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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This presentation will be an overview of the Williamson Act contract nonrenewal process.

During the presentation, please feel free to drop your questions in the chat. We will also take questions at the end either through the chat or by raising your hand. You can also reach out to us at any time with your questions through our email: LCA@conservation.ca.gov.

mailto:LCA@conservation.ca.gov
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa
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Land Conservation Act of 1965 
“Williamson Act”

• Voluntary program/contracts

• Restricts land usage

• 10-20-year contracts

• Contract renew annually

• Contract runs with the land

• Local rules and regulations (GC 51231)

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Before reviewing the topic of today, I wanted to offer a brief overview of the Williamson Act: ��The Williamson Act, was introduced in 1965 as the Land Conservation Act by Yolo County Assemblyman John Williamson. Therefore, we more commonly refer to it as the Williamson Act. It is a voluntary program offered by 52 of the 58 counties in California and a handful of cities. Contracts are held between the county and/or city and the landowner (not the Department of Conservation)

WA contracts restrict land use to agriculture, open space, grazing, and various other County or City defined compatible uses.

Contracts typically range from 10 to 20 years, are renewed annually on the contract anniversary date, and are tied to the land, or the “deed”, not the landowner. As landowners change, the WA contract remains on the deed and is passed from one owner to the next.

If you would like more information about the Williamson Act, please visit our website and we have many presentations available for download, including a Williamson Act Overview pdf.

Each participating jurisdiction is required, as outlined in Government Code Section 51231, to establish their own rules and regulations, also known as “local rules,” for implementation of the act in their jurisdiction. Therefore, if landowners call us with specific questions about their contract or a specific parcel of land, we will generally refer them back to the county.
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Seven Ways 
to Remove Williamson Act Contracts

• Nonrenewal – Term out to expiration date

• Cancellation – Owner petition and approval 
process

• Easement Exchange – temporary contract 
exchanged for permanent easement.

• Solar-Use Easement – local program 
acceptance and approval process

• Public Acquisition – Eminent Domain 

• Material Breach – County investigation into 
structural violation.

• Annexation – Requires a protest letter for 
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa/Pages/removing_contracts.aspx

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
The Williamson Act allows 7 ways to remove a contract. This slide lists those methods. The graphic on the right shows our website navigating to more information about all contract removal methods. There is a direct link at the bottom of the slide.

I won’t go into the details of each way to remove a contract in this presentation, but I wanted to highlight our topic of focus in context. Today we are focusing on the nonrenewal process at the top.

The nonrenewal process is a formal notice to the county that a landowner chooses to not renew their contract. Of all the ways to remove a contract, the nonrenewal process is the simplest and most straight forward. It doesn’t require any large fees, however there may be a local recording fee depending on your county. There are no lengthy approval processes or public hearings. Because Williamson Act contracts start out with a given number of years and are automatically renewed every year for one additional year, the contract will always have the original number of years left on the contract minus 1 year. Contracts can basically last forever if not removed in some way.

When a notice of nonrenewal is filed, the annual addition of 1 year to the contract stops. The status of the contract changes from an active Williamson Act contract to a contract that is in nonrenewal.

https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa/Pages/removing_contracts.aspx
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Williamson Act Nonrenewal Process
Government Code Section 51245

Landowner Initiated

1. Landowner contacts county/city for appropriate
form or notice procedure.

2. Landowner submits nonrenewal notice to
county/city at least 90 days before annual renewal
date.  NOTE: Partial nonrenewals may require
Board/Council approval.

3. Clerk of the board/council records the notice with
the county recorder within 20 days of receipt.

4. Countdown to expiration begins.
IMPORTANT: Landowner must comply with the
contract until it expires. (9 or 19 years depending
on the length of the contract)

County/City Initiated

1. County/city sends notice of nonrenewal to 
landowner at least 60 days prior to the renewal 
date.

2. Landowner may file a written protest prior to the 
renewal date.

3. County/city may withdrawal nonrenewal any time 
prior to the annual renewal date.

4. Clerk of the board/council records notices with the 
county recorder within 20 days of receipt.

5. Countdown to expiration begins. Landowner must 
comply with the contract until it expires at full 
maturity date.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
What is the process?

The provisions whereby local jurisdictions may create a process for nonrenewals is in the Government Code Section 51245. If you read the statute, you will notice there is no language defining specifics on how to submit a notice of nonrenewal, if it is a letter or a form, what a form should look like or what department to submit it to. State law allows local jurisdictions to create the process following the general guidelines of the statute. Therefore, each county or city will have a slightly different procedure. 

The Government code allows for either party of the contract to initiate the nonrenewal process on ALL or a PORTION of a Williamson Act contract. This means that either the landowner can initiate the process, or the county/city can initiate the process. Depending on which party submits the notice of nonrenewal, the process will be slightly different…so I split the slide into two halves for comparison.

Let’s review the landowner-initiated process first shown here on the left side of the slide.
�Landowner Initiated

In the first step, the landowner contacts their local jurisdiction (county or the city) and find out if there is a form or a specific method to file the notice. The statute allows each jurisdiction to create their own form and method for submitting the notice. Usually, the notice is submitted in the same place where building permits are issued, but this is not always the case. A landowner might begin their inquiry at a Planning or Building Department, Community Services, maybe the Agricultural Department or other. Any of these should be able to direct the landowner where to submit their notice of nonrenewal. �
The second step is to submit the notice at least 90 days before the annual renewal date of the contract.  If you don’t know when this annual renewal date is, refer to the contract and contact your county or city for assistance. If this window is missed, It could add an additional year to the countdown of the nonrenewal period. I put a NOTE on the second step to point out that a landowner may submit a notice of nonrenewal on only a portion of the contract as well. However, partial nonrenewals may require Board/Council approval to ensure the remaining land under contract still conforms to local rules.

3.  Once the notice of nonrenewal is submitted, the clerk of the board or council is required to record the notice within 20 days. 

4.  If everything is submitted before the annual renewal date, then the countdown to expiration of the contract begins. The county assessor will begin ramping up annual property tax bills until the property reaches the full (prop 13) assessment value at the end of the nonrenewal period.  During this time of nonrenewal, the Landowner is required to comply with the terms of contract until it expires.

County/City Initiated

On the right-hand side of the slide is the county/city initiated nonrenewal process. The two processes are generally the same, but with a couple of differences. Let’s review the steps:

If the County or city initiates the nonrenewal process, they must send a notice to the landowner at least 60 days (as opposed to the 90 days for a landowner) prior to the annual renewal date. This will generally come to the landowner in the form of a letter explaining the process.

Here is where we see the biggest difference between a landowner-initiated and a county/city-initiated notice. When the county or city initiates the process, the landowner has the right to file a written protest to the nonrenewal. This protest must be submitted prior to the annual renewal date for it to be considered.

If the county or city chooses, they may withdrawal the notice of nonrenewal any time prior to the annual renewal date. Notice there is no language in the statute that says the county/city must withdrawal the notice of nonrenewal if a protest is submitted. 

The clerk of the board has 20 days to record notices. 

On the annual renewal date, the countdown to expiration begins. The contract is in nonrenewal until it expires on the annual renewal date after it reaches maturity.
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Nonrenewal 
Contract Terms
Terms of the contract are enforceable for the full 
length of the contract and taxes increase over time 
in years until the contract expires.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I included this slide to show that while most Williamson Act contracts are 10-year contracts, they are not all the same. There are some contracts with different number of years depending on the county and the contract. The table on this slide shows the current lengths of contracts defined in statute and their expiration period after the notice of nonrenewal is recorded. Always check the terms of the contract to understand how long the contract remains in the nonrenewal period. 

Property taxes increase over the length of time remaining in the contract until it reaches its full prop 13 tax rate at the final expiration date. During the entire time of the nonrenewal period, landowners are required to adhere to all terms of the contract until it expires. 

To learn specifics about how property taxes will increase and at what rate over the course of the nonrenewal period, please speak to your local tax assessor. The Department of Conservation has nothing to do with determining tax assessments or property values.
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Williamson Act Nonrenewal Statutes

TODAY’s NONRENEWAL Government Code: 

• Section 51243 – allows landowners to submit 
nonrenewal notices for a portion of the contract 
independent of the other owner when the land has 
been divided.

• Section 51244 – Annual renewal process if no 
notice of Nonrenewal submitted. Option to reduce 
length of contracts to increase property tax 
revenue also reduces the nonrenewal period.

• Section 51245 – landowner/county nonrenewal 
process.

• Section 51246: Contract remains in effect until it 
expires.

 

SB 574 CHANGES To Nonrenewal Government Code:

• Section 51243 –NO CHANGE

• Section 51244 – NO CHANGE

• Section 51245: Removed the requirement for the 
county to submit a copy of the notice of 
nonrenewal to the Department of Conservation.

• Section 51246: (Notice of Expiration) • Removed 
the requirement to notify the Department of the 
expiration of a Williamson Act contract.

• Section 51249: (Filing of Sample Contract) 
REPEALED removed the requirement to provide the 
Department with a sample copy of each form of 
contract.

 

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
While the entire nonrenewal process is outlined in Government code section 51245 as we already reviewed, this slide shows other Williamson Act statutes that apply to the nonrenewal process. In 2022, Senate Bill 574 was adopted and made several administrative changes to the Williamson Act to reduce paperwork and streamline some of the notification processes. �
The left side of this slide shows the current statutes as they exist today. Each is paraphrased to highlight how it applies to our topic of today, the nonrenewal process. Each statute is hyperlinked so that when you download the PDF from our website,  you can refer to the exact language of each statute on the California Legislative Information website.��The right side of the slide shows how SB574 may have made changes to these statutes.
�Let’s review the statutes:

GC Section 51243 – Generally speaking, this statute defines what a contract does. Referring to the nonrenewal process, this statute allows for different landowners that may be operating under the same Williamson Act contract to file a notice of nonrenewal independent of the other. This doesn’t happen too often, but it is something to be aware of especially for older contracts. Local jurisdictions will need to make decisions on how this might affect the other land under the same contract that will remain under contract. Will it still conform to the local rules for Williamson Act contracts once the nonrenewing contract expires. Taking a glance at the right-hand side of the slide, SB574 did not change anything in this statute.

GC Section 51244 – This statute explains the regular annual renewal process that adds 1 additional year to contracts every year until a notice of nonrenewal is submitted. Additionally, this statute provides the county with options to reduce the length of contracts to a 9- or 19-year contract as opposed to the normal 10- or 20-year contracts. How this applies to nonrenewals is that it shortens the nonrenewal period as well. So just wanted to point that out. If you go back to the previous slide, you will see the time duration of contracts. Now looking at the right-hand side of the slide, you see there was no change to this statute when SB574 was adopted.

GC Section 51245 – This statute we already covered on the Process slide. Now looking over to the right side of the slide, SB574 did make changes to this statute. It completely removed the language requiring counties/cities to send the Department of Conservation a copy of the notice of nonrenewal. If you are managing this process at the county or city, please take us off your list to forward this notification. If we get them, we just file them. But it is completely ok to stop sending these to us. In fact, we don’t want them. It’s more work for you and more work for us. The notice should be filed locally with the county recorder. There is a better way for the Department to track notices of nonrenewal…I’ll get to that in a minute.

GC Section 51246 – This statute has a few things in it, but as it applies to nonrenewals, it clarifies that contracts remain in effect for the balance of the period remaining since the original execution or the last renewal of the contract. In other words, if you file a notice of nonrenewal prior to the annual renewal date, the contract will not renew and will expire in the term left on the contract. We have already covered this fact, but here is where the statute explicitly talks about the expiration of the contract. Looking at the right side of the slide,  SB574 did change this statute. It removed the requirement to send the expiration notice to the Department of Conservation. 

GC Section 51249 – This whole statute was repealed. We don’t see it on the left-hand side of the slide because It no longer exists. It used to require local jurisdictions to send the Department of Conservation a sample of local contracts referred to as fictitious contracts. This is no longer required. More paperwork removed.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&sectionNum=51243.
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&sectionNum=51244.
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&sectionNum=51245.
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&sectionNum=51246.
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Williamson Act GIS Data
collected annually from counties

Government Code Section 51237.5
On or before January 30 of each year, 
each city or county in which any 
agricultural preserve is located shall 
provide the Department with geographical 
information system (GIS) data files of all 
agricultural preserves and Williamson Act 
contracted land in existence at the end of 
the preceding year.

https://maps.conservation.ca.gov/agriculture/

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ok…last slide:

SB574 added GC section 51237.5 to the Williamson Act. This statute requires GIS data to be sent to the Department of Conservation every year before January 30th.

These GIS data include the status of contracts and show those that are in the nonrenewal process.  Notice the map in the graphic with a specific piece of land selected. The color shows orange and corresponds to the map legend indicating the status of this property is nonrenewal.

The Department of Conservation collects the data from all participating Williamson Act counties and publishes it on its website for access by the public. Rather than duplicating the process of collecting and recording individual documents already filed by the local jurisdictions (as we talked about in previous slides), this department is more interested in collecting the data. SB574 helped to modernize the state’s approach to collecting information.

You can find this map at the link listed on the bottom of the page.

CAUTION: Because the data is only collected once a year, If you need up-to-date information on the status of a specific contract, contact the county or city holding the contract.


https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=GOV&sectionNum=51237.5.
https://maps.conservation.ca.gov/agriculture/
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THANK YOU
Questions?

Williamson Act/CEQA Team
LCA@conservation.ca.gov

https://www.conservation.ca.gov
/dlrp/wa

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If we didn’t cover something you were interested in and you’re not comfortable discussing it in this format, please feel free to contact us and we would be more than happy to speak with you. We hope you found this informative.

mailto:LCA@conservation.ca.gov
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa
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