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Agricultural Advisory Committee presents an
Update to Rural Land Study
Whatcom County has over 102,000
acres of actively farmed ground according to the 2017 Ag Census (see page 6
for more details), but we have just over
87,000 acres in our Agriculture Zone.
The Agricultural Advisory Committee
(AAC) recognized that farmland was
declining at an alarming rate in the early 2000s and began work on the Rural
Land Study. This original study, that
identified over 22,000 acres of important agricultural lands outside of
the Agriculture Zone, was presented to,
and adopted by, County Council in
2007. The original study highlighted
the need to develop ‘heightened agricultural protection measures’ to better
preserve the agricultural values and the
ability for agriculture to occur within
these areas outside of the Agriculture
Zone. The Ag Advisory Committee has
made several recommendations and
improvements to the policy landscape
around agriculture in the meantime,
but comprehensive heightened agricultural protection measures were never
finalized or recommended to County
Council.
In an effort to develop heightened agricultural protection measures, the AAC completed
an update to the Rural Land Study to get an updated status report on important agricultural areas outside of the Ag Zone. This update expanded the identified Rural Study Areas to over 28,000 acres and assessed enrollment in Open Space Ag current use taxation,
prime soils, crop type, and the change in land cover over time. This update required significant Geographic Information System (GIS) map analysis and regular engagement by
the AAC. Whatcom County Planning and Development Service staff completed this map
assessment for the Ag Zone as well. In the time period between 2004 and 2016, by assessing land cover derived from aerial imagery, it was discovered that farmland in the Ag
Zone had decreased by 479 acres and farmland in the Rural Study Areas (RSAs) had decreased by 312 acres. At least two thirds of that decrease in acreage in the RSAs is directly related to an increase in Single Family Residence, i.e. new home development.
Continued on page 2
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(Update to Rural Land Study Cont’d)
The Ag Advisory Committee will work for the remainder of their 2019-2020 committee season to develop heightened agricultural protection measures to better protect agricultural land and agricultural values within the Rural Study Areas and across
farm country. Please review the full report at the Ag Advisory Committee website at www.whatcomcounty.us/241.
Map 1: Results of the Rural Land Study map analysis for the Guide/Pole Rural Study Area (RSA). The analysis was done by assessing land cover derived from aerial imagery.
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Whatcom County’s Purchase of Development Rights Program
The Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) Program is a voluntary program that compensates property owners for the value of
their unused development rights through the placement of permanent conservation easements. Conservation easements are
perpetual contract agreements where a landowner agrees to protect the values present within the property, such as
working farmlands, working forestlands, and important ecosystems. Since the program’s inception, over 1,200 acres throughout the county have been protected. Through protecting our agricultural and forestry resource lands, in addition to our important ecosystem areas, we are protecting local economies and local ecosystems for current and future generations.
The PDR Program receives voluntary applications from property owners wishing to protect their properties’ agricultural, forestry, and ecological values (and sometimes a combination of all three). Applications are accepted anytime during the year,
though applications received at certain times may qualify for specific funding sources.
Whatcom County Working Lands Conserving Watersheds
Once such funding source is through the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS). The USDA NRCS has awarded $1.3 million dollars to protect working lands and maintain a long-term commercially
significant agriculture industry. This project is called the Whatcom County Working Lands Conserving Watersheds, and is a
partnership between Whatcom County, Whatcom Conservation District, Whatcom Land Trust, and the Ag Water Board. Funding is available through 2022 and is administered in rounds through the PDR Program. The first application period closes on
February 28, 2020.
How much are development rights worth?
The PDR Program contracts with an appraiser to determine the value of development rights and the enacting conservation
easement. The appraiser considers the full fair market value of the land with all development rights intact and the encumbered value of the land with the development rights extinguished. The value between those two dollar amounts is what the
County offers applicants for the purchase of the development rights and conservation easement. Recent appraisals have
shown significant variation between price per development right since location, access to services, and other factors play a role
in that valuation. The price per acre has been slightly more reliable and most conservation easements have been purchased by
the County for between $2,000 & $6,000 per acre.
To review the updated PDR Program Guidelines and for more information on how to apply, visit
www.whatcomcounty.us/573.
For all questions and inquiries related to the PDR Program, please contact:
Becky Snijder van Wissenkerke, PDR Program Administrator
rsnijder@whatcomcounty.us or (360)778-5956
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Drayton Harbor Shellfish Upgrade
On October 22, 2019, an additional 765 acres
was approved for commercial shellfish harvest
in Drayton Harbor. Drayton Harbor is located
near Blaine in Whatcom County. Washington
Department of Health upgraded this area from
“Prohibited” to “Approved” after determining
that marine water quality and shoreline conditions meet necessary standards. The reclassification of the shellfish growing area reflects the
Drayton Harbor watershed community’s commitment to finding and fixing preventable
sources of human and animal bacteria pollution.
This latest 765 acres are in addition to 810
acres of shellfish growing area upgraded in December 2016. This nearly doubles the area apPhoto by Rick Beauregard, member of the Drayton Harbor Shellfish Protection District proved for commercial shellfish harvest in
Drayton Harbor. The remaining “Prohibited”
areas inside the harbor are primarily within permanent marina closure zones.
The 2016 upgrade to year-round harvest followed 21 years of work to reduce preventable fecal bacteria pollution from freshwater creeks and other human-influenced sources surrounding the harbor. Formation of a shellfish protection district and
community oyster farm in the mid-1990s helped residents, shellfish growers, tribes, agencies, and interest groups work together to find ways to support water quality improvement work. The Whatcom Clean Water Program, a partnership of local,
state, tribal and federal agencies, was formed in 2012 to strengthen and coordinate activities to reduce bacteria.
With community members, the City of Blaine has invested in improved wastewater and stormwater management infrastructure. Residents are helping prevent pollution from human waste by regularly evaluating and repairing septic systems and
consistently using marina pump out stations. To reduce bacteria pollution from animal waste, landowners have fenced farm
animals out of waterways; created protected heavy use and manure storage areas to better manage pastures, manure, and
mud; planted shrubs and trees along creek banks; and picked up pet waste. Continued actions like these are needed to help
maintain clean water conditions to keep the shellfish beds open and local waterways safe for people.
Due to the rains after a long dry summer, fall continues to be a challenging time for improving water quality and requires consistent
efforts to address preventable sources of fecal bacteria pollution. For
more information about our water quality program and tips to help
you contribute to the solution visit the Whatcom County Public
Works– Natural Resources website at:
http://www.whatcomcounty.us/1072/Water-Quality
Recreational shellfish harvest is open only in the Drayton West area.
Naturally occurring biotoxins can accumulate to unsafe levels during
certain times of the year. Recreational harvesters should always
“Check Before You Dig” to determine if it’s safe and legal to harvest.
For current beach health status and harvest seasons visit
www.doh.wa.gov/shellfishsafety.html. Contact Tom Kunesh from the
Whatcom County Health Department at 360-778-6034 or
tkunesh@whatcomcounty.us with questions regarding local shellfish
harvest. Please also check for licensing and harvest season requirements at www.wdfw.wa.gov.
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Whatcom County’s Noxious Weed Program
Would you think that the term “noxious weed” means a toxic plant? According to Webster’s Dictionary the word “noxious” is defined as “harmful or destructive” and noxious weeds can be harmful to us and our environment in
many different ways. In Washington State, a noxious weed is a non-native and
invasive plant which has been introduced either accidentally or intentionally.
Because they often arrive here without their natural enemies to keep their populations checked, they adapt to their new environment and can reproduce exponentially, often outcompeting our native plants and sometimes becoming
impossible to eradicate. These introduced plants can threaten our local ecosystems and agricultural crops, destroy fish and wildlife habitat, impact recreation,
clog waterways, create fire hazards, reduce land values, and poison humans
and livestock. The Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board creates the
official list of noxious weeds through an annual review process and the members of our Whatcom County Noxious Weed Control Board then adopt an annual Whatcom County Noxious Weed List from the state’s list.
Whatcom County’s Noxious Weed Program monitors and manages noxious
weeds on more than 2000 sites on both private and publicly owned lands Whatcom County Noxious Weed Field Inspecthroughout the county. One of our targeted weeds is Tansy Ragwort (Jacobaea tor, Cevan Schmitt, removes the toxic plant
vulgaris), a biennial plant with yellow flowers which produces alkaloids poison- Tansy Ragwort from a work site
ous to livestock. Tansy ragwort has been in this area for decades but the populations continue to decline due to the work of many landowners and land managers. Another target weed is Purple Loosestrife
(Lythrum salicaria) which alters wetlands by crowding out native plants and reducing habitat for birds and wildlife. Common
cordgrass (Spartina anglica) is an invader of our marine shorelines, collecting sediment and negatively impacting shellfish habitat. Two members of the carrot family, Giant Hogweed (Heracleum mantegazzianum) and Poison Hemlock (Conium maculatum), are poisonous to animals and humans but in different ways. Giant hogweed causes skin blistering through exposure to
the plant’s sap and sunlight, and Poison Hemlock can be fatal if eaten.
As we have many different weeds causing different types of impacts, we also have many different ways to manage them. The
Whatcom County Noxious Weed Program can assist landowners with plant identification and deciding the best strategies to
manage invasive weeds on their properties. We make recommendations based on the existing tools and resources available,
considering specific site conditions and long term plans, and keeping in mind your preferences for management methods.
If you have questions about invasive plants we hope that you will
contact us at 360-778-6234 or 360-778-6249. In addition we have
many publications including fact sheets for over 80 different terrestrial and aquatic weed species which can be found on our website
here:
http://www.co.whatcom.wa.us/930/Noxious-Weed-Fact-Sheets
We also have free loans of Weed Wrenches™, free native flower seed
packets and we give presentations to community groups.

Purple Loosestrife blooms along the shoreline of Fazon Lake

If you have an interest in serving on the Whatcom County Noxious
Weed Control Board, we currently have a vacancy in District #3 which
runs from Ferndale east across the county to the Deming area. More
information can be found here:
http://www.co.whatcom.wa.us/544/Noxious-Weed-Control-Board
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A Close Look at Whatcom County Agriculture
On April 11, 2019, USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service released the 2017 Agriculture Census. This is the most indepth assessment performed by USDA that is published every five years. The publication offers views from the national,
state, and county level and offers the ability to look at agricultural trends over time. This article includes notable facts and
trends focused on Whatcom County and western Washington agriculture. For more information, a narrated presentation can
be found here: https://extension.wsu.edu/wam/deep-dive-into-the-2017-usda-agriculture-census-what-does-it-say-aboutwhatcom-county-agriculture/.
Between 1978 and 2017
 In Whatcom County average farm size dropped by 28 acres
 In Whatcom County the number of farms increased 18.48% from
1,445 to 1,712
NOTE: these two values could be related assuming total farmland remains constant, but total farmland dropped 19.58%
Between 1997-2017
 Western Washington had a 3.8% decrease in farmland
 Whatcom County had a 9.9% decrease in farmland
 In Whatcom County there was a 240% increase in the number of
farms that are between 1-9 acres
 In Whatcom County a 34% increase in the farms that are between
10 and 49 acres
 In Whatcom County a 39 and 38% decrease for the 50-179 and
180-499 acre categories, respectively
 In Whatcom County a 11% increase in the 500-999 acres category
 In Whatcom County a 500% increase in the 1000+ acres category
 In Whatcom County total agricultural sales increased 48%;
$250,000,000 to $372,000,000 (does not factor in inflation)
 In Whatcom County the USDA category “fruits, tree, nuts, and
berries” increased from 8% of the agricultural economy to over
32% or roughly a 1/3 of the economy
 Whatcom County farms with direct sales grew 4%, while western
WA and Washington state grew by 1%
 Value of direct market sales grew 2% for western Washington and
0.56% for Whatcom County
Between 2002-2017
 Farmland owned by operators dropped 14% and 9% for western
Washington and Whatcom County, respectively (Figure 1)
 For Washington state, organic sales grew in total value 37 times
 In western WA, organic sales grew in total value 114 times
 In Whatcom County, organic sales grew in total value 34 times
 NOTE: Whatcom County isn’t keeping up with the rapid growth of
organic sales when compared to the rest of western WA, but is on
a similar growth pace as Washington state
 The number of dairy farms decreased by 62.1%, cows increased by
21%, the total value of dairy products increased 12.9%, and the
value per cow increased 52.3%
 NOTE: Fewer dairy farms are managing an increased number of
cows and increasing their value

Figure 1: Farmland ownership in Whatcom County,
2002-2017.
NOTE: USDA use the following definitions: Full owners operated only land they owned; Part owners operated land they owned and also land they rented
from others; Tenants operated only land they rented
from others or worked on shares for others.
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(Between 2002-2017 Cont’d)
 Whatcom County total berry acreage grew from 8,364 to 14,674 for an increase of roughly 43%
 Female farmers increased from 10% to 37%
 1/3 of farmers in 2017 are 65+; up from 19%
 In 2017, the majority of farmers reported that farming was not their primary occupation
Chris Benedict | Washington State University Extension | http://whatcom.wsu.edu/ag | 1000 N. Forest St., Suite 201 Bellingham, WA | 98225 | 360-389-3853 | chrisbenedict@wsu.edu
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Whatcom County Overview & Resources
Whatcom County is vast and geographically complex,
hosting a broad array of habitats and species. The jurisdictional landscape is equally complex, with intersecting local, state, tribal, federal, and private management jurisdictions. Whatcom County covers an area roughly 2,504
square miles in size, including 2,107 sq mi. of land and 397
sq mi of water. In acres, Whatcom County encompasses
1,378,446 acres, with approximately two thirds (850,980
acres) under federal management administered through
the US Department of Agriculture, Forest Service and Department of the Interior, National Park Service.
Whatcom County Agriculture Organizations:
 Washington Red Raspberry Commission: www.red-raspberry.org
 Washington Blueberry Commission www.blueberrycommission.com
 Washington Seed Potato Commission: www.waseedpotato.com
 Whatcom County Cattlemen’s Association : www.facebook.com/
whatcomcountycattlemen
Whatcom County Dairy Federation: www.wadairyfederation.org
Whatcom County Farm Bureau: www.whatcomfarmbureau.com
Ag Water Board: www.agwaterboard.com
Whatcom Family Farmers: www.whatcomfamilyfarmers.org

Whatcom County Entities Related to Ag:
Whatcom Conservation District www.whatcomcd.org or (360)526-2381
6975 Hannegan Road, Lynden, WA 98264
WSU Extension: whatcom.wsu.edu or (360)778-5800
1000 N. Forest Street, Bellingham, WA 98225
Farm Service Agency: www.fsa.usda.gov or (360)318-8121
914 Citadel Drive, Suite C, Everson, WA 98247
Natural Resource Conservation Service: www.nrcs.usda.gov or (360)318-8121
914 Citadel Drive, Everson, WA 98247
Sustainable Connections: www.sustainableconnections.org or (360)647-7093
1701 Ellis St. Suite 221, Bellingham, WA 98225
Whatcom County Entities Related to other Natural Resources:
Whatcom County Farm Forestry Association: www.wafarmforestry.com/Whatcom
Black Mountain Forestry Center: www.blackmountainforestry.com
Washington State Department of Natural Resources: www.dnr.wa.gov
Washington State Department of Fish and Wildlife: www.wdfw.wa.gov
North Cascades Audubon Society: www.northcascadesaudubon.org
Web Soil Survey: websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov
WSU Extension Forestry: forestry.wsu.edu
Whatcom Food Network: www.whatcomfoodnetwork.org
Whatcom County: www.whatcomcounty.us
Planning & Development Services (360)778-5900
River & Flood (360)778-6230
Public Works (360)778-6200
Health Department (360)778-6000
County Council (360)778-5010

