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Summary 
Three separate circumstances are driving a review of the criteria for the Farmland Preservation 
Program in the Washington Wildlife and Recreation Program. First, in September 2008, 
Recreation and Conservation Funding Board (board) members suggested that staff compare par-
ticipation patterns and evaluation criteria to program goals. Second, recent legislation requires 
changes to the program’s eligibility policies. Third, the Washington State Conservation Commis-
sion and nonprofit organizations are now eligible for these grants, so the program should be re-
viewed to consider the role of third parties in preserving farmlands. 

 
This memo outlines these policy issues and the varying timeframes for addressing them. 

Background 
The primary purpose of the Farmland Preservation Program (FPP) in the Washington Wildlife and 
Recreation Program (WWRP) is to acquire development rights on farmland in Washington and 
ensure the land remains available for agricultural practices. A secondary goal is to enhance or re-
store ecological functions on farmland. 

 
The board has conducted three grant cycles  for the program since it began in 2005. Over the last 
four years, the board has addressed FPP policy issues that include: 

• Establishing initial policies; 
• Creating a model conservation easement; 
• Determining whether to allow land trusts to be co-holders of the conservation easement; 
• Selecting evaluation criteria that best fit program goals; and 
• Increasing program participation. 

 
At its September 2008 meeting, the board expressed a need to review the program. Members 
suggested that staff research and evaluate (1) how to increase local participation in the program, 
(2) whether there is a balanced geographic dispersion of program funds, and (3) whether evalua-
tion criteria meet program goals.  
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During the 2009 session, the legislature expanded the FPP eligibility requirement1 to allow non-
profit organizations and the Conservation Commission to apply for FPP grants. In light of that 
change, staff suggests that the role of third parties in preserving farmlands may need to be consi-
dered.  
 
The Washington State Conservation Commission’s Office of Farmland Preservation is interested 
in participating in the evaluation of these policies and other issues.  In December 2008, the Farm-
land Preservation Task Force recommended that the Conservation Commission work with RCO to 
revise FPP ranking criteria. The Task Force was established by the legislature to provide guidance 
to the Office of Farmland Preservation on conservation easements and major factors leading to 
past declines of agricultural lands in Washington State.  
 
RCO has requested guidance from the Conservation Commission, conservation districts, and 
county representatives about how FPP policies can fit with a statewide farmland preservation 
strategy, which is currently undeveloped. RCO’s director meet with the Conservation Commission 
and indicated that once they completed their work on a statewide farmland preservation strategy, 
we would recommend to the board how that strategy could be incorporated into our FPP criteria.  
Until a statewide strategy is identified, staff will rely on input from stakeholders to shape program 
policies. 
 
During the 2009 session, the legislature also amended the definition of “farm and agricultural 
land”2 to include specific standing crops such as short-rotation hardwoods and Christmas trees. 
This change will need to be incorporated into the FPP policies as appropriate. 

Analysis  
Staff will work with stakeholders in examining FPP goals, objectives and outcomes to assess the 
progress of the program. Staff will explore the following policy questions:   

• Can RCO improve its outreach efforts to increase local participation in the program? 
• What is the geographic distribution of FPP funds and, if unbalanced, what are the contri-

buting factors? 
• What is the role of third parties now that nonprofit organizations and the Conservation 

Commission are eligible for FPP grants? 
• Could the evaluation criteria better meet the intent of the program? 
• How well is the perpetual conservation easement working? 
• What can be done to make the program more successful? 

 
Program review updates will be presented to the board later this year. If recommendations to im-
prove the program are ready, the staff will present those to the Board in September or November. 
 
In addition, staff will draft a proposal for updating FPP eligibility policies to include the new defini-
tion of “farm and agricultural land” and to allow nonprofit organizations and the Conservation 
Commission to apply for FPP grants. These eligibility changes should be made before the next 
WWRP grant cycle. 

                                                 
1 SHB 1957 
2 EHB 1815 



Item #6d, Farmland Program Review 
July 2009 
Page 3 
 
 
Next Steps 

Staff will work with key constituents such as the RCO’s Farmland Preservation Program Advisory 
Committee, county representatives, land trusts and the Conservation Commission to review the 
FPP and to develop options for improvement.  Program review updates will be presented to the 
board later this year. If recommendations to improve the program are ready, the staff will present 
those to the Board in September or November. 
 
Staff will also draft proposals to revise eligibility policies to comply with the recent statutory 
changes. In order to make necessary changes by the next WWRP grant cycle, these proposals 
will be presented to the board in September and November of this year. 


