural uses.

2. Broaden the base of financial support for local agriculture to include the County, the cities of King County, and other entities to develop sustainable financial support for agriculture, including evaluating new public-private partnerships (see discussion of related provisos).
IMPLEMENTATION

Many of the challenges identified in this report do not have easy answers.  Keeping farmland affordable, decreasing risks to local production, ensuring there will be a new generation of farmers, and reducing impacts from adjacent urban land uses are all challenges for which the report have not identified solutions.   
The report calls for more effort and for getting others involved in a regional discussion about these important issues and how to solve them.  

Therefore, the motion:

· Directs DNRP to convene a regional coalition to evaluate financial and resource needs to implement the recommendations.  The recommendations identify actions and funding necessary to sustain economically viable agriculture in King County over the next ten years.  

· Requests that WLRD work with the Commission, the Department of Development and Environmental Services, the King Conservation District, the cities in King County and other community groups to evaluate and report back to the council on regional funding options and appropriate service providers for implementation of these recommendations.

Attachment 3 of this staff report identifies the resources and financial support needed to support implementation for many of the recommendations.  
RELATED PROVISOS AND REPORTS

The viability of agriculture has recently become an issue of greater urgency due on-going pressures on County funding.  The 2010 County budget included significant reductions to direct support of farmers markets and programs conducted through the Washington State University Cooperative Extension Service (“WSU Extension”).  These reductions led to the inclusion of two budget provisos.  
NOTE:  Committee staff believes that by submittal of the two reports described below, the Executive has satisfied the requirements of the provisos.  

Farmers Market Report

The Executive has transmitted for Council consideration the Farmers Market Report, which presents findings of the recent work done with key groups representing the 39 farmers markets in King County.  The report identifies steps to improve the financial viability of farmers markets and to facilitate opportunities for farmers to participate in those markets.  

The report responds to a proviso in the adopted 2010 King County budget, which states:

“Of this appropriation, $1,000,000 shall not be expended until the agriculture marketing and economic support program convenes and completes a report about discussions with key groups representing farmer markets and farmers to determine steps that can be taken to improve the financial viability of farmer markets and to facilitate farmer access to such markets.  The agriculture marketing and economic support program shall provide a report identifying challenges and potential solutions faced by farmers markets and farmers by March 15, 2010.”

The King County Agriculture Program developed the report with support from farmers, market managers, Washington State University, the Washington State Farmers Market Association, the King Conservation District, and the Cascade Harvest Coalition.

The report identifies the following needs: 
· More research into market business models, 
· Continuation of the public support similar to what the County offers farmers markets in 2010, 
· Implementation of the FARMS Report to help farmers be successful at markets and to ensure King County farms remain viable, and
· Discussions with the cities to expand the funding base for market support.  

Staff recommendation:  There is no specific legislation before the committee as it relates to this report.  However, the report should be used to inform future Council decisions relating to the implementation of recommendations contained in the FARMS report.

Proposed Motion 2010-0160: Funding of Washington State University Cooperative Extension Service

The Executive has transmitted a motion in which council would approve a report on steps to maintain the relationship between the County and the WSU Extension, despite the County’s severe funding challenges.  
The report and motion respond to a proviso in the adopted 2010 King County budget, which states:
“Of this appropriation, $100,000 may not be expended or encumbered until the executive has submitted for council consideration and acceptance by motion, a report on steps taken or planned by the executive to maintain the valued and long-standing relationship between King County and the Washington State University Cooperative Extension Service.  In light of the severe funding constraints faced by King County, the report shall include an evaluation of potential nonmonetary, in-kind support that may be provided to the Washington State University Cooperative Extension Service by King County, as well as ways to coordinate with and assist the service in efforts to obtain and leverage grants from outside resources.  The report shall be transmitted to the council by March 1, 2010.”

As indicated in the report, WSU Extension currently provides certain services to the County’s agriculture and forestry programs using a regional service provision model in which forestry and agricultural expertise from Snohomish and Pierce County WSU Extension services are provided to King County.

In addition, the report identifies other areas in which appropriate current and future partnerships could help continue and strengthen the relationship between WSU Extension and King County.  

These include:  

· Partnerships for Public Health

· Partnerships for Youth and Healthy Living

· Partnerships for 4-H.

These and other partnerships that benefit King County’s citizens are important ways in which WSU Extension’s expertise and support will be mutually beneficial both to the County and to WSU Extension in the future.
The report concludes that WSU and the County have engaged in productive partnerships that have benefitted our citizens for many years.  The opportunities identified above are important areas in which it appears that this partnership can be continued and strengthened, despite the significant fiscal challenges faced by both WSU and the County.  
In addition, the Executive is committed to identifying new areas in which additional partnerships may be appropriate and mutually beneficial to the County, WSU and most importantly, to our citizens and their families.

Staff recommendation:  Although the Executive transmitted a motion by which the Council would accept the report, the budget proviso itself does not mandate such action by either the Executive or Council.  Therefore Committee has two options.  The first would be to not act on the proposed motion and simply use the report to inform future discussions and decisions relative to recommendations contained in the FARMS report. The second option, should the Committee wish to consider acting on the motion is to undertake a review of the Proposed Motion 2010-0160 at a future date. 
ATTACHMENTS
1. Proposed Motion 2010-0084
2. FARMS Report dated December 2009
3. Financial resources needed for implementation
4. Farmers Market Report dated February 2010

5. Proposed Motion 2010-0160 with attachment (WSU Extension Report dated February 25, 2010)[image: image1.png]
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