Whatcom County
A gricultur al Pur chase
of Development Rights
Pr ogr am

Pr ogr am Authority
The Purchase of Development
Rights program is governed by
Chapter 3.25A of the Whatcom
County Code. This specifies that
private farmland owners may voluntarily apply to sell their development rights through a conservation easement, provided the land
is located outside of an established urban growth area and
within Rural 5A, Rural 10A or Agriculture zoned land, and provided

“I am a 3rd generation
farmer, I hope one of my kids
will be the 4th. This is not
just my family’s land, we are
in care of this resource for
the future. This is beyond
economics, I want to see this
resource protected for the
long, long term.”
-PDR Participant
Whatcom County

it meets any additional eligibility
criteria as defined in the PDR program guidelines. The county maintains a website with a copy of the
program guidelines, application,
and other information, which is
accessible here: http://

www.whatcomcounty.us/pds/
planning/
agricultural_program.jsp .

Contact:
Karin Wessman

3 6 0 -6 76 - 6907 ex t . 51072
k w es sm a n @ c o . w h a t c o m . w a . u s

What is a PDR?

How the Pr ocess Wor ks

The purchase of development rights
(PDR) involves the sale of a right to
develop a piece of agriculture land
for residential, commercial, or industrial purposes. PDR is a voluntary program, and landowners who
participate in it keep all other rights
on their property. The PDR agency
(in this case Whatcom County) will
make an offer to the landowner for
the development right(s) that the
landowner wishes to sell. The owner may then accept or decline the
offer as in other real estate transactions. Once an agreement is
reached, a permanent deed restriction is placed on the property
which restricts activities that can
take place on the land in perpetuity, and the owner is paid the agreed
upon price. This ensures that the
parcel remains in agricultural production or as open (green) space
forever.

The program guidelines include a set of
site criteria that rank applicants higher
for soils, size of parcel, active agricultural use, proximity to compatible uses, as
well as risk to the land of conversion
away from ag use.
“Farmers don’t
like to feel
boxed in or
micromanaged they
need to understand that they
will still maintain a lot of
control over
their property.”

Interviews of past program
participants tell us that
farmers motivated to both
preserve farmland and

retains private ownership of the land,
and communicates annually with the
Whatcom Land Trust to
“Once a year
they [the Whatcom Land Trust
staff] call me up
to schedule a
time, come take
some pictures
and do their
thing.”

ensure the terms of
the easement are
working for all parties.
The money for the
conservation easement
is paid at closing. Any
mortgages or liens
need to subordinate to
the terms of the ease-

realize additional financial

ment. Sometimes PDR program partici-

capital are the best fit for
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the process.

money to pay off other

After applying, there is a
long process of review,

bank loans, or do farmrelated investments.

appraisal, and approval that
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is coordinated between the
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farmer, the county, the Whatcom Land

program is a good fit for

Trust, and the funding partner – in most

you and your farm,

cases USDA. There is

please contact us for

flexibility in the process,
but it does take at least a
year to complete. Once
the conservation easement deed is signed and
recorded, the farmer

“I felt they
[county PDR
staff] were on
my side and
were advocating for me.”

more information at
(360) 676-6907 x51072.

“We used it
[money from the
easement sale]
to service debt
and pay expenses. We had expanded the farm
and bought a lot
of land and had
a lot of expenses.”

