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Williamson Act Easement Exchange Program: 
Questions & Answers 

What is the California Land Conservation (Wil l iamson) Act? 
The California Land Conservation Act, better known as the Wil l iamson 
Act, has been the state’s premier agricultural land protection program 
s ince its enactment in 1965. The Act creates an arrangement whereby 
pr ivate landowners contract with counties and cit ies to voluntar i ly restr ict 
land to agr icultural and open-space uses. The init ial  rol l ing term contract 
( i .e.,  unless either party f i les a “notice of nonrenewal,” the contract is 
automatical ly renewed each year for an addit ional year) is 10 years. 
S ince 1998 another option within the Wil l iamson Act Program is  the 
resciss ion process to cancel a Wil l iamson Act contract and 
s imultaneously dedicate a permanent agr icultural conservation 
easement on other land. 

What is an easement exchange? 
Wil l iamson Act easement exchange legis lat ion became effective January 
1, 1998. The easement exchange process offers the advantage of 
keeping cancel lat ion fees working in the local area to preserve 
agr icultural land, instead of paying the cancel lat ion fees to the State 
General Fund. It  provides a voluntary resciss ion process for local entit ies 
and landowners to cancel a Wil l iamson Act contract and s imultaneously 
dedicate a permanent agr icultural conservation easement on other land. 
A board or counci l  must make specif ied f indings to cancel a contract. 
The appraised value of the easement land must be equal to or greater 
than the cancel lat ion fee required to cancel the contract. In addit ion,  
the easement land must be of equal s ize or larger than the Wil l iamson 
Act contracted land. Wil l iamson Act easement exchanges must meet 
cr iter ia establ ished under the California Farmland Conservancy Program 
(CFCP), the Department’s agr icultural land conservation easement 
program. Easement exchange provis ions are found in Government Code 
sections 51256, 51256(1) and 51256(2).  

How is a Wil l iamson Act easement exchange proposal init iated and 
approved? 
The process is entirely voluntary for al l part ies: the owner of the 
Wil l iamson Act contracted land, the owner of the land to be 
encumbered by the conservation easement, the organization that holds, 
monitors,  and enforces the easement, and the city or county. The 
landowner must submit a petit ion for a Wil l iamson Act easement 
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exchange proposal to the local governing city or county. 
 
Upon making the required f indings and determining that the el igibi l i ty 
cr iter ia has been met and evaluating the easement pursuant to the 
selection cr iter ia, the city or county may approve the proposal.  The 
proposal is then submitted to the Department of Conservation for review 
and f inal decis ion. I f  the Department approves the proposal,  the city or 
county may enter into an agreement with the landowner to rescind the 
Wil l iamson Act contract and s imultaneously place the other land under 
an agr icultural conservation easement. 

What is an “agricultural conservation easement”? 
An “agr icultural conservation easement” is a less than fee s imple interest 
in land. I t includes the r ight to prevent forever the development or 
improvement of the land, as specif ied in Publ ic Resources Code (PRC) 
section 10211 and Civi l  Code section 815.1for any purpose other than 
agr icultural production. The easement is granted by the landowner to the 
local government or a qual if ied nonprof it organization that has 
conservation of agr icultural land as one of its pr imary purposes. The land 
restr icted by the easement remains in pr ivate ownership. As ide from the 
separation of specif ied development r ights,  the landowner retains al l  
other r ights to the land, including the r ight to deny publ ic access and to 
manage the land for agr icultural uses. 

What type of Wil l iamson Act contracted land is eligible to 
participate in a Wil l iamson Act easement exchange proposal? 
Contracted lands on the urban edge of cit ies and other developed areas 
are el igible. One of the f indings required to cancel the contract 
st ipulates that terminating the Wil l iamson Act contract “wi l l  not result in 
discontiguous patterns of urban development” (Government Code 
section 51282(b)(4)).  I f  the development proposed is not urban in nature, 
such as mining for mineral extraction, then contracted lands not 
contiguous to urban areas may be el igible for a Wil l iamson Act easement 
exchange agreement. 

Where can agricultural conservation easements be established? 
The el igibi l i ty and selection cr iter ia for determining easement location 
are def ined in PRC sections 10251 and 10252. The easement land should 
be of suff ic ient s ize to support commercial agr iculture and to make a 
beneficial contr ibution to the conservation of agr icultural land in the 
area. The applicable city or county’s general plan must demonstrate a 
long-term commitment to the preservation of agr icultural land. Also,  
without conservation, the land would l ikely be converted to non- 
agr icultural use in the foreseeable future. 
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What is the term of an agricultural conservation easement? 
An agr icultural conservation easement is  granted in perpetuity as a 
covenant running with the land. (PRC section 10211 and Civi l  Code 
section 815.2 (b)).  A conservation easement is  an enforceable restr ict ion 
under Art ic le 13, section 8 of the California const itut ion. 

How is the agricultural easement agreement enforced? 
The easement holder, normally a local agr icultural land trust or 
conservancy, or a city or county, is responsible for ensur ing that the 
terms of the easement agreement are upheld. Typical ly, a representative 
of the easement holder vis i ts  the easement property at least once a year 
to ver ify that no prohibited uses have occurred. 
 
At the t ime the easement is  establ ished, a map or aer ial photograph of 
the property is f i led with the easement holder to document the bui ldings, 
roads,  and other improvements. This basel ine information is then used 
annual ly to compare approved uses with current uses to ver ify 
compliance with the terms of the easement. I f  the land’s lease or 
ownership changes, the easement holder assures that the new lessor or 
owner knows the terms of the easement and that the property is being 
monitored. 

What assistance is available for using the Wil l iamson Act easement 
dedication provisions? 
Applicants should contact the applicable local government for in it ial 
consultat ion, develop their  petit ion with specif ic explanation as to how 
the proposal meets al l s tatutory cr iter ia, and prepare draft f indings. At 
any t ime throughout the process the Department of Conservation is 
avai lable to provide input on the meaning of relevant statutes, however,  
landowner/applicants should assume responsibi l i ty for developing their 
own exchange proposals us ing the statutory cr iter ia. The exchange 
process is pr imari ly a local matter and the Department cannot predict or 
guarantee the outcome of an easement exchange proposal.  I f  you have 
quest ions for the Department, you may contact: 
 
Department of Conservation, Divis ion of Land Resource Protection 
Wil l iamson Act Program 
715 P Street, MS 1904 
Sacramento, CA 95814 
Phone: 916-324-0850 
Email:  lca@conservation.ca.gov 
Website: www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/lca 
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