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Definition of Agriculture:  why – and when – did the Board of 
Supervisors change it? 
 
Much has been written in the last year about past Board of Supervisor decisions to 
change ‘the definition of agriculture’ – as if it were a single definition.  It actually lives 
in two places – the general plan and the county code (ordinances).  It’s also important 
to understand that those two documents (plan and code) must be in conformity.   

So although often mistakenly described as a policy change – in either 2008 or 2010 or 
2017 – depending on which action is being examined, the changes by the Board of 
Supervisors to the definition of agriculture in the general plan and county code have 
simply been enacted to align the general plan with the code changes, going back to the 
1990 Winery Definition Ordinance.  Here’s what the various decisions did. 

 1990:  The Winery Definition Ordinance (WDO) defined a winery as an 
agricultural processing facility for creating wine.  It defined accessory use as “clearly 
incidental, related and subordinated to the main use…”  Examples of accessory uses 
were tours and tastings, and marketing of wine. 
 
  It further defined marketing of wine as any activity conducted on a pre-
arranged basis for the education and development of customers.  It said marketing of 
wine could “include food service … when provided in association with such education 
and development.” 
 
  However, the then existing 1976 code definition of agriculture was not 
changed in 1990.  So it continued to exist without references to agricultural 
production and processing, marketing, sales, and other accessory uses (or farmworker 
housing).   
 
 2008:  First general plan update since 1984.  The general plan needed to be in 
sync with existing ordinances.  General Plan Policy Ag/LU-2 stated a broad definition 
of agriculture, and described it as including “related marketing, sales and other 
accessory uses.”  This change was made to reflect the existence of the 1990 WDO.   
   

General plan definitions are not as specific and detailed as ordinance (code) 
definitions.  A new code definition of agriculture was needed (because the 1976 one 
was still on the books!).  So a general plan action item was created to amend the code 
definition to reflect the general plan definition of agriculture, “ensuring … that 
marketing activities and other accessory uses remain incidental and subordinate to 
the main use.”  
 
 2010:  at the height of the Great Recession, there was intense public pressure 
on the Board of Supervisors to greatly expand the scope of activities in the agricultural 
preserve (AP) and agricultural watershed (AW) zoning areas.  The Board adopted 
Ordinance 1340, which underscored that tours and tastings and marketing of wine 
are accessory roles to winemaking.  The Ordinance also changed the definition of 
marketing to allow corporate events and clarify that food and wine pairings were 
permitted as part of tours and tastings, but the Board simultaneously adopted a 
Resolution with specific examples of what is allowed. 
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The Napa County Farm Bureau (NCFB) supported the rules and, as the Napa 

Valley Register reported, “… [NCFB executive director] Sandy Elles hailed Tuesday’s 
vote … as ‘one more important step’ in protecting Napa County’s agricultural 
heritage.”1   
 
 2017:  the Planning Director finally got around to bringing the Board a revised 
code definition of agriculture.  It included a provision that says agriculture “shall 
include the following, but only upon grant of a use permit …”: 
 

1. Production and processing of agricultural products, 
including agricultural processing facilities; and 

2. Marketing, sales, and other accessory uses that are related, 
incidental and subordinate to the main agricultural processing use. 

 

 Finally, the code definition of agriculture and the general plan definition of 
agriculture were in sync with each other, and with related ordinances (winery 
definition, farm management, farm labor housing, etc.). 

 

                                              
1 This was a 3-2 vote (Dodd & Luce voting against) and, typically, the title of the Napa Valley 
Register article about the Board action - “Winery rules loosened” - was more provocative than 
the content, which described the changes as providing “a touch more flexibility” and “relatively 
minor.”  The Napa County Farm Bureau supported the rules and, as the Register article says, 
“… Sandy Elles hailed Tuesday’s vote … as ‘one more important step’ in protecting Napa 
County’s agricultural heritage.” 


