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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
August 8, 2024
Council to consider a bill to extend the sunset date of the nondedicated agriculture program and the time to enroll in a new program 
HILO, HI - On August 20th the Hawaii County Council Finance Committee will hear Bill 188, to extend the sunset date of the nondedicated agriculture tax program and the time for property owners currently in the program to apply for an alternative program, such as the short- or long-term agricultural dedication or the community food sustainability programs.
The proposed bill, introduced by Council Chair Kimball and Council Finance Chair Matt Kanealii-Kleinfelder, is in response to the concerns voiced by the public during the hearing on July 18, 2024, which covered the Finance Director’s draft rules for the new programs. 
Chair Kimball said, “The changes in the agricultural tax programs were developed to help farmers and the community by reducing speculation on agricultural land, keeping agricultural land in agricultural use, incentivizing leases to young farmers, and encouraging more local food production. Acknowledging that additional educational outreach needs to be done by the county before these changes take effect, and based on the testimony it was very clear that the community needs more time to understand the new programs and figure out how they will be able to participate.” 
The main change to the agricultural programs is the requirement for documentation to be provided at the time of application to demonstrate the intended agricultural use. This documentation can come in the form of verification from other governmental agencies, receipts, or a farm plan. The proposed Bill 188 would extend the time to select a program and apply from September 2025 to September 2026. 
In addition to the changes in the tax programs, farmers who live on their properties as their primary residence will also see the effect of Bill 28-23, Draft 2, which became Ordinance 23-54 on July 24, 2023, in this year’s property tax bill. Ordinance 23-54 (Bill 28-23) allowed these farmers to participate in the homeowner's tax class, reducing their tax rate from 9.35/$1000 to 5.95/$1000, while still getting the agricultural use benefits.  

“Since we were adding these additional tax benefits we needed to address some known weaknesses in the documentation of the agricultural programs.”, said Kimball. “The county has a fiduciary responsibility to all the taxpayers across the island to ensure our tax benefit programs are well documented and people who are participating in these programs actually have their land in agricultural use.”  

Council member Kanealii-Kleinfelder says, “Mahalo to the good people of Hawaii County for voicing their concerns about the changes to the dedicated agricultural tax programs. It is imperative that the County collaborate closely with the public to provide information on new programs and avoid unforeseen consequences. This extra time allows the council to address public concerns while continuing to promote sustainable agriculture initiatives in Hawaii County.”
In addition to Bill 188, the council will also hear Bill 189 which will add “pasture for food production” as an eligible use under the community food sustainability program and expand the definition of diversified agriculture. Bill 189 will also remove the three-renewal limit for the short-term commercial agricultural use dedication program. Both amendments were proposed to address some of the main concerns raised in the July rules hearing. 

"We have heard the community loud and clear and are prepared to work with the Council and the community to address the concerns raised,” said Mayor Mitch Roth. “Fundamentally, we agree that people on agricultural land receiving tax exemptions should be working the land to provide food and resources for themselves, their families, and their communities. We want to thank Chair Kimball and Councilmember Kanealiʻi-Kleinfelder for their willingness to revisit this important piece of legislation, and we also thank the community for engaging in the democratic process."
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