My search for Agg land, and what I've learned – From Cultivating Success Alumni Sue Plahn

1. Search for the land you want, where you want it. 

Location, size, and price were my criteria.

a. Search land by acreage and area, 

b. Make an account to receive regular emails when results match.

I used TheMLSonline.com - They list only active listings, not pre-foreclosure notices.
FYI:
-The buyer's agents on the Web page are advertising for leads- they aren't the listing agents!  
-Windermere listings don't appear in The MLSonline.com.
Zillow.com 
FYI:
-Posting criteria are more open than TheMSLOnline. 
That can lead to false-active status, such as already sold, or not yet listed (in pre-foreclosure).
-Land isn't listed on Zillow.

Redfin.com shows land listings, and gives you the listing agent's contact. 
  Listing agents should be interested in calling you back, they get the commission!
2.  Research the parcel:
Real estate listings are often wrong!

-Acreage size and boundaries: 

If the parcel was surveyed, the records should be available as a public record- find out where the county keeps the surveys.

 If you can, measure the dimensions yourself. Look for boundary markers.

If you know who last surveyed the land , they will be the least expensive people to re-survey, because they have the data. (Good surveyors will tell you who the last survey was done by.)

3. Property Taxes? 
Contact the accessor's office and ask them to reverify the current property tax- it may based on the loan value, which is now too high if a lot is bank-owned.
Look for comparables...recent, nearby sales, using the MSL or Redfin. Check those taxes.

4. Clear title? 
In the case of Bank-owned land, the seller provided title insurance. 
There should be a commitment to tile insurance by the seller's selected Title Insurance company. 
Verify- contact them.
Otherwise, you will need a title search and title insurance. Who will pay?
5. Septic permit?
 If you want to have sanitary facitlites, you'll need one. 
(Maybe your location allows outhouses, but it’s unlikely.)
If the soil is heavy and wet, the land might not perk for a septic system drain field.
Glendon biofilters, pumps- these are clues to wet land! 
Septic systems are more expensive in those cases. $$$!
Get estimates and plans only when you are serious- it won't be free.

6. Soils info
Is the soil on your land suitable for your farming activity?

Use the soils web site- look up  your parcel. websoilsurvey.sc.egov.usda.gov
The soil types on a tax parcel, and what those soils can grow, is listed there.
NOTE: If developers have done bulldozing on the parcel, that won’t show up in the soils database. 
Regrading may have removed topsoil and altered drainage.
Look at the land in wet and dry seasons:
I was very suprised when I visited the sunny hillside I loved last fall and found standing water in March!
The septic plan details that I saw in the fall should have been a clue.

Contact the Conservation District for your county and request a farm visit. 
The agent can tell you a lot about the land, and will will make several soil tests for you- all for no fee. They will also provide soil maps.
7. Water rights?
Don't plan to rely on surface water to irrigate, it's public property. 
We have the right only to collect what falls on our roof! 
If an existing farm has irrigation ponds or ditches, that doesn’t mean it is legal to use them for future irrigation.  That is allowed only if the land has water rights. 
Even if it does, they can be taken away if the state decides they want them.

Contact the WA State Department of Ecology to learn if a tax parcel has water rights. 
The Bellevue office handles water resources requests.
They advised me to apply for an exempt well, to use groundwater:
That allows 5000 gallons a day for domestic use, and another 5000 gallons a day for commercial use (farm irrigation is one.)

They can tell you if an area is allowing wells- some land has a moratorium on wells.

Your county may also have requirements for wells: Kitsap county required an OK from the health department. (Can't put in a well near a cemetery, for instance.)

There will be costs associated with a well:
· Cost to post your intention to dig a well

· Costs for planning

· Costs for installation

· Ongoing costs for water testing, maintenance
WA State Department of Ecology resources for well research:
· Our well drilling coordinator says that there are no moratoriums for well drilling in that area. However, he said that you will have to contact the Kitsap County Health Department before your drill in order to do a site assessment. They have additional requirements that Ecology does not have for new private wells. A link to those requirements and their contact information is here.

· My very ballpark estimate for well drilling was probably a bit low. I’m sorry! To rectify that, I strongly recommend that you speak with several well drilling contractors in the area. They can also give you more information about what obstacles, if any, they expect while drilling. Ask your neighbors too, if you’re comfortable doing so. 

· Here is a link to our well log database. Based on what I could find, the closest wells to that parcel were between about 150-165 feet deep. In both sections (2 square miles) of land where your property lies, the range was between about 85-215 feet. You can also see which companies have drilled recently in your area (the driller’s name is on the well log!)

· Here is our homepage on well construction. There is also this guide, The Homeowner’s Guide to Well Construction, which is aimed at folks who could be potential permit-exempt users, like you! I think this guide gives an excellent break down of what questions you need to ask the well driller. There is also more information about the Notice of Intent process in there. There is a fee of for filing a notice of intent. It’s $200 or $300 dollars, depending upon the diameter of the well. I didn’t mention this fee, I’m sorry about that! 

· Here is the link to the Washington Irrigation Guide (WIG) and associated materials. It was developed as a joint effort between Ecology, WSU, and other agencies to estimate crop irrigation water needs. As I understand it, it is going through process of a needed comprehensive update. Even though we have more up-to-date information (and we sometimes use it), the 1997 edition is still our go-to standard. Here is the a link to the WIG’s history and why Ecology uses it as our standard.
· You might also have some benefit from using water resources explorer. It’s part of a long-term statewide effort to map all of the water right documents in the state. We are about half way finished, with limited progress in kitsap county (WRIA 15). If you’re looking for land in WRIAS 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, (Whatcom, San Juan, Skagit, and part of Snohomish County), you might have luck there as well. 
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