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SUBJECT: Williamson Act – Lifting the Moratorium on New Contracts and 

Establishing New Application Fees  
  

REQUEST(S):  
 That the Board of Supervisors: 
 1. Conduct a public hearing to consider the establishment of new application fees. 

 
2. Approve the new application fees of: $1,000 for Agricultural Preserve/Farmland 

Security Zone Formation or Enlargement and $500 for Agricultural 
Preserve/Farmland Security Zone Contract or Reinstatement to take effect 
September 7, 2020; 
 

3. Rescind Resolution No. 2009-0716 and lift the moratorium on accepting and 
processing new agricultural preserves and Williamson Act contracts; 
 

4. For the year 2020, extend the deadline to submit an application until the thirtieth 
day of September and defer the application fee until scheduling the Board hearing 
date; and  
 

5. Approve a Categorical Exemption consistent with the California Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA) Title 14 California Code of Regulations (CCR), Section 
15061(b)(3) Common Sense Exemption.  

  
SUMMARY: 
 On July 28, 2009, Governor Schwarzenegger vetoed the Williamson Act Program 

subvention payments to participating Counties, eliminating all but $1,000 in funding. 
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This was a loss of $3.4 million in funding to Tulare County on an annual basis. During 
the month of August 2009, the Resource Management Agency (RMA) provided the 
Board an overview of alternatives, a Williamson Act Stakeholders Group formed and 
held meetings.  With the elimination of current subvention funding and uncertainty of 
any future subvention, the Board of Supervisors imposed a moratorium on accepting 
and processing new agricultural preserves and Williamson Act contracts. In addition, 
the Board initiated nonrenewal of substandard Williamson Act parcels. There are now 
alternatives to the eliminated subvention that is providing more tax revenue than what 
was lost in the elimination of state subvention payments.      

SUBVENTION FUNDING 

Subvention funds from the state, intended to partially replace local tax revenue lost 
from the Williamson Act, ended in Fiscal Year 2008/09.  Assembly Bill (AB) 1265, 
originally passed in 2011, allows counties to shorten Williamson Act contract terms 
by 10 percent and includes a 10 percent reduction of the property tax relief provided 
by the counties to the landowners pursuant to the Williamson Act.  The reduction of 
tax relief is calculated and placed on the landowner’s tax bill as AB 1265 charges that 
go straight to the county’s general fund.  AB 1265 charges have grown annually and 
now surpass the loss of $3.4 million in subvention payments. 

AB 1265 charges: 

 2018/19 $4,157,345 
 2017/18 $3,339,659 
 2016/17 $3,118,689 
 2015/16 $2,758,429 
 2014/15 $2,503,889 
 2013/14 $2,543,601    

Senate Bill (SB) 1353 removed the 2015 sunset date and the provisions in AB 1265 
are now permanent.  

WILLIAMSON ACT FEE SCHEDULE 

The RMA 2020/21 Fee Schedule does not include the application fees to process new 
agricultural preserves and Williamson Act contracts.  The proposed application fees: 

Agricultural Preserve/Farmland Security Zone Formation or Enlargement    $1,000  

Agricultural Preserve/Farmland Security Zone Contract or Reinstatement       $500 

The RMA internally analyzed the steps in processing the applications and proposed 
fees based on a time recovery methodology.  The proposed fees do not include 
additional fees, if any, imposed by other departments. The RMA carefully reviews all 
fees annually to determine if adjustments are required, either up or down, prior to 
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presenting the RMA fee schedule for adoption to the Board of Supervisors at a public 
hearing on or before April thirtieth of each calendar year.     

Notice of the hearing regarding the fees was published in the Visalia Times-Delta on 
June 26, 2020 and July 3, 2020.  

IMPLEMENTATION TIMELINE 

Landowners wishing to file under the Williamson Act are processed through a three-
step program as follows: 

Step I – The Board of Supervisors creates an Agricultural Preserve at the 
request of the landowner. The deadline for filing applications for establishment 
and expansion of Agricultural Preserves and Farmland Security Zones is thirty-
first day of August of each calendar year. A public hearing before the Board of 
Supervisors is scheduled on or before October thirty-first of each calendar year 
to consider and approve Agricultural Preserves. 

Step II – The landowner enters into a contract with the County agreeing to 
abide by the Uniform Rules of the preserve as established by the Board of 
Supervisors. The deadline for the return of properly executed Contracts is the 
fifteenth day of November of each calendar year.  

Step III – Preferential tax treatment accorded by the County to any land within 
a preserve that is also under a contract.  The effective date of beneficial tax 
treatment is the first day of January of each calendar year. 

ONE-TIME ALLOWANCES 

If the Board of Supervisors chooses to lift the moratorium, staff recommends special 
one-time allowances in order to better service those wanting to enroll land in the 
Williamson Act and receive beneficial tax treatment in 2021.  Pursuant to Government 
Code, fees take effect 60 days from adoption. Therefore, staff is recommending 
deferring payment of application fees until the scheduling of the Board of Supervisors 
hearing date rather than at the time of application submittal. Additionally, as the 
deadline is rapidly approaching, staff recommends an extending the deadline to 
submit applications from August 31, 2020 until September 30, 2020. These are one-
time special allowances for the year 2020 only.   

The RMA should be ready to provide and receive completed applications starting July 
13, 2020. 

BACKGROUND 

A primary goal within the Agricultural Element of the General Plan is long-term 
preservation of productive and potentially productive agricultural lands.  The County 
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has three (3) primary tools to guard against the premature conversion of agricultural 
land to urban uses.  These include the Zoning Ordinance, Rural Valley Lands Plan 
(RVLP), and the Williamson Act. 

The Williamson Act is a partnership between landowners, counties, and the state. 
Landowners agree to forego the possibility of developing their land in return for lower 
property taxes while the counties agree to give up a portion of their property tax 
revenue in return for the advantages of keeping rural land in agricultural production. 
Since the moratorium went into effect in 2009, there has been landowner interest and 
inquiries into placing land into the Williamson Act.      

OPEN SPACE SUBVENTION ACT 

The Open Space Subvention Act (OSSA) was enacted on January 1, 1972, to provide 
for the partial replacement of local property tax revenue foregone as a result of 
participation in the California Land Conservation (Williamson) Act and other 
enforceable open space restriction programs (Government Code §16140 et seq.). 
Participating local governments receive annual payment based on the number of 
acres, quality (soil type and agricultural productivity), and, for Farmland Security Zone 
contracts, location (proximity to a city) of land enrolled under eligible enforceable open 
space restrictions. Essentially, $5 per acre for contracted prime farmland and $1 per 
acre nonprime farmland (grazing, non-irrigated, open space).    

The historic average for certified entitlements was $23.3 million per year between the 
Fiscal Years of 1972 and 2008.  In Fiscal Year 2008, the total statewide subvention 
entitlement was $34 million of which Tulare County received $3.4 million. Revenue 
shortfalls during the recession resulted in a reduction in subvention payments 
beginning in Fiscal Year 2009, when payments were reduced to a total of $1,000 
statewide of which Tulare County received $98.  There have been no subvention 
payments since Fiscal Year 2010. 

As a direct result of the loss of $3.4 million in annual subvention payments to Tulare 
County, the Board of Supervisors by Resolution No. 2009-0716 (Attachment 1), took 
the following actions: 

• Imposed a moratorium on accepting and processing new agricultural preserves 
and Williamson Act contracts.  

• Initiated nonrenewal of substandard Williamson Act parcels.  A County initiated 
batch nonrenewal of two hundred fifty-five (255) substandard prime farmland 
parcels consisting of 1,244 acres occurred by Board direction in 2010.   Prior 
to a second and potentially larger batch nonrenewal consisting of substandard 
nonprime farmland parcels, legislation passed that allowed the County to 
recapture some of the lost subvention payments.  
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ALTERNATIVE WILLIAMSON ACT FINANCING PROGRAMS 

SENATE BILL (SB) 863 

The bill authorized a county, in any fiscal year in which payments authorized for 
reimbursement to a county for lost revenue are less than 1/2 of the participating 
county’s actual foregone general fund property tax revenue, to revise the term for 
newly renewed and new contracts and require the assessor to value the property, as 
specified, based on the revised contract term. The bill provided that any increased 
revenues generated by properties under the new contract terms shall be paid to the 
county. The bill provided that a landowner may choose to nonrenew and begin the 
cancellation process. SB 863 had a sunset date of January 1, 2015.  On November 
30, 2010, the Board of Supervisors adopted the provisions of SB 863 by Resolution 
No 2010-0926. The language of SB 863 was eliminated with the passage of Governor 
Brown’s budget bill (SB 80) in 2011. 

ASSEMBLY BILL (AB) 1265 

Passed in 2011, AB 1265 re-instates the Williamson Act subvention program 
established in SB 863 that provides if the state’s open subventions are less than 1/2 
of the participating county’s actual foregone general fund property tax revenue a 
county can implement shorter Williamson Act contracts and increase the assessed 
values.  AB 1265 has allowed Tulare County to collect additional property tax revenue 
to offset the loss of state Williamson Act subventions.   During the past 2 years, Tulare 
County collection of AB 1265 charges has surpassed the loss in subvention 
payments.  AB 1265 had a January 1, 2015, sunset date. 

Senate Bill (SB) 1353 

SB 1353 repealed the January 1, 2015 expiration date in AB 1265 and made 
permanent this alternative funding mechanism for Williamson Act contracts.     

FEE ANALYSIS 

Application fees for Agricultural Preserves, Farmland Security Zones and contracts 
are not currently on the fee schedule because of the existing moratorium and not been 
adjusted for decades. By way of comparison, a Notice of Nonrenewal was $88 and is 
currently $460.  

Formation or Enlargement of Agricultural Preserves and Farmland Security Zones 

The most recent fees were adopted 19 years ago on December 2, 2001; ranging from 
$350 to $730 depending upon number of property owners. Staff is proposing to 
simplify by having one flat fee based on the estimated time to process the application 
and bring to the Board of Supervisors for approval.  Estimated processing time is 
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equivalent to a Lot Line Adjustment. Therefore, the recommended fee: 

Agricultural Preserve/Farmland Security Zone Formation or Enlargement    $1,000  

Contract or Contract Reinstatement   

The most recent contract fee was adopted 29 years ago on July 9, 1991, $125 per 
contract and $85 contract reinstatement. Staff is proposing to simplify by having one 
flat fee, as both require the same amount of time to process the application and bring 
to the Board of Supervisors for approval.  Estimated processing time is equivalent to 
a Minor Modification to a Special Use Permit. Therefore, the recommended fee: 

Agricultural Preserve/Farmland Security Zone Contract or Reinstatement       $500 

ALTERNATIVES  

Maintain the moratorium on new Williamson Act preserves and contracts. Additionally, 
do not adopt new application fees for Agricultural Preserves, Farmland Security 
Zones and contracts.  

CALIFORNIA ENVIVORNMENTAL QUALITY ACT  

 The Environmental Assessment Officer of the Tulare County Resource Management 
Agency has found there is no substantial evidence the lifting the moratorium will have 
a significant effect on the environment and determined a Categorical Exemption 
consistent with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Title 14 California 
Code of Regulations (CCR), Section 15601(b)(3), the Common Sense Exemption is 
appropriate. A Notice of Exemption was prepared in compliance with the California 
State Guidelines for Implementation of CEQA (Attachment 2).  
 
The Environmental Assessment Officer, designee, will file the Notice of Exemption 
with the Tulare County Clerk if the Board rescinds Resolution No. 2009-0716 and lifts 
the moratorium on accepting and processing new agricultural preserves and 
Williamson Act contracts. 
 

FISCAL IMPACT/FINANCING: 
 The County of Tulare recaptures a portion of forgone general fund tax revenue by 

increased assessments under AB 1265. These AB 1265 charges are now greater 
than the forgone annual subvention payments. Nevertheless, there will be an 
undeterminable but limited reduction in property tax revenue.   

  
LINKAGE TO THE COUNTY OF TULARE STRATEGIC BUSINESS PLAN: 
 The County’s five-year strategic plan includes the “Economic Well Being Initiative – 

New agricultural preserves will continue to protect the County’s agricultural economy, 
and to promote the continuation of the agriculture, by creating flexibility for farmers, 
while implementing the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act.  
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ADMINISTRATIVE SIGN-OFF: 

___________________________ 
Michael Washam 
Associate Director 

___________________________ 
Reed Schenke, P.E. 
Director 

Cc: County Administrative Office 

Attachment(s)   

Attachment 1: Resolution 2009-0716, Agenda Item, and Staff Report (August 25, 2009) 
Attachment 2: Notice of Exemption 



BEFORE THE BOARD OF SUPERVISORS 
COUNTY OF TULARE, STATE OF CALIFORNIA

IN THE MATTER OF WILLIAMSON ACT – 
LIFTING THE MORATORIUM ON NEW 
CONTRACTS AND ESTABLISHING NEW 
APPLICATION FEES 

)
)
)
)

Resolution No. ____________ 

UPON MOTION OF SUPERVISOR      , SECONDED BY 

SUPERVISOR    , THE FOLLOWING WAS ADOPTED BY THE 

BOARD OF SUPERVISORS, AT AN OFFICIAL MEETING HELD JULY 7, 2020 BY THE 

FOLLOWING VOTE: 

AYES: 
NOES: 

ABSTAIN: 
 ABSENT: 

ATTEST: JASON T. BRITT 
COUNTY ADMINISTRATIVE OFFICER/ 
CLERK, BOARD OF SUPERVISORS 

BY: _________________________________ 
Deputy Clerk 

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  *  
1. Conducted a public hearing to consider the establishment of new application fees.

2. Approved the new application fees of: $1,000 for Agricultural Preserve/Farmland
Security Zone Formation or Enlargement and $500 for Agricultural Preserve/Farmland
Security Zone Contract or Reinstatement to take effect September 7, 2020;

3. Rescinded Resolution No. 2009-0716 and lifted the moratorium on accepting and
processing new agricultural preserves and Williamson Act contracts;

4. For the year 2020, extended the deadline to submit an application until the thirtieth day
of September and deferred the application fee until scheduling the Board hearing date;
and

5. Approved a Categorical Exemption consistent with the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA) Title 14 California Code of Regulations (CCR), Section 15061(b)(3)
Common Sense Exemption.
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Resolution 2009-0716, Agenda Item, and Staff Report  
(August 25, 2009) 
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Notice of Exemption 



Notice of Exemption 
 
Fee Exempt per Government Code Section 6103 
 

To:   □ Office of Planning and Research 
1400 Tenth Street, Room 121 
Sacramento, CA 95814 

 
 X Tulare County Clerk 

Room 105, Courthouse 
221 South Mooney Boulevard 
Visalia, California 93291   

 
Lead Agency: Tulare County Resource Management Agency  
 5961 South Mooney Blvd. 
 Visalia, Ca 93277 
 Ph: (559) 624-7000 
 Attn: hguerra@co.tulare.ca.us 
 
Applicant(s): Tulare County Board of Supervisors 
 2800 West Burrel Avenue 
 Visalia, CA 93291-4580 
 Ph: (559) 636-5005 

 
Project Title: Williamson Act – Lifting the Moratorium on New Contracts.   Rescinding Resolution No. 009-0716 
and lifting the moratorium on accepting and processing new agricultural preserves and Williamson Act contracts   
 
Project Location – Specific: Throughout all the unincorporated areas of the County of Tulare, in Tulare County, 
CA 
 
Project Location- Section, Township, Range: N/A 

 
Project Location - City:   N/A  Project Location - County: Tulare  

 
Description of Nature, Purpose, and Beneficiaries of Action(s)/Project(s): The Board of Supervisors is 
proposing to rescind Board of Supervisor’s Resolution No. 009-0716; and thereby, lift the eleven-year moratorium 
on accepting and processing new agricultural preserves and Williamson Act contracts.  
 
This change in policy brings the County of Tulare into better consistency with the policies within the Tulare 
County General Plan and the policies of the State of California consistent with the Williamson Act. Because these 
polices are consistent, there is no potential change to the environment due to initiating new or reinstating existing 
Agricultural Preserves and Williamson Act Contracts.  Moreover, the preserves and contracts are consistent with 
County adopted "Uniform Rules" of allowed uses.  The policies and uses under the "Uniform Rules" are identical 
to the policies and allowed uses under the County’s existing Exclusive Agricultural Zoning (AE Zones). Therefore, 
there is no change to the allowed uses nor the environment. Additionally, it is in fact a State recognized benefit to 
keep the lands of the State in active farming through Agricultural Preserves and Williamson Act Contract.  Any 
changes to the contract, or use that is not consistent with zoning requires a special use permit, contract non-renewal 
/ contract cancellation, along with further project specific CEQA review.  
 
Exempt Status: (check one) 

□ Ministerial (Sec. 21080(b)(1); 15268); 
□ Declared Emergency (Sec. 21080(b)(3); 15269(a)); 
□ Emergency Project (Sec. 21080(b)(4); 15269(b)(c)); 

Date received for filing at Tulare County Clerk 



 

X Common Sense Exemption: CEQA guidelines 14 Cal. Code Regs. § 15061 (b)(3) 
 

Reasons why activity(ies)/project(s) is/are exempt: Under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), 
County approval of the proposed agricultural preserve / Williamson Act Contract moratorium recession is Exempt 
from CEQA pursuant to State CEQA Guidelines, 14 Cal. Code Regs. § 15061(b)(3) the “Common Sense 
Exemption” because this change in policy will not result in a direct or reasonably foreseeable indirect physical 
change in the environment, as it would keep land in active farming and would not allow additional uses outside of 
what are proposed or allowed under the existing Agricultural Zoning or Uniform Rules of the County. 
 
 
Name of Public Agency Approving Project:  County of Tulare, Resource Management Agency 
 
Project Planner/Representative:  Michael Washam, Associate Director - RMA Area Code/Telephone: (559) 624-
7000 
 
 
 
Signature: Date:   Title: Chief Environmental Planner 

 Hector Guerra  Ph: (559) 624-7121 
 
 

Signature: Date:   Title: Environmental Assessment Officer  
 Reed Schenke, PE RMA Director  

 
X Signed by Lead Agency  Date received for filing at OPR: _____ 


