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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Good morning my name is Farl, and today’s presentation will be an overview of the Williamson Act and Compatible Use.

At the bottom of the screen, you will see the staff members associated with the Williamson Act program.

We are glad to answer any questions you may have, and the best way to reach us is via email at: LCA@conservation.ca.gov.

Our website, whose address is listed at the bottom of the slide, is a great resource for Williamson Act information. There you can also find pdf versions of all our previous Williamson Act Open Office Hour presentations.
 

mailto:LCA@conservation.ca.gov?subject=Williamson%20Act%20program%20email%20address
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa
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Land Conservation Act of 
1965 “Williamson Act”

• Voluntary program/contracts

• Local rules and regulations

• Restricts land usage

• 10–20-year contracts

• Contract renew annually

• Contract runs with the land
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Land Conservation Act of 1965, more commonly referred to as the Williamson Act, was first introduced by Assemblyman John Williamson.

The Williamson Act is a voluntary program offered by 52 out of 58 counties and a handful of cities. Contracts are held between the landowner and the county or city in which the land is located. The State does not offer or hold any Williamson Act contracts.

Each participating county or city is required, as outlined in Government Code Section 51231, to establish their own set of rules and regulations for implementation of the act in their jurisdiction. Participating jurisdictions can make rules that are more stringent, but not more lenient than those established in the Government Code.

Williamson Act contracts restrict land usage to agriculture, open space uses, grazing, and various other county or city defined compatible uses. We’ll discuss compatible use more in depth a little later in our presentation.

Contracts are generally 10 years for a regular Williamson Act contract, or 20 years for a Farmland Security Zone contracts. Contracts are renewed annually on the contract anniversary date, and are tied to the land, or the deed, not the landowner. As landowners change, the contract remains on the deed is and is simply passed from one owner to the next.
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Intent of the 
Williamson Act

•  Preservation of ag land

•  Conservation of open           
 space

•  Discourage conversion 
 of ag land to urban uses
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When Mr. Williamson first introduced the Williamson Act in 1965, his intent for the Act was to help preserve our State’s agricultural lands, conserve California’s vast open spaces, and help discourage the conversion of agricultural land to urban uses brought on by the increase in urban spawl.



California Department of Conservation | conservation.ca.gov

What is DOC’s 
Role?

• Provide technical assistance and   

advice (GC § 51206)

• Detailed review of WA processes

• Data/records retention, annual WA    

enrollment reports

• CEQA / WA review and commenting 

(CEQA appendix G)
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Department of Conservation’s role in the Williamson Act is defined in Government Code Section 51206. In short, the Department’s role is to:

Provide technical assistance, guidance, and advice with Williamson Act related Government Code as they relate to local implementation of the Act. As a voluntary program with local rules and regulations direct implementation of the Act is a task of the participating county or city. Contrary to popular belief, the Department of Conservation has very few areas of direct oversight of the Act. One of these areas where the Department of Conservation is thought to have oversight is compatible use, which we will discuss in a few minutes. 

The Department also performs detailed review of several Williamson Act processes; public acquisitions, cancellations, enrollment, etc.

The Williamson Act team retains and compiles various forms of data and Williamson Act records. We also produce Williamson Act enrollment reports as well as hosting enrollment maps and data, which can be found on our website.

As part of our technical assistance and guidance the Williamson Act team reviews and provides comment on many Williamson Act and CEQA related projects.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51206.&lawCode=GOV
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51206.&lawCode=GOV
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51206.&lawCode=GOV
https://www.califaep.org/docs/CEQA_Handbook_2023_final.pdf
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What’s in it for the 
Landowner?
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• Taxed on generated income vs. 

potential market value

• Revenue & Taxation Code Section 

421-431

• ~ 20-70% property tax reduction

• Tax savings can be reinvested

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
So, what do landowners receive for their participation in the Williamson Act?

Well, taxation of Williamson Act contracted land can be somewhat complicated but in general Williamson Act contracted land is taxed according to its land use and generated income as opposed to the potential market value of the land. More information on taxation can be found in the California Revenue and Taxation Code Sections 421-431.

Typically, landowners can see a property tax reduction in the range of 20-70%, depending on the type of contract.

Tax savings are often used by landowners to offset fluctuating operational costs and/or reinvested in their farming or ranching operations.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=421.&lawCode=RTC
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What’s in it for 
the Community?

• Ensures locally produced food and 

fiber

• Creates stability for support 

industries

• Provides buffers (planning tool)

• Mitigation
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Williamson Act contracted lands help ensure locally produced food and fiber, which in turn creates stability for local supporting industries.

Contracted lands can also be used as a planning tool by providing buffers between different land use types.

Many counties and cities also use Williamson Act contracts as a form of mitigation, for other projects impacting agricultural land.
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Compatible Use

• Principles of Compatibility

• Government Code Section 

51238.1

• Varies by jurisdiction

• Solar

• Agritourism
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As stated earlier, not all land use on Williamson Act contracted land must be agricultural or open space use. Counties and cities have the ability to approve other land uses on contracted land as long as those uses are consistent with the Principles of Compatibility as outlined in Government Code Section 51238.1. The question of what constitutes a compatible use continues to be one of the biggest questions and challenges within the Williamson Act.  

In general, Government Code Section 51238.1 states:
(a) Uses approved on contracted lands shall be consistent with all of the following principles of compatibility:
(1) The use will not significantly compromise the long-term productive agricultural capability of the subject contracted parcel or parcels or on other contracted lands in agricultural preserves.
(2) The use will not significantly displace or impair current or reasonably foreseeable agricultural operations on the subject contracted parcel or parcels or on other contracted lands in agricultural preserves. Uses that significantly displace agricultural operations on the subject contracted parcel or parcels may be deemed compatible if they relate directly to the production of commercial agricultural products on the subject contracted parcel or parcels or neighboring lands, including activities such as harvesting, processing, or shipping.
(3) The use will not result in the significant removal of adjacent contracted land from agricultural or open-space use.

Remember each participating county or city is tasked with establishing its own set of rules and regulation, which include compatible uses; therefore, it is not uncommon to find compatible uses vary from county to county. Many counties and cities make these rules and regulations available on their website. When a county or city is considering compatible uses, an often very helpful resource to consider is what other participating counties and cities have done. We often encourage participating jurisdictions to seek advice from other participating jurisdictions.

Two examples of hard to define compatible uses are: Solar and Agritourism, which we will discuss in just a few minutes.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51238.1.&lawCode=GOV
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51238.1.&lawCode=GOV
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51238.1.&lawCode=GOV
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Defined Compatible Uses

• Predefined Compatible Uses

• Government Code Section 51238

• Gas

• Water

• Communications

• Ag Labor Housing

• Commercial Cannabis Government 

Code Section 51231(b)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A question we commonly hear is, “Is there a list of compatible uses?”

Which is a good question but is sometimes hard to answer and understand. But yes, there is one section of Government Code (Section 51238) that defines a small list of uses which are compatible with the Williamson Act.

Section 51238(a)(1) states, “Notwithstanding any determination of compatible uses by the county or city pursuant to this article, unless the board or council after notice and hearing makes a finding to the contrary, the erection, construction, alteration, or maintenance of gas, electric, water, communication, or agricultural laborer housing facilities are hereby determined to be compatible uses within any agricultural preserve.”

Commercial Cannabis may also be determined to be a compatible use as outlined in Government Code Section 51231(b).

Although these sections define gas, electric, water, communication, ag labor housing, and commercial cannabis as compatible uses, it also states that a county or city may make findings to the contrary. Again, compatible uses are determined by the county or city offering the contract, and very often vary from county to county.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51238.&nodeTreePath=6.1.1.19.3&lawCode=GOV
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51238.&nodeTreePath=6.1.1.19.3&lawCode=GOV
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51231.&lawCode=GOV
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51231.&lawCode=GOV
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Mineral Extraction, Compatible Use?

• Government Code 51238.2

• Underlying commitment to preserve 

land

• Surface Mining & Reclamation Act of 

1975

A gravel mining area restored for hay production.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Mineral extraction is another land use that may be approved as a compatible use. Government Code Section 51238.2 states that a board or council my approve mineral extraction as a compatible use if the underlying contractual commitment is to preserve the land.

However, conditions must be imposed on mineral extraction that include compliance with the reclamation standards adopted by the Mining and Geology Board and the Surface Mining & Reclamation Act of 1975. 

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51238.2.&nodeTreePath=6.1.1.19.3&lawCode=GOV
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51238.2.&nodeTreePath=6.1.1.19.3&lawCode=GOV
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Compatible 
Use: Solar?
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Is solar a compatible use? This has been one of the most asked question in the past few years.

Many of you have seen the following examples in previous presentations, but today we will go a little deeper into why, or why not, these uses might be compatible uses.

So, here we see a relatively small solar array. It appears that this array is associated with the neighboring warehouse/packing plant. The power produced by this array is more than likely providing power directly to the warehouse/packing plant, providing clean energy and offsetting existing energy costs. 

Many counties would consider this use (at this scale) a compatible use, and would back their decision because, this use at this scale, appears to comply with the Principles of Compatibility and specifically Government Code Section 51238.1(a)(1) which in general states, a use may be deemed compatible if it relates directly to the production of commercial agricultural products.
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Compatible Use: 
Solar?

• No compatibility findings 

= Cancellation

• Size, scale, scope
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Here we see a much larger solar array. From the image, this solar array does not seem to be associated with an agricultural operation. It seems reasonable to assume this solar farm is more than likely producing power for sale on the grid.

With no closely related agricultural use this solar farm would more than likely not meet the compatible use findings outlined in Government Code; in specific Government Code Section 51238.1(a)(2) which states, “The use will not significantly displace or impair current or reasonably foreseeable agricultural operations on the subject contracted parcel…” So, this is debatable right? What constitutes “significantly displace”? What if this is only 100 acres out of a 1,000-acre parcel? Hard to say.

If a project and/or land use is not considered a compatible use the landowner would need to non-renew the contract and wait for it to expire, or the landowner could petition for cancellation of the contract, which must also meet findings outlined in Government Code.

Often compatible uses are a function of size, scale, and scope.
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Compatible Use: 
Agritourism?

• Agritourism definition

• Roadside fruit stand

• Tasting Rooms

• Wedding / Event Centers

• Bed and Breakfast

• Where to draw the line
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Agritourism has many definitions but is typically defined as a form of commercial enterprise that links agricultural production and/or processing with tourism to attract visitors onto a farm, ranch, or other agricultural business for the purposes of entertaining or educating the visitors while generating income for the farm, ranch, or business owner. With such a generalized definition, agritourism is another hard to define compatible use. Just because a project or land use is defined as agritourism does not necessarily make it a compatible use.

Agritourism on Williamson Act contracted land started years ago with the addition of roadside fruit stands. Seems compatible, right? Well, from there agritourism definitions began to include tasting rooms. Still seems compatible? Well now we see agritourism definitions including Wedding/Event Centers, Bed and Breakfasts, and Event Centers.

At some point the land use is hard to define as a compatible use, even if you label it “Agritourism”.
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Compatible Use: 
Agritourism?

•    Farm Tours

•    Farm Stays

•    Farm / Event Center

•    Where to draw the line

•    Size, scale, scope
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We also see Farm tours, Farm stays, and Farm/Event centers deemed as compatible uses.

Where to draw the line? Hard to tell.

Most of the time: size, scale, and scope of a project help determine if the land use and/or project should be considered a compatible use.

Counties should consult their own legal counsel regarding compatible uses.
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Pop Quiz / Recap / Takeaways
• What year was the Williamson Act introduced?

• The offering of contracts and direct implementation of the 
Act is done by who?

• If a county or city choses to offer WA contracts, what must 
it first do?

• What is the State’s role in the Williamson Act?

• What is the overarching Government Code that guides 
compatible use called? Bonus points for the section 
number?

• Ultimately, who determines and approves compatible uses?

• Are compatible uses universal in all jurisdictions?

• Name one land use that may be considered a compatible 
use as outlined in Government Code?

• The Williamson Act was first introduced in 1965 by John Williamson of Yolo County.

• Contracts and direct implementation of the Act is done by the participating 

County/City.

• A county or city which choses to participate in the Act must first establish its own set 

of rules and regulation for implementation of the Act including compatible uses.

• The State’s role in the WA is to provide technical assistance, guidance, and advice with 

Williamson Act related Government Code as they relate to local implementation of the 

Act

• Compatible uses are guide by Government Code Section 51238.1, commonly referred 

to as the Principles of Compatibility.

• Compatible uses are determined and approved by the participating county or city.

• Compatible uses may, and often do, vary between the participating counties or cities.

• Gas, Water, Communications, Ag Labor Housing, Mineral Extraction, & Commercial 

Cannabis, may be considered a compatible use per Government Code.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ok, before we finish today’s presentation, I wanted to propose a quiz or recap to help reiterate some of today’s more important takeaways.

As I propose a few questions, let’s see how many of you remember. Once I get through the list I will post the answers.
What year was the Williamson Act introduced?
The offering of contracts and direct implementation of the Act is done by who?
If a county or city choses to offer WA contracts, what must it first do?
What is the State’s role in the Williamson Act?
What is the overarching Government Code that guides compatible use called? Bonus points for the section number?
Ultimately, who determines and approves compatible uses?
Are compatible uses universal in all jurisdictions?
Name one land use that may be considered a compatible use as outlined in Government Code?

Ok, here are the answers.
The Williamson Act was first introduced in 1965 by John Williamson of Yolo County.
Contracts and direct implementation of the Act is done by the participating County or City.
A county or city which choses to participate in the Act must first establish its own set of rules and regulation for implementation of the Act including compatible uses.
The State’s role in the Williamson Act is to provide technical assistance, guidance, and advice with Williamson Act related Government Code as they relate to local implementation of the Act.
Compatible uses are guide by Government Code Section 51238.1, commonly referred to as the Principles of Compatibility.
Compatible uses are determined and approved by the participating county or city.
Compatible uses may, and often do, vary between the participating counties or cities.
Gas, Water, Communications, Ag Labor Housing, Mineral Extraction, & Commercial Cannabis, may be considered a compatible use per Government Code.
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THANK YOU
Questions?

Williamson Act/CEQA Team
LCA@conservation.ca.gov

https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This has been a quick overview of the program and a brief discussion of compatible use. If we didn’t cover something you were interested in, and you’re not comfortable discussing it in this format, feel free to contact us and we would be more than happy to speak with you. We hope you found this informative, and thanks for listening. Now we’ll open it up questions.  


mailto:LCA@conservation.ca.gov
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa
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