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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Good morning, today’s presentation will be a contrast of the Williamson Act definition of “prime farmland,” and the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, also known as FMMP, definition of “prime farmland.” There can be some confusion regarding the two definitions, so we are going to discuss the differences today.

The Williamson Act was first introduced by Assemblyman John Williamson as The Land Conservation Act of 1965, but today is commonly referred to as the Williamson Act.

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. Our website contains pdf versions of all of 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”
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• Voluntary program/contracts

• Restricts land usage

• 10-20 year contracts

• Contract renew annually

• Contract runs with the land

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Williamson Act is a voluntary program in which participating Counties and Cities offer contracts to interested landowners. Contracts are held between the county or city and the landowner, not the State.

Williamson Act contracts restrict land usage to agriculture, open space uses, grazing, and various other County or City defined compatible uses.

Contracts typically range from 10 to 20 years, are renewed annually on the contract anniversary date, and are tied to the land, or the “deed”, not the landowner. So, as landowners change, the Williamson Act contract remains on the deed 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.
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What is DOC’s 
Role in Williamson 
Act?
• Provide technical assistance and 

advice (GC § 51206)

• Detailed review of WA processes

• Data/records retention, annual 
WA enrollment data & maps

• 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. Direct implementation of the Act is a task of the participating County or City, and contrary to popular belief, the Department of Conservation has no authoritative control over local implementation of the Act. 

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.

The Williamson Act team also 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://maps.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/WilliamsonAct/
https://www.califaep.org/docs/CEQA_Handbook_2023_final.pdf
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Williamson Act “Prime” Definition
GC 51201
(c) "Prime agricultural land" means any of the following:

 (1) All land that qualifies for rating as class I or class II in the 
Natural Resource Conservation Service land use capability 
classifications.
(2) Land which qualifies for rating 80 through 100 in the Storie 
Index Rating.
(3) Land which supports livestock used for the production of food 
and fiber and which has an annual carrying capacity equivalent to 
at least one animal unit per acre as defined by the United States 
Department of Agriculture.             
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USDA NRCS “Using Web Soil Survey” presentation

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As we see from the Williamson Act statute definition under Government Code 51201, subsection “c,” Williamson Act definition of “prime agricultural land” is tied to soil capability classification, land that supports livestock for the production of food and fiber…

 GC 51201
(c) "Prime agricultural land" means any of the following:
 (1) All land that qualifies for rating as class I or class II in the Natural Resource Conservation Service land use capability classifications.
(2) Land which qualifies for rating 80 through 100 in the Storie Index Rating.�(3) Land which supports livestock used for the production of food and fiber and which has an annual carrying capacity equivalent to at least one animal unit per acre as defined by the United States Department of Agriculture.


https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=51201.&lawCode=GOV
https://websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov/app/
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/sites/default/files/2022-08/WSS-Four-Steps.pdf
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Williamson Act “Prime” Definition
GC 51201 (continued)
(c) "Prime agricultural land" means any of the following:

 (4) Land planted with fruit- or nut-bearing trees, vines, bushes or 
crops which have a nonbearing period of less than five years and 
which will normally return during the commercial bearing period on 
an annual basis from the production of unprocessed agricultural 
plant production not less than two hundred dollars ($200) per acre.
 (5) Land which has returned from the production of unprocessed 
agricultural plant products an annual gross value of not less than 
two hundred dollars ($200) per acre for three of the previous five 
years.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
…and land planted with food crops with certain criteria and crop production, and lastly land returned from the production with certain crop gross value dollar amounts.

GC 51201 (continued)
(c) "Prime agricultural land" means any of the following:
 (4) Land planted with fruit- or nut-bearing trees, vines, bushes or crops which have a nonbearing period of less than five years and which will normally return during the commercial bearing period on an annual basis from the production of unprocessed agricultural plant production not less than two hundred dollars ($200) per acre.
 (5) Land which has returned from the production of unprocessed agricultural plant products an annual gross value of not less than two hundred dollars ($200) per acre for three of the previous five years.
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Farmland Mapping 
& Monitoring 
Program (FMMP)
• Prepares, updates, and maintains 

Important Farmland Series Maps 

(GC 65560[f]) every two years

• Agricultural land is rated according 

to soil quality and irrigation status

• The best quality land is classified as  

Prime Farmland
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Department of Conservation Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program (FMMP) prepares, updates, and maintains Important Farmland Series Maps (Maps) as defined in subdivision (f) of Section 65560 of the Government Code, and prepares and maintains an automated map and data base system to record and report changes in the use of agricultural lands every two years on even numbered​ calendar years.  Agricultural land is rated according to soil quality and irrigation status; the best quality land is called Prime Farmland.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&division=1.&title=7.&part=&chapter=3.&article=10.5.
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FMMP Important Farmland Data
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Important Farmland data is 

composed of land use + USDA soils

• Land use = air photo/imagery 

interpretation by FMMP staff

• USDA soils data

• FMMP link

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Important Farmland data is a composite of land use and USDA soils. Land use is created by FMMP staff interpreting air photos and satellite imagery.  The land use is combined with the USDA soils which affect agricultural categories to produce the Important Farmland.  The photo shown on this slide is an example of land use data and an imagery backdrop. 

The USDA soils data includes criteria such as water supply, soil temperature range, acid-alkali balance, water table, soil sodium content, flooding potential, erodibility, permeability, rock fragment content, and rooting depth.

https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/fmmp
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FMMP Prime Farmland
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• Definition developed by USDA-
NRCS as part of the 
nationwide Land Inventory and 
Monitoring (LIM) system

• LIM definition modified for use 
in California:

• Prime Farmland must be 
irrigated

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The definition for Prime Farmland was developed by the USDA-SCS (now NRCS) as part of their nationwide Land Inventory and Monitoring (LIM) system.


This LIM definition has been modified for use in California. The most significant modification is that Prime Farmland must be irrigated. 
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FMMP “Prime” Definition
Government Section 65570(b)(3) defines the categories used by 

FMMP:

 (3) "Category of agricultural land" means prime farmland, 
farmland of statewide importance, unique farmland, and farmland of 
local importance, as defined pursuant to United States Department of 
Agriculture land inventory and monitoring criteria, as modified for 
California, and grazing land. "Grazing land" means land on which the 
existing vegetation, whether grown naturally or through management, 
is suitable for grazing or browsing of livestock. 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
You will hear the FMMP team speak of P, S, U, local, and grazing lands. These are the agricultural categories used by FMMP. 

Government Section 65570(b)(3) defines the categories used by FMMP:
	(3) "Category of agricultural land" means prime farmland, farmland of statewide importance, unique farmland, and farmland of local importance, as defined pursuant to United States Department of Agriculture land inventory and monitoring criteria, as modified for California, and grazing land. "Grazing land" means land on which the existing vegetation, whether grown naturally or through management, is suitable for grazing or browsing of livestock.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displayText.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&division=1.&title=7.&part=&chapter=3.&article=10.5.
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FMMP Prime 
Farmland Criteria:

•    Soil quality

•    Growing season

•    Moisture supply

•    Must have been used for production 
of irrigated crops at some time during 
the four years prior to the mapping 
date

•    Does not include publicly owned 
lands for which there is an adopted 
policy preventing ag use
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Prime Farmland is land which has the best combination of physical and chemical characteristics for the production of crops. It has the soil quality, growing season, and moisture supply needed to produce sustained high yields of crops when treated and managed, including water management, according to current farming methods. Prime Farmland must have been used for the production of irrigated crops at some time during the four years prior to the mapping date. It does not include publicly owned lands for which there is an adopted policy preventing agricultural use. 
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CEQA Appendix G use of 
FMMP “Prime 
Farmland” Definition

CEQA Appendix G

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
CEQA appendix G, II. Agriculture and Forestry Resources, relies solely on the FMMP definition of P, S, and U to determine potential environmental impacts. 


https://resources.ca.gov/CNRALegacyFiles/ceqa/docs/ab52/final-approved-appendix-G.pdf
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Prime Farmland Similarities & Differences

Williamson Act “Prime” Criteria

Soils rating

Livestock production

Food crop production

Food crop gross value

FMMP “Prime” Criteria

Soils rating

Land use (FMMP)

Water availability

Flooding potential

Rooting depth
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Production of irrigated 
crops (FMMP)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In conclusion, both programs define “Prime Farmland” differently. Both use criteria to determine what prime farmland is relevant to the programs that they serve.

Both programs have a soils rating criteria but uses different scales.  

Williamson Act criteria overall is more focused on production on the land and gross dollar value of production on the land. 

FMMP uses soils criteria combined with land use, and irrigated crop production verified by imagery interpretation, to determine prime farmland.

We hope that this presentation helps you to understand which “prime farmland” definition you need to use for the statute or application that you are interpreting.
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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
Thanks for listening, at this point we’ll take any questions you may have, or feel free to reach us via email at LCA@conservation.ca.gov.


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