
 

 

Policy Memo Re: Agritourism 
 

Date: December 6, 2018 
To: Sustainable Solano 
From: Christina Oatfield, Grassroots Finance Attorney 
Re: Agritourism Policy to Promote Local Food Systems in Solano County 
 
Dear Sustainable Solano, 
 
This memorandum describes policy ideas that Sustainable Solano and its local partners could advance to 
further your goals of promoting access to, consumption of, and awareness of local food in Solano County, 
California. As with any policy idea, ample discussions with affected stakeholders greatly helps refine the 
policy proposal and build political support so we highly encourage you to consider working on these ideas 
with other local organizations, farmers, city planners, and community groups.  

Current State of Agritourism in Solano County 
 
What is Agritourism? 
 
Solano County Zoning Regulations define agritourism, in part, as “[t]he provision of facilities, amusement 
activities, commercial services, guides, or instructional content to encourage visitors to any agricultural, 
horticultural or agribusiness operation, either temporarily or on a permanent basis, for the purpose of 
enjoyment, education, or active involvement in the activities of the farm or operation other than as a 
contractor or employee of the operation. Agritourism includes agriculturally related indoor and outdoor 
amusement and recreation activities such as farm tours, hayrides, sleigh rides, corn mazes, picnic and 
party facilities and other similar uses as determined by the zoning administrator. …” (Zoning Regulations § 
28.01) 
 
Benefits of Agritourism 
 
Agritourism has been recognized as beneficial to farming communities in California, for economic and 
other reasons. It’s been identified as a strategy to promote small farm economic viability by enabling more 
diversity of sources of income to agricultural operations generally, and it can be especially helpful for 
supplementing income in low-revenue seasons. It can provide additional advertising opportunities for 
farm products. Additionally, these economic benefits arguably help protect agricultural land from housing 
development by promoting economic viability of small farms. (Keith, Diana, et al “Obstacles in the 
Agritourism Regulatory Process: Perspectives of Operators and Officials in Ten California Counties,” 
Agricultural Issues Brief, September, 2003, Agricultural Issues Center, University of California, Davis.) 
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Legal Barriers to Agritourism in Solano County 
 
Note: all code citations in this section refer to the Solano County Zoning Regulations, also known as 
Solano County’s zoning ordinance, unless otherwise noted.  
 
Solano County zoning laws create different agricultural districts in the county: Exclusive Agricultural 
Districts, a Suisun Marsh Agricultural District, and Suisun Valley Agricultural Districts. Different levels of 
agritourism activity are allowed in each of those districts. In the Suisun Marsh district no agritourism is 
allowed (Table 28-22A, Line 28.75). However, the other two agricultural districts allow agritourism uses, 
but on varying terms. The Suisun Valley Agricultural District law provides the most liberal agritourism 
laws in the county for wineries.  
 
The Exclusive Agricultural Districts law, which applies to most agricultural lands outside the Suisun 
Valley, allows agritourism homestays and some other forms of agritourism on a “temporary” basis (Zoning 
Ordinance Table 28-21A). The agritourism activities in these districts must be “incidental” to commercial 
agriculture. Although “agricultural homestays” are allowed by right, there are some restrictions and 
requirements regarding matters such as parking, ingress and egress, food service permits, etc. in § 
28.75.10(A) & (B)(1)). When a land use is allowed “by right” it means that no permits or fees are required, 
so long as the use conforms to any applicable limitations on that use in the zoning code. In the Exclusive 
Agricultural Districts, other on-farm agritourism uses involving amusement, entertainment, and seasonal 
sales are allowed, but only on a temporary basis and with a minor use permit (Solano County Zoning 
Regulations Table 28-21A). Obtaining a minor use permit requires a public hearing before a zoning officer, 
and as of the writing, the fee for a conditional use permit is $1,799. There is no prescribed timeline for 
obtaining one of these permits but according to one Planning Services official the average timeline from 
permit application submission to permit approval is about three or four months, however, the timeline can 
vary from case to case depending on the nature of the proposed agritourism use.  
 
By contrast, the Suisun Valley Agricultural Districts zoning provisions, which apply largely to the Suisun 
Valley winery region, have more permissive zoning codes when it comes to agritourism. In the Suisun 
Valley Agricultural Districts agritourism uses are generally allowed by right (§ 28.23 and Table 28-23). 
Although § 28.23.50.50.C.4 requires a conditional use permit for “special events” in these districts, the 
zoning code defines “special events” quite narrowly as social events for third parties that are not relevant 
to the agricultural use of the property (§ 28.01). Thus it appears the conditional use permit requirement 
applies largely to weddings or other such social gatherings at wineries, not typical agritourism activities. 
Additionally, there is an exemption from the conditional use permit requirement for special events for 
small and medium wineries for up to six events per year with up to 150 guests per event by right pursuant 
to § 28.23.50.10.5. So overall there are many agritourism uses, and even some non-agritourism “special 
events,” allowed without use permits or fees in the Suisun Valley Agricultural Districts in Solano County. 
The stated goal of expanded uses allowed in the Suisun Valley Agricultural District is to “help foster small 
tourist-oriented centers within the Valley, help attract tourists, and provide additional opportunities to 
market local products” (§ 28.23.12). 
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The limitations and use permit requirements for Exclusive Agricultural Districts pose some challenges  for 
small, diversified farms in the county. Many of Solano County’s small and diversified farms are located in 
Exclusive Agricultural Districts where the $1,799 minor use permit is a requirement for most agritourism 
activities, technically even a single small tour, tasting, or educational event on the farm. Although a farm 
could apply for one minor use permit to conduct agritourism activities on a recurring basis (in other 
words, a new minor use permit does not need to be obtained for every single agritourism event), the fee 
alone may be prohibitive for smaller farms. Many small farms operate on very tight profit margins so even 
if a minor use permit could open opportunities for additional revenue, the $1,799 fee may be a relatively 
large sum to pay for a business expense that may or may not result in more business. Some Solano farmers 
would like to host agritourism events that may have educational and community value, but that do not 
necessarily draw in significant additional revenue, thus a $1,799 fee may discourage community serving 
activities on farms. Additionally, some small farm advocates have complained that navigating the process 
of finding information about permits and applying for minor use permits is confusing, time consuming, and 
overall frustrating. 

Policy Solution 
 
An agritourism policy that would better promote the local food system in Solano County should include: 

● Allowing agritourism as an accessory use of agricultural land throughout the Exclusive 
Agricultural District by right. This would mean that a farmer would not need to apply for permits 
or pay fees to have an agritourism operation on their land, so long as the use was accessory to the 
agricultural use on the land (i.e. so long as agricultural production remains the main use of the land 
and that agritourism does not become the main activity on the land).  

● A requirement that upon enactment of a revised ordinance, the Solano County Planning Services 
must create a plain-language fact sheet about the new agritourism policy, including a simple table 
summarizing what is allowed by right, what may be allowed with appropriate permits, and what 
restrictions and requirements apply to various agritourism uses. The fact sheet should be available 
in multiple languages and it should be freely and easily accessible online and in relevant county 
government offices. 
 

Resources 
 
University of California’s Small Farm Program has numerous information resources to support 
agritourism, including regional summits, a website, and newsletter. See 
http://sfp.ucdavis.edu/agritourism/ and see their webpage specifically for local land use zoning and 
planning information at http://sfp.ucdavis.edu/agritourism/planners/ 
 
Clarifying Note: This memo describes allowed and restricted land uses, however, the construction of new 
buildings or renovation to existing buildings to accommodate agritourism is subject to additional 
restrictions, requirements, and permits which are beyond the scope of this memo. 
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