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Farmland Conversion in California: 
Evidence from the Williamson Act Program 
Kent Kovacs 

The recent boom in the housing 
market created significant pressure 
for farmland conversion throughout 
California. The highest expected net 
loss of farmland from the Williamson 
Act program, California’s premier 
agricultural land protection program, 
was in 2007. In spite of the wide- 
spread pressure, conversion in most 
regions of California is consistent with 
historic levels of conversion from the 
last housing boom. The exception 
is the San Joaquin Valley, where 
unprecedented farmland conversion 
is likely in the next decade. 

California land is in high 
demand, not only for agricul
ture, but for non-agricultural 

land use that creates pressure for 
farmland conversion. This demand 
for non-agricultural land use comes 
largely from urban influence driven 
by anticipated population growth of 
California. The Public Policy Insti
tute of California (PPIC) estimates 
that by 2020, California’s population 
will grow from 37 million to reach 
between 42 million to 48 million 
people. This growth relies on new 
commercial, industrial, and residen
tial real estate which all occupy land. 

The housing market is cyclical and 
until recently, California’s market was 
booming. The PPIC estimates that, 
between 2000 and 2005, the median 
sale price for single-family homes rose 
by 117 percent, and building permits 
issued for single-family homes rose by 
42 percent. A key finding of this article 
is that the boom in the housing market 
resulted in farmland loss throughout 

California, but most significantly in the 
San Joaquin Valley. This rapid low-den
sity development has significant impli
cations, not only for farmland loss, but 
for traffic congestion, air quality, and 
the cost of public services. 

Tracking the loss of farmland in Cal
ifornia is possible through an examina
tion of the cumulative non-renewals in 
the Williamson Act program. The Cali
fornia Land Conservation Act, better 
known as the Williamson Act, is the 
state’s premier agricultural land protec
tion program since its enactment in 
1965. Private landowners voluntarily 
restrict their land to agricultural and 
compatible open space uses under mini
mum 10-year rolling term contracts 
with local governments. In return, 
restricted parcels are assessed for prop
erty tax purposes at a rate consistent 
with their actual use rather than poten
tial market value. Cumulative non-
renewal acreage refers to the total 
amount of acreage undergoing the nine-
year phase out of contract status at any 
one time. Non-renewals indicate the 
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anticipation of converting farmland to 
other uses. 

Since 2003 each year had an 
expected net loss of farmland in the 
Williamson Act program, as shown in 
Figure 1. The figure shows expected net 
loss because cumulative non-renewals 
indicate how much acreage is planning 
to leave the program. (Ideally, new 
enrollment would show acreage plan
ning to join the program, rather than 
just enrollment for that year, but such 
data are not available.) Large enroll
ment in Merced County in 2001 and 
2002 kept new enrollment above cumu
lative non-renewals in those years. 
However, after 2002, the new enroll
ment fell and the cumulative non-
renewals rose rapidly. The greatest 
expected net loss of acreage to the pro
gram was in 2007. A decomposition of 
the cumulative non-renewals into non-
renewal initiations (acreage initiating 
phase out of the program) and expira
tions (acreage leaving the program) 
shown in Figure 2 allows for a closer 
examination of the rapid rise of 

Figure 1. Statewide Enrollment and Non Renewal 
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Figure 2. Statewide Non Renewal and Expirations 
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Figure 3. Williamson Act Regions 

Figure 4. Bay and Central Coast Non-Renewal Initiations and Expirations 

cumulative non-renewals. Most of the 
cumulative non-renewals since 2003 are 
non-renewal initiations. 

The non-renewal initiation is for a 
landowner who begins the nine-year 
phase out of a contract, and non-
renewal expiration is the termination of 
a contract as a result of completing the 
nine-year phase out. The plot of non-
renewal initiations and expirations for 
the eight-year period is equivalent to 
showing the non-renewal initiations for 
sixteen years (eight years in the past 
and the eight years shown in the plot) 
and non-renewal expirations for sixteen 
years (eight years shown in the plot and 
eight years in the future). Preferably a 
full eighteen-year period would be 
shown by displaying the 1999 non-
renewal initiations and expirations. 
Unfortunately, the 1999 non-renewal 
data are unavailable. Another look at 
Figure 2 indicates that non-renewal ini
tiations prior to 2004 are comparable to 
recent historic levels, but after 2004 an 
unprecedented level of non-renewal ini
tiations took place. This indicates that 
substantial loss of farmland is antici
pated between 2014 and 2016. 

The statewide plot of non-renewal 
initiations and expirations does not pro
vide much insight into where the non-
renewals are occurring. A policy 
response to the non-renewals would 
need to identify the regions with the 
most non-renewals since California is a 
geographically diverse state. The 
regions shown in Figure 3 for the spa
tial examination of the non-renewals 
include the Bay and Central Coast, 
Foothills and Sierra, North Coast and 
Mountain, Sacramento Valley, San 
Joaquin Valley, and the South Coast 
and Desert. Figures 4 to 9 show the 
non-renewal initiations and expirations 
for each of the regions. 

The non-renewals for the Bay and 
Central Coast region show that recent 
initiations are well within historic levels 
of initiation, as illustrated in Figure 4. 
This is evident from the non-renewal 
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Figure 5. Foothills and Sierra Non Renewal Initiations and Expirations expirations plot being above the non-
renewal initiations plot for a number of 
years. For the Bay and Coast region, the 
highest anticipated level of farmland 
loss occurred back in 1991. The similar 
finding of recent non-renewal initia
tions well within historic levels is 
shown for the Foothills and Sierra, 
North Coast and Mountain, and the 
Sacramento Valley regions in Figures 
5–7. However, for each of those regions, 
there is an upward surge in non-
renewal initiations in 2006 and 2007. 
Much of the early 1990s growth in the 
North Coast and Mountain region 
appears over, but the Foothills and 
Sierra and the Sacramento Valley 
regions appear to have more growth in 
store. 

The story changes for the San 
Joaquin Valley and the South Coast and 
Desert regions, as illustrated in Figures 
8 and 9. In the past few years, non-
renewal initiations are well above the 
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Figure 7. Sacramento Valley Non Renewal Initiations and Expirations 
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Figure 6. North Coast and Mountain Non Renewal Initiations and Expirations 
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matic rise in initiations suggests that a 10 
shift toward farmland loss is occurring 
in these regions beyond the natural 
response to a housing boom. The coun

5 
ties in the San Joaquin Valley with con
sistent double-digit losses of farmland 
include Kern, Madera, and Tulare. The 
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farmland losses; the existing population 
centers in the San Joaquin Valley are 
along the Highway 99. For the South 40 
Coast and Desert region, the significant 
non-renewal initiations are in Santa 
Barbara County and, most recently, 30 
Imperial County. 

In spite of the pressure of urban 
influence in most regions of California, 20 
there remain counties where there is 
minimal pressure for farmland conver
sion. In August 1998, the Legislature 10 
enhanced the Williamson Act with the 
Farmland Security Zone (FSZ) provi
sions. The FSZ provisions offer land
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Figure 8. San Joaquin Valley Non-Renewal Initiations and Expirations 
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Figure 10. Farm Security Zone Enrollment by Region 
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Figure 9. South Coast and Desert Non-Renewal Initiations and Expirations 
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term contract. Figure 9 shows FSZ 
enrollment by region since 2000. Most 
of the FSZ enrollment from 2000 to 
2003 is in Colusa and Glenn counties 
on the northeast side of the Sacramento 
Valley. There is also enrollment in 
Kings and Kern counties on the south
east side of the San Joaquin Valley. 
However, for the most part, landowners 
in California appear reluctant to enroll 
in the FSZ. 

There seems no doubt that urban 
influence will continue to place pres
sure on agricultural land in California. 
In most regions the pressure of urban 
influence appears to follow the natural 
ebb and flow in the housing market, but 
the San Joaquin Valley is an exception. 
Over the next decade, there will likely 
be unprecedented growth in the San 
Joaquin Valley, and this growth will 
shift the traditional balance between 
agricultural and non-agricultural land 
uses. The cities along Highway 99 may 
want to revisit their planning codes to 
pro-actively identify how to handle the 
growth to come. 
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