	
	
	



Williamson Act Program
Policy Review and Recommendations
County of Siskiyou
Section 1: Introduction 
The California Land Conservation Act of 1965 (Williamson Act) authorizes counties to enter into voluntary contracts with private landowners to restrict land to commercial agricultural use and compatible uses that do not displace agricultural production.[endnoteRef:1] In exchange for these long-term land-use restrictions, participating landowners receive reduced property tax assessments based on the land’s agricultural use value rather than market value.[endnoteRef:2] [1:  California Government Code §§ 51200–51297 (California Land Conservation Act of 1965), including provisions governing agricultural preserves, contract eligibility, term, nonrenewal, and enforcement.
]  [2:  California Constitution, Article XIII, Section 8.
] 

The primary purpose of the Williamson Act is to preserve agricultural land by discouraging premature and unnecessary conversion to urban and non-agricultural development. While open space, scenic, habitat, and resource protection benefits may result from working agricultural landscapes, these outcomes are secondary to — and do not substitute for — active commercial agricultural use.
Williamson Act contracts are legally binding agreements that run with the land. The contracts operate on a rolling ten-year term and automatically renew annually unless either the landowner or the County files a notice of nonrenewal. Failure to comply with contract terms or adopted agricultural preserve rules may constitute a breach of contract and subject the landowner to enforcement.
State law requires counties participating in the Williamson Act to adopt rules governing the establishment and administration of agricultural preserves and contracts. These rules define eligibility standards, permitted and compatible uses, verification requirements, and enforcement mechanisms.
Section 2: Background and Program Context 
Statewide Context
The Williamson Act was enacted in response to increasing development pressure on agricultural and open-space lands following World War II. The Legislature sought to preserve productive agricultural land by stabilizing land use and reducing property tax pressures that encouraged conversion to non-agricultural uses.[endnoteRef:3] [3:  AB 2117 (1965); California Department of Conservation, Williamson Act Program Overview (legislative intent and historical context).
] 

The program expanded significantly after adoption of Article XIII, Section 8 of the California Constitution, which authorized property tax assessments based on current use rather than market value. For several decades, the State partially offset county revenue losses through Open Space Subvention payments.[endnoteRef:4] [4:  California Department of Conservation, Williamson Act Open Space Subvention Program History.
] 

Since the early 1980s, participation in the Williamson Act has remained stable at approximately 16 million acres statewide. This represents roughly one-third of all privately owned land in California and about half of the state’s agricultural land.[endnoteRef:5] The program continues to play a central role in protecting farmland and open space from fragmented and leapfrog development, particularly in urban fringe areas and regions with prime agricultural soils. [5:  California Department of Conservation, Williamson Act Status Report (statewide acreage participation statistics).
] 

For several decades, the State of California was an active financial partner in the Williamson Act program. Through the Open Space Subvention program, the State provided payments to counties and cities to partially offset the reduction in property tax revenues resulting from Williamson Act assessments.[endnoteRef:6] Between 1972 and 2008, these subvention payments averaged more than $20 million annually statewide.[endnoteRef:7] [6:  California Government Code §§ 16140–16148 (Open Space Subvention Program) (repealed/inoperative).
]  [7:  California Department of Conservation fiscal summaries of Williamson Act Open Space Subvention payments (1972–2008).
] 

Since 2009, state subvention funding has effectively been eliminated. As a result, counties now bear the full fiscal impact of the Williamson Act while continuing to administer and enforce contract restrictions. Despite the loss of subvention funding, participation statewide has remained relatively stable, reflecting the program’s continued importance in preserving agricultural land.
Participation in the Williamson Act is voluntary, and a small number of California counties have chosen not to participate or to significantly limit participation in the program. Jurisdictions that opt out typically cite fiscal impacts resulting from reduced property tax revenues, particularly following the elimination of state subvention payments, as a primary concern. As of 2024, all counties except Alpine, Del Norte, Imperial, Inyo, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Yuba offer Williamson Act contracts. [endnoteRef:8]  [8:  California Department of Conservation, Williamson Act County Participation Summary.
] 

Siskiyou County Context
Siskiyou County established its first Agricultural Preserve in 1969 and has administered the Williamson Act program for more than five decades. Over that time, the Board of Supervisors has repeatedly amended preserve rules to clarify eligibility standards, modify allowable uses, and reinforce the requirement that contracted land remain devoted to bona fide commercial agricultural production.[endnoteRef:9] [9:  Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors Resolution No. 404 (Book 2) (January 28, 1969).
] 

Key policy themes reflected in successive Board actions include:
· Use of minimum acreage and soils-based standards to ensure long-term agricultural viability
· Removal or limitation of non-agricultural and residential-driven uses
· Increased emphasis on verification, monitoring, and enforcement
· Recognition that subdivision and fragmentation undermine agricultural preserve objectives
The most recent rule amendments, adopted in December 2024, clarified definitions, application requirements, verification standards, and limitations on residential and non-agricultural uses.[endnoteRef:10] [10:  Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors Resolution No. 24-207 (2024).
] 

Timeline of Key Changes in Siskiyou County’s Program
On January 28, 1969, the Board adopted Resolution No. 404 (Book 2), formally establishing Siskiyou County’s Agricultural Preserve and authorizing the execution of Williamson Act contracts. The resolution established uniform preserve rules, including provisions governing compatible uses. In subsequent years, the Board addressed additional implementation issues, including lienholder signature requirements, preliminary title reports, and referral of applications to the Planning Commission and a Screening Committee. During this period, additional lands were added to the original preserve, and a new preserve was established by Resolution No. 356 (Book 5).
On July 9, 1974, the Board adopted Resolution No. 5 (Book 6), establishing formal guidelines for Agricultural Preserves, including minimum acreage requirements, soil standards, allowed uses, filing deadlines, and fees.[endnoteRef:11] [11:  Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors Resolution No. 5 (Book 6) (July 9, 1974).
] 

In 1977, Resolution No. 347 (Book 7) further amended the guidelines to prohibit land divisions that would result in parcels ineligible for Agricultural Preserve contracts.[endnoteRef:12] [12:  Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors Resolution No. 347 (Book 7) (1977).
] 

In 1983, the Board adopted Resolution No. 275 (Book 11), revising preserve guidelines in response to requests from four apple orchard operators whose properties did not meet the then-existing 100-acre minimum. The revisions allowed fruit, nut, and vine operations on parcels of 10 acres or greater to qualify, increased the application fee to $445, and added provisions addressing contract cancellation.[endnoteRef:13] [13:  Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors Resolution No. 275 (Book 11) (1983).
] 

In 2009, following the elimination of state subvention funding, the Board instituted a moratorium on new Williamson Act contracts and convened a working group consisting of representatives from the Agricultural Preserve Advisory Board, Siskiyou County Cattlewomen’s and Cattlemen’s Associations, and the Farm Bureau.[endnoteRef:14] [14:  Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors actions following elimination of Williamson Act subvention funding (2009).
] 

The working group recommended revisions to support the agricultural industry, protect agricultural land from conversion, and ensure program feasibility in light of the County assuming the full fiscal burden. These recommendations led to updated guidelines adopted on February 7, 2012, by Resolution No. 12-33, including a limited opportunity for existing contract holders to voluntarily rescind and re-enter their contracts without having to pay the application fee; fourteen applications were received.[endnoteRef:15] [15:  Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors Resolution No. 12-33 (February 7, 2012).
] 

In 2020, the Board determined that the establishment of new Agricultural Preserves would be limited to years in which the State provides subvention funding. Through subsequent amendments adopted by Board Resolution No. 20-144, the Board replaced the Agricultural Preserve Advisory Board with an Agricultural Preserve Administrator and formally tied the creation of new Agricultural Preserves to the availability of state funding.[endnoteRef:16] [16:  Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors Resolution No. 20-144 (2020).
] 

As a practical effect of this policy, new Williamson Act contracts may be approved only on lands already located within an existing Agricultural Preserve, since new preserves are not being established in the absence of state funding. The County has continued to accept and process applications for new or amended contracts; however, applications proposing enrollment of land outside an existing Agricultural Preserve are processed with the understanding that staff will recommend denial consistent with adopted Board policy.
In 2022, the Board adopted additional revisions clarifying the intent of the Williamson Act and refining provisions related to agricultural production uses, compatible uses, and verification requirements (Resolution No. 22-212).[endnoteRef:17]  [17:  Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors Resolution No. 22-212 (2022).
] 

Resolution No. 24-207, adopted in 2024, implemented the most recent revisions to the County’s Williamson Act Guidelines. These revisions included the addition of clearer definitions and updated application requirements, authorization of limited short-term rental use of certain existing residential structures, and allowing a small, clearly limited portion of land under contract—not to exceed five percent of the parcel or five acres, whichever is less—to be used for a non-agricultural purpose that is not directly related to the on-site agricultural operation. Such uses are allowed only when they are found by the County to be compatible with the Williamson Act, do not displace or impair ongoing commercial agricultural production, remain subordinate to the primary agricultural use of the property, and are subject to case-by-case review and approval by the County.
Funding of Siskiyou County’s Williamson Act Program
Since state subvention funding ended in 2009, the County has fully carried the financial burden of the program. The fiscal impact on the County is reflected not only in lost tax revenue but also in hundreds of hours of staff time across multiple departments dedicated to monitoring and maintaining the program.
In 2025, it is estimated that $613,572 in General Fund revenue was forgone due to Williamson Act restricted assessments. This is a significant impact when compared to the period before subvention funding ended, when the average annual subvention payment to the County from 2000 to 2008 was $766,295 (Fiscal Report provided by the California Department of Conservation and confirmed by the Siskiyou County Auditor’s Office).[endnoteRef:18] [18:  California Department of Conservation fiscal reports and Siskiyou County Auditor’s Office confirmation of Williamson Act subvention and restricted value impacts.
] 

Siskiyou County’s Williamson Act Process
Below is the current step-by-step process of Williamson Act contracts for Siskiyou County:
Step 1: Landowner Interest and Eligibility (State-mandated / County-discretionary)
· Participation is voluntary for both the landowner and the County.
· The landowner evaluates whether the parcel meets County eligibility standards, including minimum parcel size, agricultural use, and preserve location.
Step 2: Agricultural Preserve Requirement (State-mandated / County-implemented)
· Only land located within a designated agricultural preserve may be enrolled.
· The Board of Supervisors establishes preserve boundaries and adopts preserve rules by resolution.
Step 3: Parcel Size and Land Classification Review (County-discretionary)
· County framework: Siskiyou County’s Williamson Act Guidelines incorporate the State’s presumptive minimum parcel sizes and apply them as mandatory eligibility thresholds.
· Prime agricultural land: Parcels must be at least 10 acres to qualify.
· Non-prime agricultural land: Parcels must be at least 40 acres to qualify.
· Limited exception to the 40-acre minimum (non-prime specialty crops): Parcels of at least 10 acres may qualify if the land is devoted exclusively to the growing of fruits, nuts, or vines, the use was established prior to application, at least 80 percent of the parcel is dedicated to that use, and no individual legal parcel is smaller than 10 acres.
· County discretion and peer practices: State law does not set a fixed minimum acreage requirement, and counties vary widely in how parcel size standards are applied, making minimum parcel size one of the most significant areas of local discretion under the Williamson Act.[endnoteRef:19] [19:  California Government Code §§ 51201, 51222 (establishing presumptions rather than mandatory minimum acreage standards).
] 

Step 4: Verification of Agricultural Use (State-mandated / County-implemented)
· The parcel must be devoted primarily to commercial agricultural production.
· The County may require documentation such as crop plans, grazing plans, leases, or evidence of agricultural activity.
Step 5: Application Submittal (County-administered)
· The landowner submits a Williamson Act application to the Planning Division.
· Application and processing fees are required.
Step 6: County Staff Review (County-administered)
· The Planning Division coordinates review with the Assessor, Agricultural Commissioner, and other departments.
· Staff evaluates consistency with the Williamson Act, agricultural preserve rules, zoning, and the General Plan.
Step 7: Review by the Agricultural Preserve Administrator (County-discretionary)
· Applications are reviewed by the Agricultural Preserve Administrator, defined in the Guidelines as the Planning Director or designee.
· The Administrator evaluates the application for consistency with the Williamson Act, the Agricultural Preserve Guidelines, zoning, and the General Plan.
· The Administrator prepares a written recommendation to approve, conditionally approve, or deny the application for consideration by the Board of Supervisors.
· The Administrator’s recommendation is advisory to the Board of Supervisors and does not constitute final action on the application.
Step 8: Board of Supervisors Consideration (State-mandated / County-implemented)
· Applications are considered at a public Board meeting.
· The Board may approve, conditionally approve, or deny the application based on adopted standards and findings.
Step 9: Contract Execution and Recordation (State-mandated)
· Approved contracts are executed with a rolling 10-year term.
· The contract is recorded against the property and runs with the land.
Step 10: Property Tax Assessment (State-mandated)
· The County Assessor values the land based on its restricted agricultural use rather than market value.
· The restricted assessment remains in effect while the contract is active.
Step 11: Ongoing Compliance and Monitoring (State-mandated / County-enforced)
· The land must remain in qualifying agricultural use.
· The County may investigate violations and pursue enforcement through zoning or legal remedies.
Step 12: Nonrenewal Process (State-mandated)
· Either the landowner or the County may file a notice of nonrenewal.
· The contract then phases out over the remaining term, with tax benefits gradually reduced.
Step 13: Contract Cancellation (State-mandated)
· Only the landowner may initiate a contract cancellation.
· Early cancellation requires Board approval and statutory findings.
· Cancellation fees are imposed as required by state law.
Section 3: Overview of Recurring Issues
Siskiyou County is experiencing increasing requests from property owners seeking enrollment of parcels that do not meet the County’s existing Williamson Act eligibility standards, particularly parcels that were historically part of larger ranch holdings but have since been subdivided or have changed ownership. These requests most often involve non-prime agricultural parcels that fall below the adopted minimum acreage requirements, with intermittent grazing use, limited soil productivity and/or reduced or altered water availability.
The County’s Williamson Act program has historically relied on clear, objective eligibility standards, including minimum acreage thresholds, soils-based productivity analysis, and verification of bona fide commercial agricultural use, to ensure that contracted land remains capable of supporting long-term agricultural production.[endnoteRef:20] These standards have provided consistency, defensibility, and transparency in program administration.  [20:  Siskiyou County Williamson Act Guidelines, as adopted and amended by Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors Resolution No. 24-207 (Dec. 3, 2024).
] 

Requests for parcel-specific exceptions place the Board of Supervisors in the position of balancing individual landowner concerns against the need for consistent, defensible application of eligibility criteria. Absent clear standards for sub-minimum parcels, ad hoc exceptions risk undermining program consistency, creating unequal treatment among landowners, and weakening the County’s ability to administer and defend its agricultural preserve program.
The core policy issue before the Board is not whether flexibility should ever be allowed, but whether and how eligibility standards should be applied consistently and defensibly in response to increasing landowner requests, while maintaining fidelity to the purpose of the Williamson Act and the County’s long-standing program structure.
To inform this discussion, the following sections examine recurring eligibility and compliance issues encountered in Siskiyou County and compare them with approaches used by peer counties.
These issues are addressed in detail in Section 3 and include:
1. Acreage Minimums and Income Considerations
 Evaluation of minimum parcel size standards, including peer county approaches to sub-minimum parcels, aggregation, productivity-based standards, and implications for Siskiyou County’s eligibility framework.
2. Soils Analysis
 Review of how California counties incorporate soil capability and land productivity into eligibility and preserve administration, with comparison to Siskiyou County’s existing soils-based acreage equivalency requirements.
3. Commercial Viability of Contracted Lands
 Analysis of commercial agricultural viability as a core eligibility and compliance principle, including indicators of bona fide agricultural use, peer county practices, and the role of viability findings in protecting program integrity and public benefit.
4. Water Use Changes and Agricultural Viability
 Examination of how changes in water diversion use may affect the continued agricultural viability of contracted lands, and how such changes intersect with eligibility, compliance, and nonrenewal considerations.
Issue 1: Acreage Minimums and Income Considerations
Minimum Parcel Size as an Eligibility Standard
Minimum parcel size requirements are a foundational component of Williamson Act eligibility and are intended to ensure that land placed under contract is capable of supporting long-term commercial agricultural use. State law establishes presumptive minimum parcel sizes of 10 acres for prime agricultural land and 40 acres for non-prime agricultural land, while granting counties discretion to implement these standards through locally adopted agricultural preserve rules.
In Siskiyou County, eligibility determinations for non-prime agricultural land have historically relied on meeting the 40-acre minimum in combination with soils-based productivity standards and verification of agricultural use. This approach reflects the County’s grazing-dominant agricultural landscape and has provided a consistent and defensible framework for evaluating long-term agricultural viability.
Requests to enroll non-prime parcels that fall below the 40-acre minimum raise policy questions regarding whether alternative eligibility pathways should be recognized, and if so, what objective criteria would be necessary to ensure that any flexibility does not undermine program consistency or the purpose of the Act.
Role of Agricultural Income in Eligibility
Counties vary in whether and how agricultural income is considered in evaluating Williamson Act eligibility.[endnoteRef:21] In some jurisdictions, income is treated as a mandatory eligibility threshold; in others, it functions as supporting evidence of bona fide commercial agricultural use. Importantly, income requirements are rarely applied in isolation and are typically used in conjunction with acreage, soils, land capability, and operational context. [21:  Peer county Williamson Act rules and policies (as discussed in this report), including Napa County, Santa Clara County, Alameda County, San Luis Obispo County, Monterey County, and Placer County eligibility standards addressing minimum parcel size, substandard parcels, aggregation, and agricultural income considerations.
] 

Siskiyou County does not apply a fixed agricultural income requirement as a condition of eligibility. Evidence of agricultural use may include grazing activity, leases, or management practices, but income has not been used as a substitute for minimum parcel size requirements. This reflects a policy determination that income alone is not a reliable indicator of long-term agricultural viability in a region where grazing operations often fluctuate due to market conditions, drought, fire, and seasonal variability.
Peer County Approaches to Sub-Minimum Parcels
A review of peer counties demonstrates that while some jurisdictions allow limited eligibility for parcels below standard minimum sizes, such allowances are typically supported by formal policies, objective criteria, or aggregation requirements, rather than discretionary, case-by-case exceptions.
Peer county approaches generally fall into four categories:
1. Strict acreage-based eligibility, where parcels must meet minimum size thresholds and sub-minimum parcels are not eligible (e.g., Placer County).

2. Substandard parcel policies, where eligibility below minimum size is allowed only under defined criteria demonstrating sustained commercial agricultural use and operational integration (e.g., Santa Clara County).

3. Context-based exceptions, where smaller parcels may qualify if they function as part of a larger agricultural operation or are isolated agricultural “islands” within preserved landscapes (e.g., Alameda County).

4. Income-based eligibility, where minimum gross agricultural income is required to demonstrate active commercial production (e.g., Monterey and Placer counties).
While implementation varies, a consistent theme across peer counties is that flexibility for sub-minimum parcels is accompanied by explicit guardrails designed to maintain program integrity and avoid ad hoc decision-making.
Siskiyou County — Existing Standards and Practice
Standard minimum parcel size requirement:
· 10 acres for prime land
· 40 acres for non-prime land
Siskiyou County has historically relied on clear acreage thresholds and soils-based standards to evaluate eligibility, particularly for grazing and non-prime agricultural lands. The County does not maintain a formal policy allowing sub-minimum parcel exceptions based on productivity, aggregation, or income alone. Eligibility determinations emphasize meeting minimum parcel size requirements and consistency with adopted agricultural preserve rules.
Income is not required and is considered only as contextual evidence of agricultural use.
Napa County
Standard minimum parcel size requirement:
· 10 acres for prime land
· 40 acres for non-prime land
For prime agricultural land, parcels smaller than 10 acres may be eligible under limited circumstances, generally for parcels greater than five acres. Eligibility requires findings demonstrating sustained commercial agricultural use, sound management practices, and a meaningful contribution to agricultural production. At least 75 percent of the parcel must be actively devoted to agricultural use. Parcels consisting of non-prime agricultural land are generally subject to the 40-acre minimum and do not have a comparable sub-minimum eligibility pathway.
Income is evaluated as evidence of bona fide agricultural use but is not applied as a fixed numeric threshold.
Santa Clara County 
Standard minimum parcel size requirements:
· 10 acres for prime agricultural land
· 40 acres for non-prime agricultural land

Santa Clara County applies standard minimum parcel sizes of 10 acres for prime agricultural land and 40 acres for non-prime agricultural land. For parcels below these thresholds, the County has adopted a formal “substandard parcel” policy that allows eligibility where stringent commercial agricultural criteria are met. These criteria include a high percentage of the parcel in active agricultural production, documentation of sustained agricultural use, and evaluation of the parcel’s integration into a viable commercial agricultural operation. While such parcels remain classified as substandard, the policy provides a defined pathway for smaller parcels demonstrating long-term commercial agricultural viability.
Agricultural income may be required as supporting evidence within this framework but is not applied as a universal threshold.
Alameda County
Standard minimum parcel size requirements:
· 10 acres for prime agricultural land
· 40 acres for non-prime agricultural land
Alameda County applies the standard minimum parcel sizes but allows limited exceptions for parcels that do not meet the minimum acreage where specific operational or locational circumstances exist. These include parcels that function as part of a larger agricultural operation under common ownership or parcels that are isolated agricultural “islands” surrounded by lands already under contract or within an agricultural preserve. These exceptions recognize the functional role that smaller parcels may play within a broader agricultural landscape and are evaluated on a case-by-case basis.
Income is not required as a standalone eligibility criterion and is considered only as supporting context.
San Luis Obispo County 
Minimum parcel size requirements:
· Approximately 10 acres for coastal or vegetable lands
· Approximately 20 acres for orchards or vineyards
· Approximately 160 acres for dry farming
· Approximately 320 acres for grazing or low-productivity lands
San Luis Obispo County applies a tiered acreage system based on soil quality, land type, and agricultural productivity rather than a single minimum parcel size standard. Eligibility determinations focus on whether the land is capable of supporting long-term commercial agricultural use consistent with its physical characteristics.
Agricultural income is not applied as a fixed requirement.
Monterey County
Standard minimum parcel size requirements:
· 40 acres for prime agricultural land
· 100 acres for non-prime or open land
Monterey County applies locally adopted acreage standards that exceed the state’s presumptive minimums, particularly for non-prime and open land. Eligibility determinations focus on meeting the applicable acreage thresholds and on whether the land functions as part of a bona fide commercial agricultural operation. Rather than allowing sub-minimum parcel exceptions, the County permits aggregation of parcels under common or coordinated ownership to satisfy minimum acreage requirements.
Applicants must demonstrate minimum gross agricultural income, generally $8,000 per year for three of the previous five years, as a mandatory eligibility criterion.
Placer County
Standard minimum parcel size requirements:
· 10 acres for prime agricultural land
· 40 acres for non-prime agricultural land
Placer County relies primarily on minimum parcel size standards for both prime and non-prime agricultural land, together with confirmation that land is actively used for commercial agriculture. The County does not maintain a formal sub-minimum eligibility program based on productivity or operational context alone, and eligibility determinations emphasize straightforward application of the acreage thresholds.
Applicants must document minimum gross agricultural income, generally $4,500 in the prior year or averaged over three years, as a required component of eligibility.
Table 3-1: County Parcel Size Standards and Non-Prime Land Treatment
	County
	Minimum Parcel Size
(Prime/Non-Prime)
	How Non-Prime Land Is Treated
	Income Role

	Siskiyou
	10 acres / 40 acres
	No formal sub-minimum pathway; eligibility relies on meeting acreage and soils-based standards
	Not required; supporting context only

	Napa
	10 acres / 40 acres

	No sub-minimum pathway for non-prime land; eligibility relies on meeting acreage standard
	Not required; supporting context only

	Santa Clara
	10 acres / 40 acres

	Substandard parcel policy may allow eligibility below minimum where sustained commercial use is shown
	Not required; supporting context only

	Alameda
	10 acres / 40 acres

	Conditional exceptions where parcel is part of larger operation or isolated agricultural “island”
	Not required; supporting context only

	San Luis Obispo
	10-20 acres /
160–320 acres
	Tiered acreage standards require substantially larger parcels for dry farming and grazing land
	Not required

	Monterey
	40 acres / 100 acres
	No sub-minimum parcels; aggregation allowed to meet higher acreage threshold
	Required ($8,000/year for 3 of last 5 years)

	Placer
	10 acres / 40 acres
	No formal sub-minimum eligibility program for non-prime land
	Required ($4,500 prior year or 3-year average)



 Issue 2: Soils Analysis
Soil capability and land productivity are widely used indicators of a parcel’s potential to support sustained commercial agricultural use, particularly for non-prime agricultural land, grazing operations, and dryland farming. While state law does not mandate the use of soil analysis as an eligibility criterion, many counties incorporate soil data—either formally or administratively—to support eligibility determinations and long-term agricultural viability findings.[endnoteRef:22] [22:  USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), Soil Survey Manual and soil capability classification system.
] 

In counties with large expanses of non-prime or grazing-dominant land, soil analysis is frequently used to supplement gross acreage standards, recognizing that acreage alone may not accurately reflect productive capacity. This is particularly relevant where lower-quality soils require greater land area to sustain viable agricultural operations.
Siskiyou County’s Existing Soils-Based Framework
Siskiyou County applies soil capability analysis primarily to non-prime agricultural land, including grazing and dryland parcels, where gross acreage alone may not adequately reflect agricultural viability. For such lands, the County requires that parcels meet a 40-acre Class I or Class II equivalent soil threshold, calculated using NRCS soil capability classifications and adopted conversion ratios.
This soils-based equivalency framework provides an objective, science-based method for evaluating land capability and has historically functioned as a defensible tool for distinguishing land capable of sustaining commercial agricultural use from land that is marginal, fragmented, or unsuitable—particularly in the context of non-prime and grazing-dominant landscapes.
Prime agricultural land qualifies based on the 10-acre minimum parcel size and is not subject to soil equivalency conversion.
Application of Soil Acreage Equivalency in Siskiyou County
For purposes of eligibility, non-prime agricultural land acreage is converted to Class I or Class II productivity equivalents using soil capability ratios. These conversions account for differences between irrigated and dryland conditions and reflect declining productivity in lower soil classes.

Table 3-2: Soil Capability Class Equivalency Table for Non-Prime Land
	Soil Capability Class
	Irrigated Land Equivalent
	Dry Land Equivalent

	Class I
	1 acre = 1 acre
	1 acre = 1 acre

	Class II
	1 acre = 1 acre
	1 acre = 1 acre

	Class III
	1 acre = 1 acre
	2 acres = 1 acre

	Class IV
	2 acres = 1 acre
	4 acres = 1 acre

	Class V
	3 acres = 1 acre
	6 acres = 1 acre

	Class VI
	3 acres = 1 acre
	6 acres = 1 acre

	Class VII
	10 acres = 1 acre
	10 acres = 1 acre


 
A parcel must demonstrate at least 40 acres of Class I or Class II equivalent soils to qualify under this standard.
Example Soil Equivalency Calculations
Example A: Qualifying Parcel (210 acres of Non-Prime Land)
Assume a parcel contains the following dryland soils:
120 acres of Class IV soil
120 ÷ 4 = 30 Class I/II equivalent acres
60 acres of Class V soil
60 ÷ 6 = 10 Class I/II equivalent acres
30 acres of Class VI soil
30 ÷ 6 = 5 Class I/II equivalent acres
Total equivalent acreage: 45 acres
Result: Parcel qualifies.

Example B: Non-Qualifying Parcel (170 acres of Non-Prime Land)
Assume a parcel contains the following dryland soils:
80 acres of Class IV soil
80 ÷ 4 = 20 Class I/II equivalent acres
60 acres of Class V soil
60 ÷ 6 = 10 Class I/II equivalent acres
30 acres of Class VI soil
30 ÷ 6 = 5 Class I/II equivalent acres
Total equivalent acreage: 35 acres
Result: Parcel does not qualify.
Peer County Review - Soil Analysis
A review of peer counties shows that soil capability analysis is commonly used to evaluate eligibility for non-prime agricultural land, particularly in counties with extensive grazing, dryland agriculture, or variable soil productivity. While implementation varies, peer practices generally fall into three broad categories:
(1) counties with formal or semi-formal soil-based standards,
(2) counties that use soil data administratively to support eligibility findings, and
(3) counties that rely primarily on acreage thresholds with limited soil analysis.
Counties with Formal or Semi-Formal Soil-Based Frameworks
Ventura County
In Ventura County, soil analysis plays a direct role in preserve design and eligibility thresholds, providing a structured basis for evaluating agricultural potential. Ventura County incorporates soil capability and land productivity into the development and administration of its agricultural preserve rules. Soil quality is used to inform minimum parcel size requirements and crop suitability determinations. County staff routinely reference USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) soil surveys and Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program (FMMP) data in staff reports and eligibility analyses.
Santa Barbara County
Soil data in Santa Barbara County is used as part of a broader, multi-factor assessment of agricultural viability rather than as a standalone eligibility requirement. Santa Barbara County integrates soil type and agricultural productivity into its classification of land as prime or non-prime farmland and into findings regarding long-term agricultural viability. This approach is particularly relevant for orchard, vineyard, and coastal agricultural lands, where soil conditions are closely tied to crop success and economic feasibility.
Counties Using Soil Analysis Administratively (Not Codified)
Yolo County
Soil analysis in Yolo County functions as supporting evidence that enhances the defensibility of eligibility determinations without imposing rigid, codified requirements. Yolo County does not establish fixed soil thresholds within its agricultural preserve rules. Instead, the County routinely relies on FMMP Prime Farmland designations and NRCS soil surveys during staff evaluations of Williamson Act applications. Soil quality is used to support acreage standards and to strengthen findings for contract approvals.
Fresno County
In Fresno County, soil analysis serves as a key technical input in managing a diverse and large-scale agricultural landscape. As one of the largest Williamson Act programs statewide, Fresno County makes extensive use of soil mapping to distinguish prime farmland from grazing lands and to evaluate minimum parcel sizes for irrigated versus non-irrigated operations. Soil productivity is frequently considered alongside water availability when assessing agricultural viability.
Kern County
Soil analysis in Kern County supports nuanced distinctions among land types while remaining flexible and administratively applied. Kern County relies on NRCS soil data and FMMP classifications to differentiate between irrigated farmland and rangeland. Soil productivity is used to justify differing eligibility standards and to support findings that land is capable of sustaining long-term agricultural use.
Counties with Minimal or Informal Use of Soil Analysis
Stanislaus County
Stanislaus County relies primarily on acreage-based thresholds for Williamson Act eligibility. Soil quality is referenced indirectly through prime farmland classifications and historical cropping patterns but does not play a central role in eligibility determinations.
Merced County
Merced County follows a similar approach, emphasizing parcel size and zoning consistency. Soil data is used mainly to support prime farmland determinations rather than as an independent evaluation criterion.
Rural and Grazing-Dominant Counties Comparable to Siskiyou County
Lassen County
Lassen County uses soil and rangeland productivity information informally when evaluating grazing lands under the Williamson Act. Soil quality helps explain larger minimum parcel sizes and seasonal grazing patterns typical of the region.
Modoc County
Modoc County focuses on rangeland capability rather than crop-specific soil classifications. Soil and land capability information inform determinations of grazing viability and long-term agricultural use.
Table 3-3: Peer County Soil Analysis Comparison
	County 
	Soil Analysis Role 
	How Soil Is Used 
	Relevance to Siskiyou’s Rules 

	Ventura 
	Semi-formal 
	Soil quality informs preserve rules, parcel size, and crop suitability 
	Comparable use in mixed ag regions 

	Santa Barbara 
	Semi-formal 
	Soil productivity supports long-term ag viability and prime/non-prime distinctions 
	Useful for orchard/vineyard analysis 

	Santa Clara 
	Administrative 
	Soil surveys reviewed as part of substandard parcel determinations 
	Soil as one factor among revenue and history 

	Alameda 
	Administrative 
	Soil data supports eligibility and “island parcel” findings 
	Supports discretionary, case-by-case review 

	Yolo 
	Administrative 
	FMMP and NRCS soils used to support findings, not codified thresholds 
	Large ag county using soil defensively 

	Fresno 
	Administrative / technical 
	Soil productivity distinguishes irrigated cropland vs. grazing 
	Shows soil + water as viability factors 

	Kern 
	Administrative 
	Soil and land capability inform standards for rangeland vs. farmland 
	Relevant for large, diverse ag landscapes 

	Stanislaus 
	Minimal / indirect 
	Soil referenced mainly through prime farmland mapping 
	Illustrates acreage-driven model 

	Merced 
	Minimal / indirect 
	Soil secondary to acreage and zoning 
	Peer example with limited soil reliance 

	Lassen 
	Informal
(grazing-focused) 
	Soil and rangeland capability inform grazing viability 
	Closely comparable rural/grazing county 

	Modoc 
	Informal
(grazing-focused) 
	Soil and land capability support long-term grazing use 
	Very similar rural context to Siskiyou 

	Placer 
	Minimal 
	Primarily acreage-based eligibility 
	Example of limited discretion 

	Monterey 
	Limited 
	Soil used indirectly; aggregation emphasized 
	Shows alternative compliance pathway



Issue 3: Commercial Viability of Contracted Lands
Role of Commercial Viability in Eligibility and Compliance
A core principle of the Williamson Act is that land placed under contract must be devoted primarily to commercial agricultural production. In Siskiyou County, issues arise when parcels proposed for enrollment or continued participation do not clearly meet this standard due to limited usable acreage, marginal productivity, subdivision history, or changes in operational context.
Commercial viability serves as a critical lens through which eligibility, monitoring, and enforcement decisions are evaluated. While minimum parcel size and soils provide objective thresholds, commercial viability addresses whether land can realistically sustain ongoing agricultural production under local conditions, rather than functioning as incidental, transitional, or speculative open space.
In Siskiyou County, a parcel is considered commercially viable when it is actively devoted to one or more qualifying agricultural production uses identified in the adopted rules, or when it is demonstrably operated as part of a bona fide commercial agricultural operation consistent with those rules.
Protection of Program Integrity and Public Benefit
Agricultural preserve contracts provide reduced property tax assessments in exchange for enforceable agricultural land-use restrictions. Application of commercial agricultural production standards helps ensure that this public benefit is reserved for land that supports bona fide working farms and ranches.
Reliance on commercial agricultural production standards, rather than acreage alone, strengthens the County’s ability to defend eligibility determinations, address atypical or marginal parcels, and avoid arbitrary or inconsistent decision-making.
Application in a Grazing-Dominant Agricultural Context
Agricultural operations in Siskiyou County vary widely in size, intensity, and productivity. Grazing operations in particular may involve large acreages with low stocking densities, seasonal use patterns, and fluctuating production levels driven by drought, fire, market conditions, and forage availability.
The County’s adopted rules account for these conditions by recognizing legitimate commercial grazing operations, including leased grazing arrangements, while distinguishing them from incidental or hobby uses. This approach allows for flexibility where agricultural operations are bona fide and recurring, while maintaining clear expectations for verification and compliance.
At the same time, parcels that technically meet acreage or soils thresholds but lack meaningful agricultural activity, credible operational plans, or integration into a commercial operation may fail to meet the viability standard, even if minimum numeric thresholds are satisfied.
Distinguishing Agriculture from Transitional or Conversion Uses
Commercial viability standards assist the County in distinguishing land that is actively managed for agriculture from land held primarily for future development, subdivision, or conversion to non-agricultural uses. This distinction has become increasingly important as water availability constraints, renewable energy siting pressures, and land-use transitions affect agricultural landscapes.
Consistent application of viability standards helps ensure that agricultural preserve contracts continue to support long-term agricultural use, rather than serving as interim tax benefits for land that is no longer credibly engaged in agricultural production.
Equity and Transparency for Landowners
Clear and consistent application of commercial agricultural production standards promotes equitable treatment among landowners by applying the same criteria to similarly situated parcels. Transparent findings help landowners understand the basis for County decisions and reduce perceptions of inconsistency or favoritism.
 Peer County Review – Commercial Viability
Peer counties consistently recognize commercial agricultural viability as a necessary component of Williamson Act eligibility and compliance, though implementation varies.
Counties with Explicit Viability Requirements
Marin County
Marin County requires land under contract to be principally devoted to commercial agricultural production, with eligibility and renewal determinations based on evidence of ongoing production, grazing intensity, commercial leases, and integration into working farm or ranch operations.
Ventura County
Ventura County incorporates soil capability, crop suitability, and agricultural productivity into its preserve rules and evaluates whether land can realistically sustain commercial agricultural production rather than relying solely on acreage thresholds.
Santa Barbara County
Santa Barbara County requires land to be suitable for long-term commercial agricultural use, with determinations based on soil type, water availability, and crop history.
 Counties Applying Viability Through Administrative Practice
 Some counties do not always codify commercial viability thresholds but consistently apply commercial viability analysis through staff review and findings.
Yolo County
Yolo County relies on FMMP Prime Farmland classifications, NRCS soil data, and evidence of active production when evaluating eligibility and renewals. Commercial agricultural use is treated as a de facto requirement, and staff reports routinely include findings addressing the parcel’s ongoing agricultural viability.
Stanislaus County
Stanislaus County primarily relies on acreage thresholds but reinforces eligibility through findings related to prime farmland designation, cropping history, and active production.
 Rural and Grazing-Dominant Counties Comparable to Siskiyou County 
Several rural Northern California counties with grazing-dominant agricultural economies apply commercial viability standards that closely parallel Siskiyou County’s land use context.
Mendocino County
Mendocino County evaluates suitability for long-term commercial agricultural use based on soil capability, water availability, and operational context.
Tehama County
Tehama County requires land to be actively devoted to commercial agricultural production. Grazing is the dominant agricultural use, and viability is evaluated through recurring livestock use, written leases or ownership integration, and rangeland capability. Staff reports routinely distinguish commercial grazing from incidental or hobby use.
Humboldt County
Humboldt County requires parcels under contract to be principally devoted to commercial agricultural use, with viability evaluated through soil capability, water availability, and historical agricultural use.
Table 3-4: Peer County Commercial Viability Comparison
	County 
	Commercial Viability Requirement 
	How Viability Is Evaluated 
	Relevance to Siskiyou County 

	Marin 
	Explicit: land must be principally devoted to commercial agriculture 
	Active production, grazing intensity, leases, integration into ranch operations 
	High – grazing-focused, residential pressure 

	Ventura 
	Explicit, codified in preserve rules 
	Soil capability, crop suitability, long-term productivity 
	Medium – more intensive ag, but strong viability framework 

	Santa Barbara 
	Explicit long-term commercial viability requirement 
	Soil type, water availability, crop history 
	Medium – specialty crops, but clear findings model 

	Yolo 
	Administrative (not always codified) 
	FMMP Prime status, NRCS soils, active production evidence 
	Medium – demonstrates defensible, non-codified approach 

	Stanislaus 
	Implicit, reinforced through findings 
	Acreage, prime farmland, cropping history 
	Lower – acreage-driven but shows supporting findings 

	Mendocino 
	Explicit suitability for long-term commercial ag 
	Soil, water, operational context, mixed-use pressures 
	High – rural, mixed-use, similar land pressures 

	Tehama 
	Explicit requirement for commercial agricultural production 
	Recurring grazing, written leases, rangeland capability 
	Very High – grazing-dominant, directly comparable 

	Humboldt 
	Explicit: principally devoted to commercial ag 
	Soil capability, water availability, historical use 
	High – rural, grazing and mixed-use context


Issue 4: Water Use Changes and Agricultural Viability 
In Siskiyou County, two related water use issues affect the continued agricultural viability of land subject to agricultural preserve contracts.
First, situations arise where land loses access to water historically relied upon for irrigation or stock water due to changes in availability, infrastructure, or lawful reallocation of water rights. When this occurs, agricultural production may be reduced or eliminated, raising questions about whether the parcel remains capable of sustaining commercial agricultural production at a level consistent with contract requirements.
Second, concerns arise where water diversion permits associated with agricultural land remain valid, but the authorized or actual use of diverted water changes in a manner that materially reduces or eliminates commercial agricultural operations. In these cases, water may continue to be diverted for nonagricultural purposes such as habitat restoration, wetland creation, or instream flow enhancement, while agricultural production ceases or is no longer credibly maintained. Although such diversions may remain lawful under state water law, the continued existence of a diversion permit does not by itself demonstrate agricultural viability.
Loss or Reduction of Water Necessary for Agricultural Use
Situations arise where land historically relied upon irrigation or stock water that is no longer available due to drought, infrastructure failure, forfeiture, curtailment, or lawful transfer of water rights. When such changes result in a long-term reduction or cessation of agricultural production, questions arise as to whether the land continues to meet the requirement that it be devoted primarily to commercial agricultural use.
Temporary reductions in water availability—such as those caused by drought, wildfire, or short-term regulatory curtailments—do not necessarily undermine eligibility or compliance where agricultural use is reasonably expected to resume. However, where water loss is permanent or indefinite and agricultural production cannot be credibly maintained, continued enrollment under a Williamson Act contract may no longer be appropriate.
Changes in Authorized or Actual Use of Water
Additional concerns arise where water diversion permits associated with agricultural land remain valid, but the authorized or actual use of diverted water changes in a manner that materially reduces or eliminates commercial agricultural operations. In such cases, water may continue to be diverted for non-agricultural purposes such as habitat restoration, wetland creation, or instream flow enhancement, while agricultural production ceases or is no longer credibly maintained.
Although these uses may remain lawful under state water law or environmental permitting frameworks, the continued existence of a diversion permit does not, by itself, demonstrate ongoing agricultural viability for purposes of the Williamson Act. Agricultural preserve contracts are intended to retain land in active commercial agricultural production, and ancillary environmental or open-space benefits do not substitute for that requirement.
Eligibility, Compliance, and Nonrenewal Considerations
Where changes in water availability or water use result in the long-term loss of agricultural viability, continued enrollment under a Williamson Act contract raises legitimate eligibility and compliance considerations. Depending on the circumstances, such situations may warrant:
· Denial of new enrollment or contract modification requests;
· Enhanced compliance review to determine whether qualifying agricultural use can be maintained; or
· Initiation of county- or owner-initiated nonrenewal where agricultural use can no longer be credibly sustained.
These determinations are inherently fact-specific and should distinguish between temporary disruptions and permanent or structural changes that fundamentally alter the agricultural capacity of the land.
Policy Implications
Consistent consideration of water availability and use is essential to maintaining the integrity of the Williamson Act program. Clear differentiation between lawful water diversion and actual agricultural production helps ensure that contracts continue to serve their intended purpose and are not retained for land that has transitioned away from agricultural use.
As water scarcity, regulatory pressures, and land-use transitions increase, the County’s ability to evaluate water-related changes in the context of agricultural viability will remain a critical component of defensible program administration.
Section 4: Financial Impact of Williamson Act Program
Elimination of State Subvention Funding 
For several decades, the State of California partially offset local property tax revenue losses associated with Williamson Act contracts through Open Space Subvention payments. Since 2009, these payments have been effectively eliminated, resulting in counties assuming the full fiscal impact of administering and enforcing Williamson Act contracts.
Despite the loss of subvention funding, counties—including Siskiyou County—continue to administer the program, review applications, monitor compliance, and pursue enforcement actions as required by state law.
Reduced-Term Contract Authority (AB 1265 and SB 1353) 
Assembly Bill 1265 (2011) authorizes County Boards of Supervisors to shorten the term of standard 10-year Williamson Act contracts to nine years, and Farmland Security Zone contracts from 20 years to 18 years, in years when state subvention funding is not provided, or when the subvention payment is less than one-half of the County’s forgone general fund property tax revenue.[endnoteRef:23] Senate Bill 1353 (2014) removed the sunset provision on this authority, allowing counties to apply the reduced-term option on an ongoing basis.[endnoteRef:24] [23:  Assembly Bill 1265 (2011).
]  [24:  Senate Bill 1353 (2014).] 

Under this framework, the assessed value of land subject to a reduced-term contract is increased by an amount equal to 10 percent of the difference between the property’s Proposition 13 factored base-year value and its restricted Williamson Act value. The County applies the standard one-percent property tax rate to this incremental value, resulting in the recovery of approximately 10 percent of the tax benefit otherwise realized by the landowner.
Use of the Reduced-Term Option by Other Counties 
Several California counties have implemented the reduced-term Williamson Act contract option authorized by AB 1265 and SB 1353 through Board action.
These counties include:
Sonoma		Colusa		Shasta		Butte,
Lassen		Madera		Mendocino 	Merced
Stanislaus		Sutter	 		Tulare		Yolo
County Discretion and Policy Considerations 
Implementation of the reduced-term contract option is discretionary and occurs at the county level through Board action. Counties that elect to use this option typically do so by resolution and provide notice to affected contract holders.
The reduced-term option does not eliminate Williamson Act benefits, nor does it alter contract eligibility or use restrictions. Rather, it provides a limited fiscal offset that partially mitigates the revenue impacts associated with continued participation in the program in the absence of state funding.
In evaluating whether to utilize this authority, counties must balance fiscal considerations against broader program goals, including agricultural land preservation, administrative capacity, and long-term program sustainability.
Section 5: Legal Considerations
Enforceability of Williamson Act Contracts
A Williamson Act contract is a legally binding agreement between a landowner and the County that runs with the land and is enforceable against current and future owners. Once recorded, the contract obligates the landowner to comply with all applicable use restrictions, conditions, and requirements for the duration of the contract term.
Failure to comply with the contract, the County’s adopted agricultural preserve rules, or applicable state law may constitute a breach of contract and subject the landowner to enforcement action.
Breach of Contract
A breach of contract occurs when a landowner undertakes or allows a use that is inconsistent with the terms of the recorded contract or adopted preserve rules. Common examples include:
· Conversion of land to a non-agricultural or non-compatible use;
· Construction or use of structures not permitted under preserve rules;
· Long-term cessation of required agricultural use without a credible plan to resume;
· Subdivision or development inconsistent with contract restrictions; or
· Failure to comply with conditions imposed as part of contract approval.
Whether a breach has occurred is a fact-specific determination based on the recorded contract, adopted County rules, and actual land use.
A breach does not automatically terminate a Williamson Act contract. The contract remains in effect unless and until it expires through nonrenewal or is cancelled pursuant to state law (though only a property owner may initiate a cancellation).
Enforcement Authority
When a breach is identified, the County has authority under state law to enforce the terms of the contract. Available enforcement options may include:
· Issuance of notices of violation or corrective action;
· Application of zoning or land-use enforcement remedies; and
· Pursuit of injunctive relief or other appropriate judicial remedies.
The selection of an enforcement response depends on the nature of the violation, the degree of noncompliance, and whether corrective action is feasible.
Distinguishing Breach from Nonrenewal
It is important to distinguish between breach of contract and nonrenewal, as the two mechanisms serve different purposes:
· Breach is a violation of an existing contract term and may result in enforcement action but does not shorten the contract term.
· Nonrenewal is a discretionary action by either the landowner or the County that allows the contract to phase out over the remaining term without requiring a violation.
Where land use changes do not clearly violate contract terms but are inconsistent with the long-term purpose of the agricultural preserve, such as permanent loss of agricultural viability, nonrenewal may be the more appropriate and defensible tool.
Table 5-1: Illustrative Scenarios
	Situation
	Breach of Contract resulting in enforcement action
	County-Initiated Nonrenewal
	No Action

	Active agricultural use consistent with grazing or crop production
	No
	No
	Yes

	Temporary reduction in grazing due to drought, fire, or market conditions
	No
	No
	Yes

	Long-term cessation of agricultural use without a credible plan to resume
	Case-specific
	Yes
	No

	Conversion to passive open space with no agricultural production
	Likely
	Yes
	No

	Sale or severance of water rights that makes agricultural use infeasible
	Fact-dependent
	Yes
	No

	Construction of nonagricultural structures not allowed by preserve rules
	Yes
	No
	No

	Use consistent with contract terms but inconsistent with long-term preserve purpose
	No
	Yes
	No

	Owner voluntarily requests exit from the program
	No
	Yes (owner-initiated)
	No


Legal Risk and Defensibility Considerations
County actions related to Williamson Act contracts are more likely to withstand legal challenge when decisions are supported by clear findings, objective standards, and an evidentiary record supporting the findings. Actions are more vulnerable to legal challenge when they appear arbitrary, inconsistent, or unsupported by the evidence, and may be challenged in superior court as an abuse of discretion. 
Table 5-2: Risk Scenarios
	Higher Risk 
	Lower Risk / Best Practice 

	Arbitrary or unexplained 
	Supported by clear findings 

	Inconsistent with Act purpose 
	Explicitly tied to long-term ag use 

	Retroactively applied 
	Applied prospectively 

	Internally inconsistent 
	Clear, objective, uniform standards 

	Discretionary without criteria 
	Evidence-based decision frameworks



Courts may find a county action to be an abuse of discretion, or “arbitrary and capricious,” where it lacks a rational connection between the facts and the decision, applies standards inconsistently, or relies on vague or shifting criteria that are prejudicial to the party challenging the decision.
The following scenarios could potentially be problematic given the above.
Table 5-3: Potential Scenarios of Concern
	Scenario
	Why It Creates Risk 

	Two similar parcels treated differently
	Appearance of unequal application

	Approval based on “staff judgment” alone
	Lack of objective standards

	Unwritten exceptions granted
	Inconsistent precedent

	Reliance on historical practice without findings
	No evidentiary record

	Vague standards like “adequate agriculture”
	Too subjective



For example, allowing sub-40-acre parcels does not increase legal risk if eligibility depends on:
· Minimum percentage of land in agricultural use;
· Demonstrated commercial production;
· Soil or productivity analysis;
· Relationship to surrounding agricultural operations.
Section 6: Staff Recommendations to Consider
To address unusual or site-specific circumstances, landowners subject to a Williamson Act contract or related agricultural agreement may request an interpretation of how the County’s Guidelines apply to their property. In such cases, the landowner bears the burden of providing sufficient evidence to support the requested interpretation. This process allows the County to apply the Guidelines consistently while retaining flexibility to address legitimate agricultural operations that may not fit neatly within standard criteria.
Recommendation 1: Clarify Substandard Parcel Policy and Evaluate Implications of Reduced Acreage Thresholds
Staff does not recommend reducing the existing 40-acre minimum parcel size requirement for non-prime agricultural land. The current minimum reflects the land area typically required to support grazing-based agriculture, which remains the predominant agricultural use on non-prime lands in the County.
However, given recurring questions regarding substandard parcels, staff evaluated how reduced acreage thresholds have been discussed, what is already allowed under the Guidelines, and the potential eligibility and fiscal implications that could result if the minimum acreage requirement were lowered.
Existing Guideline Allowances
The County’s Williamson Act Guidelines already recognize limited circumstances in which non-prime parcels under 40 acres may qualify. Most notably, the Guidelines allow eligibility for established specialty crop operations on non-prime parcels of at least 10 acres devoted exclusively to the production of fruits, nuts, or vines, subject to stringent requirements, including minimum percentages of land in active production and demonstrated commercial use.
This existing allowance reflects a policy judgment that certain higher-intensity, non-grazing agricultural uses may be capable of sustained commercial production on smaller parcels when supported by clear, objective evidence. Importantly, this exception does not apply to grazing-based operations.
Evaluation of Reduced Acreage Threshold Concepts (Not Recommended)
In evaluating questions about substandard parcels, staff considered how a broader reduction of the 40-acre minimum—for example, to 20 acres—might be structured if such an approach were ever contemplated by the Board of Supervisors. Under such a framework, eligibility would necessarily need to be limited to high-intensity, land-efficient, non-grazing agricultural uses, such as irrigated crop production, nursery or greenhouse operations, or similar production systems capable of sustained commercial output on a small footprint. Grazing-based operations would remain subject to the 40-acre minimum due to their inherent land-area requirements.

Any such approach would require strict guardrails to avoid undermining the conservation purposes of the Williamson Act, including:
· A minimum percentage of the parcel in active commercial agricultural production (e.g., 70–80 percent);
· Documentation of agricultural production, such as leases, sales records, crop plans, or operational agreements;
· A hard minimum parcel size below which eligibility would not be considered (e.g., no parcels under 20 acres); and
· An explicit prohibition on eligibility for low-intensity or extensive grazing operations on sub-40-acre non-prime parcels.
The concepts described above are presented for analytical purposes only and are not recommended for adoption.
Policy Findings Considered if the Board of Supervisors Were to Evaluate Sub-40-Acre Eligibility
Staff does not recommend reducing the 40-acre minimum parcel size for non-prime agricultural land. The findings below are presented solely to identify the considerations and evidentiary standards that would be required if the Board of Supervisors were to consider such a change.
Agricultural Viability Depends on Use Intensity
The Board could find that while acreage is a critical indicator of viability for grazing-based agriculture, certain higher-intensity agricultural uses may be capable of sustained commercial production on smaller parcels when supported by substantial evidence.
Evidence-Based Determinations
The Board could find that requiring documentation of active commercial production, minimum percentages of land in agricultural use, and demonstrated long-term operational capability provides an objective and defensible basis for evaluating agricultural viability and reduces ad hoc decision-making.
Protection Against Speculative or Low-Intensity Use
The Board could find that maintaining strict limitations on sub-40-acre eligibility is necessary to prevent speculative, residential, or marginal agricultural uses from undermining the conservation purposes of the Williamson Act.
Potential Impacts of Reduced Acreage Requirements
Any reduction or exception to the 40-acre minimum parcel size requirement could have significant unintended financial consequences. Based on County parcel data:
· Approximately 1,700 parcels, totaling roughly 47,000 acres, would newly meet a 20-acre minimum threshold; and
· Approximately 17 substandard parcels totaling approximately 400 acres that were previously issued notices of nonrenewal due to substandard size could become eligible to re-enter the program.
Expanded eligibility at this scale would increase administrative workload, reduce assessable property tax revenues, and expand the County’s long-term fiscal exposure under the Williamson Act.
For these reasons, staff concludes that maintaining the existing 40-acre minimum for non-prime land—while retaining only the narrowly tailored specialty-crop exception already provided in the Guidelines—best supports agricultural conservation objectives and fiscal stability.
Recommendation 2: Supplement Soils Acreage Thresholds with Agricultural Viability Findings
Current Issue:
Eligibility determinations rely heavily on parcel size and general land classification, which may not fully reflect the viability of modern or site-specific agricultural operations.
Suggested Approach:
 Retain existing acreage minimums but supplement them with explicit findings related to agricultural viability, such as:
· Demonstrated agricultural use over a defined historical period (e.g., the past three to five years);
· Investment in agricultural infrastructure (e.g., fencing, irrigation systems, barns, or corrals); and
· Functional integration with surrounding agricultural operations.
Benefits:
This approach strengthens the County’s factual and legal findings, provides clearer justification for approvals or denials, and aligns with state guidance emphasizing the preservation of land capable of supporting long-term agricultural use.
Potential findings:
· Supplemental Findings Enhance Legal Defensibility
 The Board finds that incorporating explicit findings related to historical use, agricultural infrastructure, and integration with surrounding agricultural operations strengthens the factual basis for contract approvals and denials and supports enforcement actions if needed.
· No Reduction in Existing Standards
 The Board finds that supplementing acreage thresholds with agricultural viability findings does not eliminate or weaken existing minimum standards, but rather enhances the County’s ability to assess whether land is genuinely devoted to agricultural use.
Recommendation 3: Clarify Standards for Grazing Uses
Current Issue:
Grazing operations comprise a substantial portion of agricultural land in Siskiyou County, yet standards related to grazing intensity, seasonality, and operational structure are not always clearly articulated.

Suggested Clarifications:
· Define what constitutes “commercial grazing use” for purposes of eligibility and ongoing compliance;
· Explicitly recognize leased grazing as a valid agricultural use where:
· The lease is documented in writing; and
· Grazing activity is recurring and integral to the operation, rather than incidental; and
· Establish minimum expectations for grazing activity, such as general stocking rates, seasonal use parameters, or the submission of a basic grazing or management plan.
Clear standards would improve consistency and reduce uncertainty for both landowners and staff.
Recommendation 4: Restructure the Agricultural Preserve Administrator Recommendation Process or Reestablish the Agricultural Preserve Advisory Board
Current Review Process:
County staff prepare a detailed analysis evaluating property eligibility and proposed uses for consistency with the Williamson Act, the Agricultural Preserve Guidelines, zoning, and the General Plan. Applications are reviewed by the Agricultural Preserve Administrator (Planning Director or designee), who prepares a written recommendation for consideration by the Board of Supervisors, which serves as the final approval authority.
Option 1 (Recommended Approach):
Establish a process where clear recommendations from both the Agricultural Commissioner and the Assessor are included within the Agricultural Preserve Administrator’s staff report and recommendation. Under this approach, the recommendation will be provided from the three main departments which contribute to the oversight of the program. The Planning Director will continue as the Agricultural Preserve Administrator. They will continue to oversee staff analysis, ensure consistency with adopted standards, and provide final recommendation to the board based on comments and recommendations by the Agricultural Commissioner and Assessor. This option ensures the board is receiving decision-making support from the main departments who are actively managing the program.
Option 2:
Reestablish an Agricultural Preserve Advisory Board to assume the advisory review function for Agricultural Preserve and Williamson Act applications and to provide ongoing input on program administration and guideline updates. Under this approach, the Advisory Board would replace the Agricultural Preserve Administrator’s advisory recommendation role, while the Planning Director would continue to oversee staff analysis, ensure consistency with adopted standards, and support the Board of Supervisors in its decision-making role.
Board Composition (7 Members):
To balance agricultural expertise with broader public perspectives and minimize conflicts of interest, the Advisory Board should be structured as a mixed-composition body consisting of:
· Two agricultural producers: Individuals actively engaged in commercial farming or ranching, appointed to provide practical agricultural experience. These members shall not constitute a majority of the Board.
· One agricultural professional: An individual with technical or economic expertise related to agriculture, such as an agricultural economist, Registered Professional Forester (RPF), certified crop advisor (CCA), soil scientist, irrigation or water-resources specialist, farm management consultant, or extension professional, appointed to provide objective, subject-matter expertise independent of land ownership or participation in Williamson Act contracts.
· One environmental or land-use professional: An individual with experience in land-use planning, conservation, or environmental policy, appointed to provide perspective on agricultural land conservation, regulatory consistency, and long-term land-use implications.
· One non-contract landowner representative: A property owner not currently enrolled in the Williamson Act, appointed to represent the perspective of landowners who are subject to County land-use regulations but do not receive Williamson Act benefits.
· Two at-large community members: Individuals appointed to represent broader community and public interests. At-large members may be landowners or non-landowners but are not appointed to represent landownership or agricultural interests and do not occupy a designated stakeholder seat.
County staff shall not be appointed to the Advisory Board.
Terms and Appointments:
· Members shall be appointed by the Board of Supervisors.
· Members shall serve three-year terms, with a maximum of two consecutive terms.
· Initial appointments should be staggered to ensure continuity and institutional knowledge, for example through a mix of two- and three-year terms.
Operating Parameters
· The Advisory Board should meet quarterly, or as needed, to avoid unnecessary delays in application processing.
· Meetings shall be conducted in compliance with the Brown Act, with publicly noticed meetings and opportunities for public comment.
· County staff, under the direction of the Planning Director, shall attend meetings to present applications, provide technical analysis, and respond to questions.
· Advisory Board recommendations shall be advisory only and shall not constitute final action on any application.
· Members shall recuse themselves from participation in matters in which they have a financial or direct competitive interest.
Benefits
· Preserves agricultural expertise without allowing dominance by a single interest group.
· Reduces the risk of actual or perceived conflicts of interest.
· Enhances transparency, accountability, and public confidence in Williamson Act decision-making.
· Clarifies roles by separating staff technical review, advisory input, and Board approval authority. 
Section 7: Staff Recommendations of What Not to Do
· Eliminating minimum acreage entirely
· Allowing hobby or lifestyle farming
· Broad sub-40-acre eligibility
· Automatic approvals without findings
· Weakening enforcement or monitoring language
These changes would increase legal and audit risk with little benefit.
Section 8: Conclusion
Under the current Guidelines, active ranches and farms that remain intact and continue to operate as agricultural units will remain eligible to continue under their existing contracts.
Re-evaluation becomes necessary only when a property is altered or divided in a manner that changes the acreage, ownership structure, or land uses originally evaluated under the existing contract.
This is because each portion of a divided ranch or farm being operated separately, must meet minimum qualifications on its own. Divisions in ranches and farms tend to result in additional residential development and small acreage hobby farming, neither of which is in line with the intent of the Williamson Act. Siskiyou County established the first Agricultural Preserve on the premise that it would help bona fide farmers and ranchers with property taxes in exchange for preserving the County’s large-acreage farms and ranches.
Allowing properties to remain under contract which no longer qualify due to division or are no longer in agricultural production has weakened the program. Some landowners presume that small parcels can be sold while all property remains under contract; however, in reality this creates a division of the land contrary to the contract, which should result in nonrenewal or breach of contract.
Even though the County has not consistently managed the program by monitoring use and divisions of contracts through property sales, it does not entitle owners to the benefit of a contract in perpetuity simply because the County did not address the compliance issue at the time it occurred. Clearly defined parameters for contracts provide guidance that landowners can rely on when a boundary line adjustment or land exchange becomes necessary. 
In reality, the properties that do not meet minimum requirements are small in size and/or are developed with residential uses. Residential structures and other non-agricultural improvements are generally assessed separately from the restricted land value under the Williamson Act; accordingly, these properties will likely not see a significant increase in taxes during and after the nonrenewal process. 
However, there are options for owners of property that do not meet requirements for a Williamson Act Contract and find the standard tax rate to be too cumbersome. 
Land Trusts and conservation organizations are continually working with local landowners to bring properties into permanent conservation easements providing a tax deduction.
State-Authorized Property Tax Relief Programs may also be available to qualifying property owners, including:
· Property Tax Postponement (PTP)
· Proposition 19 – Home Protection for Seniors, Severely Disabled, Families of Wildfire or Natural Disasters
· Veterans’ Exemption
Additionally, there are various federal, state and private grants available to support small farms, including programs from the USDA.
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