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FA~LAND POLICY IN CALIFO~’S CENT~ VALLEY:
STATE, COUNTY, A~ C~Y ROLES

Alvin D. Sokolow

In a s~te ~at leads ~e nation bo~ in agficult~ production ~d n~bers of new
residen~ added ~uaIly, ~b~i~tion steadily nibbles away at f~l~d reso~ces.
~e problem of f~l~d conve~ion is especiMly prono~ced ~ ~e Cen~al Valley,
Califo~a’s premier agricult~al region. Central VMley f~ming con~ibutes more
than $22 billion a ye~ in co~odity value, ~d additional billions in,associated
activities, to ~e state’s diverse economy.

Continued l~ge-scMe f~ production here is critieM to ~e ~e of CMifomia
a~icult~e. In ~e severM decades after World W~ II, when rapid ~b~don in ~e

acres of cropl~d in these.rich co~tal ~eas, most of the lost f~ production was
Los ~geles ~d S~ Fr~cisco Bay regions eliminated several hundred tholed

relocated to ~e Cen~al Valley. Should ~b~i~fion simil~ly ~ect ~e vMley in ~e
~e, no o~er region in ~e state has the soil and other reso~ce conditions to pick
up ~e resulting slack.

At issue is ~e effectiveness of state ~d locM gove~ent policies in limiting ~e
conv~sion ofagricult~al soils to ~b~ uses. F~l~d protection is ~ explicit goM
at bo~ state ~d local levels. But as presently implemented, it competes wi~ o~er
goMs and pressures that favor urban development~ong them ho~ing dem~d,
l~do~er profit desires, building, indust~ jobs, water supply, ~d loc~ gove~ent
revenue e~cement.

This ex~ination of v~ations in f~l~d protection effo~s ~ong Cen~al
V~ley co.ties ~d cities, ~th a foc~ on ~e inteoIay ofsmte/loe~ ~d co~/ci~
roles, fd~s ~e b~is for suggesting ch~ges in California policy. Although ~e state
establishes the policy fr~ework inthis arena ~ it does for l~d use ma~ers
generally, local gove~ents have the discretion to dete~ine the de~Is of
development ~d reso~ce prese~ation. Consequently, ~e pfiofi~ given to f~l~d
protection v~ies greatly from one co--unity to ~other, resulting in ~even
prese~ation results that dilute the effectiveness of state policy.

~e roles of major gove~entM actors may be eh~aeterized in ~is way:
¯ State gove~ent affi~ ~e desirability of f~l~d protection, but t~es li~le

direct action. I~ major actions in ~is ~ea ~e to empower local gove~ents with
plying, regulator, ~d fiscal tools for controlling land use.

¯ County gove~ents, to v~ing degrees, ~e ~e principal defenders of ~is
reso~ce.
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¯ City governments, motivated by the imperative to grow,as distinct from land used for grazing. These estimates are
generally see surrounding farmland as the raw material forbased on an extrapolation of incomplete county-level data
their expansion--which, in fact, is the major source ofreported biennially since the 1984-86 period by the state’s
farmland conversions. Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program.3 Conversion

¯ County/city interactions in land use and fiscal matters,estimates from other sources tend to be higher, ranging up to
some cooperative and others conflictual, affect the pace and50,000 acres or more of Central Valley farmland yearly.
direction of farmland conversion. They are partially con-Conversion levels even at the higher estimates do not
trolled by the municipal boundary determinations of Localseem to constitute a major immediate threat to the viability
Agency Formation Commissions (LAFCOs) in each-county,of Central Valley agriculture. Fifty thousand acres per year

The material for examining’ these roles comes from ais only 0.3 of 1% of the total agricultural land base (includ-
study of farmland policy and programs in seven Centraling both crop and grazing acres) of 15million acres in the
Valley counties.~ All are major agricultural counties thatvalley in 1987; the estimated annual decrease of cropland at
since 1980 have experienced considerable populationthis level is only about 0.6 of 1% of the total of 7 million
growth. Included in this sample are the state’s (and theacres in 1987. As a resourceful industry keyed to technologi-
nation’s) three top counties in value of farm production:cal advances and management efficiencies, Central Valley
Fresno, Tulare, and Kern. The other sample counties areagriculture can effectively cope with such levels of farmland
Stanislaus, San Joaquin, Yolo, and Sutter. loss for a period of time. Indeed, the recent trend has been

Much of this analysis is based on more than 140 open-to produce more and higher-value commodities on a decreas-
ended interviews conducted in 1993 with county and citying number of acres. While total cropland in the region
elected officials, administrators, and planners; farm industrydeclined from all sources by about 500,000 acres between
leaders; development industry representatives; and other1978 and 1992, the market value of agricultural commodities
local leaders in the 2seven counties. Since that time we haveduring that period increased by $4.7 billion, almost doubling.
continued to track policy developments in the sampleContinuation of current or accelerated conversion trends
communities through newspaper accounts and additionalinto the long term, however, points to a different scenario. In
interviews, and have examined planning documents and. a 1995 report,4 the American Farmland Trust projected that
other materials. 1.4 million acres of cropland (approximately 30,000 a year)

would be converted to urban uses by 2040 in a 10-county
CENTRAL VALLEY TRENDS area including most of the prime farmland of the valley. That

CalifOrnia’s top agricultural region is 400 miles long,would diminish the current cropland base by about one-fifth.
from Bakersfield in the south to Redding in the north,Current estimates of annual conversion rates, furthermore, do
bordered by the Sierra foothills to the east and the coastalnot capture the full picture and impacts of farmland loss for
hills to the west. It has 69% of the state’s cropland andthese reasons:
generates about 58% of total farm market value. The 18-¯ Information on the number of acres directly consumed
county Central Valley also contains booming metropolitanby urbanization does not include the negative effects on
areas---notably centered on Sacramento, Fresno, Bakersfield,continuing farm operations of approaching residential land
Stockton, and Modesto. It is one of California’s most rapidlyuses, often called the "edge" problem.
growing regions, adding 1.8 million residents in the 15 years¯ Statewide trends other than urbanization, notably the
between 1980 and 1995, a gain of almost 50% (see Table I).decreased supply of irrigation water in the 1990s, also take
All of California, by contrast, grew by only 36.6% during theland out of agricultural production.
same period. ¯ Regionwide information hides the effects of conversion

How does such urbanization affect the Central Valley’s. trends in particular localities and on the production of
farmland base? Our conservative estimate is that aboutparticular commodities.
12,000 acres of farmland in the 18 counties, were converted¯ The conversion of farmland to urban uses also affects
per year in the 10 years between 1984 and 1994. More thannonagricultural conditions, such as public-sector costs,
70% of this average annual total represented cropland acres,traffic, and air quality.
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Increase/Decrease in Increase in City
Total Population Increase in City Areas Unincorporated Areas Areas as % of

County Increase (% change) (% change) (% change) Total Increase

Fresno 250,200 (+48.6%) 267,100 (+82.6%) - 16,9002 (-8.9%) 100%

Kern 224,600 (+55.7%) 165,200 (+91.9%) 59,400 (+26.6%) 73.5%

San Joaquin 183,400 (+52.8%) 166,400 (+70.8%) 17,000 (+ 15.1%) 90.7%

Stanislaus 154,100 (+57.9%) 142,900 (+82.7%) I 1,100 (+11.9%) 92.7%

Sutter 22,600 (+43.2%) 17,800 (+81.6%) 4,800 (+ 15.7%) 78.7%

Tulare 109,500 (+44.6%) 87,400 (+70.4%) 22,.100 (+ 18.2%) 79.8%

Yolo 40,300 (+35.5%) 62,800 (+90.3%) - 22,5002 (-51.3%) 100%

7-County Totals         984,700 (+50.7%) 909,600 (+80.7%) 75,100 (+9.2%) 92.3%

18-County
Central Valley 1,802,000 (+49.8%) 1,405,000 (+72.6%) 397,000 (+23.6%) 77.9%
]~ased on estimated populations for 1995, California De ~artment of Finance.

2 Population loss due to city annexations and one incor ~oration (West Sacramento in Yolo County).

How do local leaders see the conversion issue? Almostfiscal capacity is the Williamson Act (the California Land
three-quarters of the 140 local government and communityConservation Act of 1965). For 30 years this act has given
leaders we interviewed in 1993 agreed that it was a "prob-farmland owners a break on property taxes in return for
lem." A little more than a third said it was serious enough, orrestricting development on their land, under voluntary 10-
soon would be, to warrant policy attention, year renewable contracts. The WiIliamson Act is really a

state/local program, since landowners contract with counties
THE STATE FRAMEWORK and cities also acting voluntarily, while the state Depar~ent

California state government establishes the frameworkof Conservation exercises general oversight and annually
for farmland policy in two ways: (1) by declaring, throughprovides partial compensation to the local governments for
legislation, that farmland protection is a statewide priority;their property tax losses. A second state program, legislated
and (2) by empowering local governments to carry out thein 1995, is too new to have a track record, but has the
bulk of such protection. This is a highly decentralizedpotential for substantially stemming conversions in particular
framework, in keeping with California tradition that prizeslocales. This is the Agricultural Land Stewardship Program,
community discretion rather than state control in planningintended to provide state support to conservation easement
and land use matters, but provides for some state governmentactivities of local governments and land trusts.
oversight and also contains the potential for a stronger stateThe state has a less direct but potentially more influential
role and other policy changes, role in its delegation of certain powers and requirements to

Policies favoring farmland protection are scatteredcounties and cities. The most important are these planning,
throughout the state codes. The only established program thatregulatory, and market tools that local governments can
directly involves state government in an administrative orapply with discretion to farmland protection:
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¯ Agricultural zoning development. Fresno, Stanislaus, Tulare, and Yolo counties
¯ General plan policies try to direct new growth to their cities, away from agriculo
¯ Urban limit lines, greenbelts, buffers and other bound-tural areas. This is a deliberate strategy that substitutes

aries for preserving open space municipal expansion for significant urbanization in county-
- Right-to-farm ordinances controlled areas. As well as serving the goals of farmland
¯ Environmental review (CEQA)and mitigation of pro-protection, this strategy fits in with a compact, urban-

posed development centered planning orientation that melds with air quality and
¯ Farmland preservation as an objective in LAFC0 reviewtransportation goals and with the efforts of some county

ofeity boundary changes governments to avoid the burden of serving urban popula-
¯ Conservation easements tions.

Included in this list are both state-mandated processes Directing growth to the cities does not by itself hold the
and optional powers. In some respects, the impact of theseline on farmland conversion, since expanding cities also
local toolsin limiting farmland conversion is offset by theconsume farm acres through annexations and urban develop-
effects of an entirely different set of state-imposed rulesment. As compared to county-approved development,
--constraints over the revenue authority of local govern-however, city expansion makes it more likely that new
ments. As shown below, the competition between localgrowth will proceed in a compact fashion, building out from
governments for land and taxes--intensified in Californiaexisting urban areas and converting fewer acres in relation to
over the past two decades because of statewide restrictionshouses constructed and residents added.
on the property tax and other local revenue sources-- In contrast, Kern, San Joaquin, and SuRer counties do
diminishes the attention many communities give to farmlandnot direct growth to their cities as a deliberate policy, and are
protection, relatively tolerant of development in unincorporated areas.

Locational strategies are not completely absent in these
COUNTY POLICI~S counties, since all three (along with Stanislaus) in the early

The seven sample Central Valley counties draw in1990s agreed to the development of new towns in remote
different ways from the state’s menu of land use tools,parts of their unincorporated areas. (Approval of some of
Superficially, there are some common programs. All seventhese projects was later reversed.) Building these large and
counties have agricultural zoning, all but one participate inself-contained communities was justified in part to divert
the Williamson Act, and all but one have right-to-farmgrowth from better agricultural soils, although several of the
ordinances. But these commonalities mask differences innew towns would consume significant amounts of cropland
overall approach and specific policy applications (see Tableand their approval was not directly linked to growth restric-
2). Even the processes mandated for all California cities andtions elsewhere.
counties, such as required general plan elements and CEQA Even the counties with city-directed policies do not
review of proposed development, allow considerable localentirely disallow development in unincorporated areas.
discretion in content and implementation. Distinctions are made between the more "productive" prime

or irrigated cropland and other agricultural lands, primarily
Locational Policies grazing and dryland crop acres. Tulare County, for example,
From a broad policy perspective, the key distinction isencourages new development in its foothills, where Class IV

how the county governments deal in their unincorporatedor poorer soils are prevalent. As an economic development
areas with development pressures. ReIatively inexpensivemeasure, Yolo and other counties also favor moderate
land prices and a lucrative housing market for country livingdevelopment in their small, unincorporated population
make the agricultural and other rural lands under the jurisdic-centers that have the public sewer and water capacity to
tion of Central Valley counties very attractive to developershandle more residents.
and homebuyers. In support of their city-directed policies, Fresno, Stanis-

Four counties in the sample address the problem bylaus, Yolo, and Tulare counties have referral agreements
applying relatively firm locational limits to proposedwith their cities. Such agreements allow a city to control de-
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Fresno County
Direct urban development to cities. Limit rural residential development to parcels outside nonprime agricultural areas.

Kern County
As a resource to be protected, farmland is given approximately equal weight to oil and minerals. Allow development
in unincorporated areas to provide a range of housing options. Emphasis on landowners’ property rights.

San Joaquin County
Jobs and housing outweigh farmland protection as planning goals; a diminished economic role for local agriculture is
projected for the future. Allow rural residential development. Increased interest now in farmland protection.

Stanislaus County
Direct urban development to cities and to remote areas away from productive soils on valley floor. Allow development
in areas with public infrastructure north of Modesto. Limit development in unincorporated areas elsewhere.

Sutter County
Allow development, including large lot residences, in unincorporated areas. Emphasis on landowners’ property rights.
Increased interest now in farmland protection.

Tulare County
Farmland protection is the principal land use priority. Direct urban development to cities and to less productive soils in
foothills. Limit rural residential development in unincorporated valley areas.

Yolo County
Farmland protection and open-space preservation is the principal land use priority. Direct urban development to cities;
allow some development in unincorporated communities with economic development prospects. Limit severely rural
residential development elsewhere and primarily to farm family members and employees.

Source: Analysis of interviews~ county government actions, and general plans.

velopment proposals that come to-county government but areresidences on large parcels, including rancheRes, rural
located in the unincorporated.fringes near the city’s borders,subdivisions, and farm homesites. Planners and growers
For Fresno, Stanislaus, and Yolo county governments, thetypically dislike these projects in agricultural areas because
referral policies are given teeth by revenue-sharing arrange-they fragment land use patterns and reduce the efficiency of
ments with their cities--an intermingling of land use withnearby commercial farming operations, while housing fewer
fiscal considerations. In effect, the three counties forego thepersons than large-scale new towns or city expansions.
opportunity to approve development in certain areas, thusAccording to interviews and newspaper accounts, Tulare
reducing possible competition with city growth plans, inand Yolo were the most restrictive of our seven sample
return for receiving some of the revenue benefits of citycounties in reviewing rural residential proposals in the early
expansion. 1990s. Kern, SuRer, Fresno, and San Joaquin counties were

A city-directed policy is incompatible with or compro-more willing to accommodate such projects. San Joaquin
mised by one that allows or encourages a significant amountCounty moved to a more restrictive set of policies in this
of residential development in a county’s agricultural areas,area, in connection with its 1992 general plan update, that
The unincorporated portions of counties in the Centralincluded tougher water and sewer requirements for large-lot
Valley are the targets of intense pressure to approve newhome proposals.
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General Plans and Other Policies Stewardship Act of 1995 established an easement program in
General plan language corresponds somewhat to thestate government, but with minimal funding initially.

policy differences regarding the direction of growth and ruralAlthough some interest in this approach was expressed in our
residential development. While the general plans of all seven1993 interviews and has grown since that time, only one
counties pay homage to the preservation of farmland, thiscounty-level program was active in the Central Valley in
goal is offset by others: pursuing growth for its economic1996. In that year the fledgling¥olo County Land Trust
benefits; providing housing options for residents of unincor-acquired perpetual easements on three farm parcels as a
porated areas; and emphasizing landowners’ property rightsresult of development mitigations in the city of Davis. In San
in relation to development opportunities. Among the seven,Francisco’s North Bay region, in contrast, all four counties
the Tulare and Yolo plans are the most clear and unequivocal(Marin, Napa, Solano, Sonoma) have substantial easement
about farmland protection as a top priority, programs. Most are operated by nonprofit land trusts, but an

Farmland policies differ from county to county in otheropen-space district approved by Sonoma County voters in
ways as well. Agricultural zoning ordinances and local1990 uses a quarter-cent sales tax to purchase farmland
Williamson Act programs, for example, vary in allowableeasements. Counties and other agencies in the North Bay
uses and minimum lot sizes. Some counties tolerate largegenerally are more aggressive than Central Valley govern-
acreage uses that primarily service urban populations, suchments in protecting farmland, largely because of its appeal as
as landfills, wastewater treatment plants, golf courses,a form of open space for the region’s urban populations.6
churches, and cemeteries, while others are more restrictive.

There also are unique farmland-related programs inPolitical Roots
several counties, notably Tulare’s Rural Valley Lands PlanWhat explains these interregional policy differences and
and the Stanislaus agricultural element. The Tulare policy, inthe variations among the sample Central Valley counties in
place for more than 20 years, contains a point system orthe priority given farmland protection and the use ofparticu-
quantitative method for evaluating the agricultural merit offar tools7
parcels that are proposed for rezoning from agricultural toLocal policies obviously are rooted in community
urban use. Each rezoning application in the western or valleycircumstances, including the personal sentiments and
part of the county is weighed according to 13 different parcelagendas of elected policy makers, the mobilization and
characteristics--including soil capability, size, surroundinginfluence of organized interests, and public support or denial
uses, access to urban services--that cumulatively determineof particular policies at certain times through the ballot box
approval, rejection, or discretionary action according toand other means. The relatively strong farmland and open
quantitative thresholds.5 space programs now present in the four North Bay counties

Stanislaus is the only county in the sample with aoriginated in the advocacy of broad-based coalitions,
separate and optional agricultural element in its general plan.composed largely of city dwellers and conservationists. In
Adopted in 1992, the Stanislans element is a comprehensivethe decades after World War II, North Bay residents began
document that covers three major topics: enhancing theto use the ballot box both to legislate programs through the
economic viability of local farming, preserving agriculturalinitiative process and elect county supervisors favorable to
lands, and protecting the natural resources (air, water, soil)the open space cause.7 In the Central Valley, by comparison,
that sustain the industry. Although much briefer and lessorganized citizen support (including among environmental-
comprehensive than the Stanislaus version and not labeled asists) for farmland protection has been spotty, the ballot box
an element, the new section on aggieulture in Sutter County’shas been employed far less often to make growth policy, and
1996 general plan update makes it more difficult to approvethe value of farmland is seen more as an economic commod-
family homesites on farm parcels, ity than an open space amenity. Instead, the most influential

We should also note the virtual absence in these andelement in whether or not valley county governments adopt
other Central Valley counties of a major farmland protectionstrong farmland protection measures has been the degree of
technique that is becoming more popular in California:unified support among organized agricultural interests,
conservation easements on farmland. The Agricultural Landespecially local farm bureaus.
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CITY POLICIES the scenic backdrop this open space provided. But as a policy
As important as they are to the protection of farmland,priority, farmland protection generally took a back seat to

county government policies in the Central Valley have lesspro-growth objectives. A review of general plans for 20
impact on the volume of farmland conversions than citycities reveals ambiguous language---such as the need to
growth actions. Cities accommodate most of the population"minimize" farmland conversions and to prevent "en-
increases and approve most building permits in the region,croachments" from urban sources--and few references to
and their annexations consume more farmland than thespecific preservation techniques. Indeed, a common empha-
agricultural rezonings passed by counties. About 65% of thesis is the transitional nature of farmland on city fringes.
valley’s population increase of 1.8 million in 1980 throughWhile "premature"conversions are to be avoided, municipal
1995 took place within cities. Not one of the 56 eities in theconsumption of substantial agricultural acres is inevitable
seven sample counties recorded a decrease during thisaccording to the normal pace of expanding development.
period. Indeed, the growth rates for many were phenomenal;In addition to their general plans, the cities draw from
I0 of the 56 cities more than doubled their populationsthe same large menu of state-provided land use and planning
¯ during those years, powers available to county governments. What differs is the

From city hall, the view of farmland is mixed. Centralgreater emphasis cities give to techniques for shaping urban
Valley cities are surrounded by productive farmland. Theirgrowth and city form, and their lesser attention to explicit
origins and histories are intertwined with the development offarmland protection measures. Still, when asked what
large-scale agriculture, and many of their local econo-specific policies their cities had concerning farmland,
mies---especially in smallercommunities--are dominated bymunicipal.officials in our 1993 interviews referred to one or
this industry. Yet the land base of local agriculture is also themore of the following measures:
one required by city expansion. To satisfy their growth¯ Right-to-farm ordinances
imperatives, Central Valley cities believe they have little¯ Agricultural zoning
choice but to convert productive farmland into residential,- Williamson Act contracts
commercial, and other urban uses. How much and at whato Loeational limits on growth
rate are the key questions. ¯ Urban limit lines

¯ Agricultural buffers
The Pro-Growth Orientation ¯ Conservation easements
Most cities in the sample counties, and cities generally¯ Urban design and density

throughout the region, are clear about their pro-growth¯ Municipal infill
orientations. Sustained population increase and developmentThe references in some cases were to general plan
is the path to economic prosperity, more jobs, expanded localintentions that were not operational. For example, no city
amenities and services, and a stronger municipal revenueactually had a conservation easement program in 1993. Some
base. This was the dominant theme expressed in generalof the measures cited also focused less on limiting future
plans and by the municipal officials we interviewed in 24farmland conversions than on easing the transition from
communities in the seven sample counties. A partial excep-agricultural to urban land uses and reducing the tension
tion were the "growth management" ordinances or policiesbetween farms and residential neighbors. Right-to-farm
tfiat nine of the cities had in place in 1993, although severalordinances, agricultural zoning, Williamson Act contracts,
were intended primarily to even out the rate of new residen-and agricultural buffers generally were of this nature.
tial building from year to year to better phase in infrastruc-A few cities, however, had operational programs that
ture improvements, and not to reduce overall growth. Citizenpromised more long-term protection to surrounding farm-
pressures to limit growth because of quality-of-life concernsland, representing two general approaches. In one approach,
were also a motivation for adopting such policies, dealing with the locational aspects of a city’s growth pattern,

The city officials we interviewed were not insensitive toconservation is enhanced by steering urban expansion away
the value of surrounding farmland for their communities,from the better agricultural soils on cities’ peripheries. This
seeing its importance for local economies and appreciatingstrategy can be fortified by establishing long-term urban
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growth boundaries; conservation easements on agriculturalexternal and internal strategies for this purpose, using
parcels can help to maintain such boundaries. The secondgrowth-conf’ming boundaries and finn farm-residential edges
approach concentrates on the efficiency with which ruralalong with attention to the density and design of new
land is converted to urban uses. In looking inward to thedevelopment. The external strategy helps to direct growth
design of urban development, cities can minimize theinward, leading to more efficient use of land in the develop-
amount of farmland that is converted to urban uses bymerit process through high density and infill.
promoting higher densities in new projects and infill devel-City council support for growth control that emphasizes
opment in older neighborhoods with vacant land. Table 3farmland protection has been consistent in both cities,
identifies seqeral Central Valley cities with such programs,evolving out of a broad public interest in retaining the

surrounding farmland and clear-cut agricultural-urban edges
Obstacles as community borders. Surveys of residents’ opinions and
For most cities in the region, geographic, political, andthe election of sympathetic council members affirmed these

economic obstacles make it difficult to adopt such farmlandpositions. Ballot propositions were not the instigators of
protection strategies. For example, some have few locationalgrowth management policies in either city, unlike the
options because they are completely surrounded by primeexperience in other sample communities such as Lodi and
agricultural land, although it is possible to make fine distinc-Modesto. Woodland voters did participate in a referendum in
tions about relative degrees of soil quality and the relative1996 on the city’s recent general plan update, but the central
value of specific crops. In other cases, urban developmentissue concerned more the direction of new growth than the
moves toward good farmland because it is blocked in otherrelative priority given to farmland protection.
directions by natural and manmade barriers, such as rivers,
floodplains, irrigation canals, county boundaries, and otherCOUNTY/CITY INTERACTIONS
cities’ spheres of influence. Furthermore, proposals toIn making decisions about urban growth and farmland
establish urban limit lines or other firm growth boundariesprotection, Central Valley local governments are not entirely
on city peripheries are inherently contentious because theyindependent actors. What one city or county does to facilitate
tend to generate economic winners and losers amonggrowth or protect farmland easily affects the other, since
landowners, formal boundaries do not constrain the flow of population

Other obstacles stand in the way of Central Valley citiesand the effects of development.
trying to carry out the second kind of strategy: achievingThis relationship has elements of both cooperation and
higher densities in their new development. Recognizing theconflict. While counties and their cities cooperate on a
connection between low density and high losses of farmland,variety of service delivery and planning matters, they are
many of the city officials we interviewed favored well-sharply divided over urban development and its revenue
designed residential projects with small lots, but said theimplications. County/city boundary wars in the Central
traditional emphasis in valley communities on large single-Valley and elsewhere have intensified in the last two decades
family lots is hard to break. Homebuyers want large parcels;as a direct result of property tax and other revenue limits
developers are unwilling to buck this trend; residents ofimposed on California local governments by Proposition 13
established neighborhoods are strongly opposed to small-lotin 1978 and later actions. Aggressive competition between
projects; and many Central Valley inhabitants believe high,cities and between cities and counties is now common for
residential densities damage their valued small-town atmo-income-producing development, especially commercial
sphere and quality of life. projects that generate large sales tax revenues. This trend is

popularly known, as the "fiscalization of land use"--the
Policy Variations tendency of local governments to make development
Political and other community conditions explaindecisions primarily according to their revenue implications.

differences among Central Valley cities in their approachesIn this environment, farmland proteetio.n and other aspects of
to growth. Turl0ek and Woodland, for example, give highland use become secondary considerations. Municipal
priority to farmland protection. Their policies combineannexations, especially those intended to generate commer-
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City/County Policies and Programs

Davis Development mitigation program that in 1995 created conservation easements on several
Yolo County farmland parcels.

Fresno Restriction on westward development where the best soils are located; program to encourage
Fresno County infill development.

Modesto High residential densities; Village 1 project that features small lots and mixed-use develop-
Stanislaus County ment.

Turloek Annexation limitation program and well-designed residential projects with small lots.
Stanislaus County

Visalia Growth phasing program.
Tulare County

Woodland Urban limit line in place since 1979 that restricts expansion to the area’s best soils; relatively
Yolo County high densities in new development.

Source: Interviews, newspaper accounts, city records.

cial development, are a major territorial sore point betweenpolicies and guidelines. Among Central Valley commissions,
cities and counties, the written policies for the most part deal with the ability of

cities to provide services to areas slated for annexation and
LAFCOs the congruence of amended spheres of influence with city
Frequently in the middle of these disputes is a third typeand county general plans. Farmland preservation is not

oflocal government actor in each county: the Local Agencymentioned at all or is referred to only generally, as in the
Formation Commissions that were created in the 1960s toneed to "discourage" urban growth proposals that would
bring about more orderly growth patterns in California’sresult in significant conversion. The Yolo County LAFCO
urbanizing communities. LAFCOs act somewhat as refereeswent beyond this general approach in its Agricultural
of the boundary wars between cities and counties in judgingConservation Policy in 1994. In addition to including strong
city proposals to annex or increase their spheres of influencelanguage about maintaining a vital agriculture, the policy
as future areas of growth and proposals to incorporate newlists specific implementation measures such as prohibiting
cities. The commissions are supposed to give a high priorityannexations of land under Williamson Act contract, seeking
to farmland preservation. According to the 1985 Cortese-less prime land for annexations, and asking for the mitigation
Knox Act under which they currently operate, LAFCOsof farmland loss.
should guide development away from prime agriculturalEven without formal policies, LAFCOs can .serve the
lands and encourage development within cities beforeinterest of farmland protection in how they apply their
approving municipal annexations that lead to conversion. Butdiscretion to city annexation and sphere of influence propos-
there are other, sometime conflicting, goals in the legislation,als. In the early 1990s, for example, most of the commissions
including an emphasis on "planned, orderly, efficientin the seven sample counties denied or delayed annexations
development" that refers primarily to the availability ofand sphere changes or reduced the amount of territory
public services, involved. Such revisions to city proposals were based mostly

LAFCOs often supplement the state law with their ownon LAFCOjudgments about city service delivery capabilities
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or the availability of an adequate supply of vacant landit may have with its cities---a technique for establishing a
within a city’s existing boundaries, although they also maystandard property tax split for annexations that California
have helped to reduce the rate of farmland conversion,cities and counties have used since 1980.
Revisions in several sphere proposals by the StanislausFive of the seven Central Valley counties in our sample
LAFCO during this period were more explicitly based onhave used this strategy to varying degrees since the late
farmland considerations, since they diverted future growth1980s to try to get cities to share some of their other
away from the best agricultural soils on city fringes, revenues, as well as agree to larger property tax splits related

However, our interviewees generally considered LAFCOto annexation. Negotiations on these matters have taken
efforts to conserve farmland to be absent, ineffectual, orplace largely outside of the formal LAFCO process. Most
inconsistent, in part because of the belief that their member-comprehensive of all were the agreements Fresno County
ship composition prevented the commissions from providingsigned in 1990 with 14 of its 15 cities that gave the county
a truly independent review of city growth plans. The countyvarying percentages of city sales tax receipts, portions of
supervisors and city representatives who dominate the five-redevelopment funds, revised property tax splits, and other
member bodies would be inclined to support the fiscal needsrevenue considerations in individual agreements. The
of their respective sides when county/city disputes are atagreements were negotiated separately by each city after the
issue. Recent membership controversies on LAFCOs in atcounty government withdrew from its master property tax
least two of the sample counties, Stanislans and San Joaquin,agreements in 1987, blocking all annexations for the next
for a time held up decisions by these commissions, three years. The cities, desperate to extend their borders to

maintain the pace of development during a period of very
Annexation Disputes rapid growth, reluctantly came to the bargaining table in
The major boundary dispute between Central Valley1989. Stanislaus and Yolo counties reached less extensive

cities and counties concerns the fiscal consequences ofrevenue-sharing agreements with some of their cities in the
municipal annexations. In this post-Proposition 13 era ofearly 1990s. Individual agreements covered sales taxes,
revenue scarcity, county governments tend to see an-motel/hotel taxes, and county collection of fees on new
nexations as revenue bonanzas for cities, but disasters forconstruction in incorporated areas (all cities in Stanislaus
their own budgets. Under California’s fiscal rules for localCounty).
governments, a city ordinarily gains most or all of theIn return for the revenue concessions, each county
revenue benefits produced by development that results fromincluding Fresno dropped its opposition to proposed
an annexation, while the county government must continueannexations and agreed not to act independently to approve
to provide certain services (welfare, health functions,urban development in municipal fringe areas. In effect, the
criminal justice, etc.) to the growing population of theFresno, Stanislaus, and Yolo county governments reaffirmed
annexed area. and strengthened their previous policies of protecting

The resentment is particularly strong for counties thatfarmland by directing new growth to the cities. Most
avoid development in their unincorporated areas in order torecently, San Joaquin and Kern counties also have used the
protect farmland, especially when annexation-inducedannexation leverage to gain revenue benefits from their
commercial development generates large city sales taxcities, but without linkage to growth policies.
receipts.

The same state fiscal rules, however, also give countyTension and Cooperation
governments some crucial leverage in the requirement thatBesides the annexation disputes, there are other sources
the affected city and its county government agree on theof tension between Central Valley counties and cities over
revised property tax split before a LAFCO can process anurban development plans and actions that bear at least
annexation. A county can thus hold up a proposed annexationindirectly on farmland protection. As reported in our
while demanding a beneficial split of the property tax orinterviews, county and city officials often had conflicting
even a share in other city revenues. To do so, a county wouldviews of the merits of the development actions of each
have to cancel unilaterally the master property tax agreementothers’ jurisdictions. A number of county interviewees saw
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city expansion plans as encompassing excessive amounts ofapproach. The role of state government is to provide a broad
land, and thought cities did not sufficiently promote high-framework with many policy possibilities and specific tools,
density development. For their part, city officials criticizedleaving to counties and cities the important details of the rate
counties for past approval of piecemeal development nearand location of development and therefore the specific
municipal boundaries that made it difficult for cities toimpact on farmland. Policy regarding farmland conversion
expand into these areas, and for actions that did not conformthus is driven by the unique political environments of
to stated farmland protection policies. Examples include theindividual counties and cities. The result is a less consistent
City of Tracy’s opposition to San Joaquin CoUnty’s approvaland effective effort to minimize farmland loss to urbaniza-
of a nearby new town development and competition betweention throughout the valley and elsewhere in California than
the City of Patterson and Stanislaus County for developmentwould be likely under the more centralized control of a state
along Interstate 5. government that applies a firm hand statewide on behalf of

There is also plentiful evidence of.city/county coopera-farmland protection.
tion on a number of fronts, including planning for futureSubstantially greater centralization in this policy arena
growth. Perhaps the most established example of jointis not likely in California for the foreseeable future, as
planning among the sample jurisdictions is the practice inneither elected leaders nor citizens appear ready to realign
Tulare County of agreeing to urban area and urban develop-the state/local balance of control in land use and growth
ment boundaries (affirmed in both county and .city generalmatters. In responding to a question about the desirability of
plans) around each city that serve as long-term mechanismsmore aggressive state government efforts on behalf of
for phasing growth. Another example of formal cooperationfarmland protection, most of the local leaders we interviewed
is the Metropolitan Bakersfield 2010 Plan, adopted in 1990in the seven sample counties argued for continued local
by Kern County and its largest city, that established commoncontrol.-They did express some tepid support, however, for
development standards in the unincorporated areas of theclearer statewide planning standards and more regional
Bakersfield urbanized area, but without allocating futurecooperation among local governments.
growth areasto either jurisdiction. Other promising policy options that are generally

Formal agreements in other cases calling for city/countyconsistent with current political realities, and that are often
cooperation do not necessarily stifle intergovernmentaidiscussed by farm and environmental groups as well as
conflict. One example is the Joint Resolution on Metropoli-planners, could push California local governments to do
tan Planning in Fresno County. Since 1984 the countymore to protect farmland. The options include higher
government and the two adjacent cities of Fresno and Clovisdensities in new urban development, incentives to landown-
have been parties to this agreement that requires consultationers for land preservation, and greater city/county cooperation
and approval by all three governments of a sphere of influ-in fiscal and land use matters.
ence amendment proposed by either city. Despite this overallPolicy changes to advance these approaches include:
pact, in the early 1990s the three jurisdictions frequently¯ State legislation to require LAFCOs to examine more
were at odds over boundary and growth matters. Until theyclosely current municipal land use efficiencies when review-
were resolved in August 1997, six lawsuits concerning landing city annexation and sphere proposals, and to condition
use, revenue, and service delivery matters were sore pointsLAFCO approval on maximizing infill opportunities.
between the City of Fresno and the county. ¯ A much more active role for state government in provid-

ing information and technical assistance to cities and
THE STATE/LOCAL BALANCE: counties, especially in helping to show local officials and
FARMLAND POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS residents the effects of past and proposed development on

Central Valley county and city governments vary widelyfarmland. Possible actions include linking the state’s Farm-
in how much priority they give to farmland protection,land Mapping and Monitoring Program to local databases,
highlighting California’s decentralized approach to thehelping local governments to apply GIS (Geographic
management of urban growth. Local control over issues thatInformation Systems) technology to planning decisions, and
affect the future of individual communities is prized in thisdeveloping common methodologies to present farmland
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conversion and other development scenarios in visual form.research papers based on this study funded by the California Policy
¯ Much more funding for California’s new AgriculturalSeminar’s Policy Research Program. For further information about

Land Stewardship Program, a statewide effort to expand theother publications resulting from this research, check the AIC web
use of conservation easements on strategic agricultural acrespage (www.aic.ucdavis.edu), or contact the author by phone

by assisting local governments and land trusts to acquire(916/752-0979) or by e-mail (ajsokolow@ucdavis.edu).

easements from willing landowners. The ALSP should target
NOTESselect areas in the Central Valley, a region in which this *Other products of the research are planned. For information,

conservation technique is not widely used. contact the author.
o More city/county cooperation on land use and fiscal 2 Along with the author, Mary Handel and John Drew Froeliger

matters, including the spread of growth referral and revenueconducted the field interviews in the sample counties.
sharing agreements to other Central Valley counties. State 3 Although the FMMP began its mapping activities in 1984,
legislation should require or provide incentives for intergov-information on land use changes for some Central Valley counties
ernmental negotiations in specific cases besides amaexations,became available only in later years. The mapping program also
especially for larger commercial developments that haveemploys a methodology that probably underestimates the true
multijurisdictional growth and revenue implications, extent of conversions, because of inability to Wack land that moves

¯ Above all, wholesale reform of the local governmentindirectly l~om agricultural to urban use through a transitional stage

fiscal system to reduce the tendency for local governments("other" land use category), and a loose definition of"urban" use
(minimum of six residential units per 10-acre mapping area).

to ignore farmland conversion considerations when pursuing4 Alternative for Future Urban Growth in California’s Central
sales tax-generating development. Jurisdictions that protectValley: The Bottom Line for Agriculture and Taxpayers. American
farmland at the risk of losing growth-related revenues shouldFarmland Trust, Davis, California, October 1995.
not be punished fiscally. State action, possibly requiring~ Technically, this Tulare County arrangement is California’s
constitutional revision, is needed to decouple the revenue. most complete example of the Land Evaluation and Site Assess-
from the land use aspects of development and to give citiesment model. The nationwide LESA approach to using a quantita-
and counties more discretion over revenue sources, tive assessment for protecting resource lands was created by the

Portions of this agenda can be implemented directly bySoil Conservation Service (now the National Resources Conserva-
local governments, without waiting for state action. Thetion Service)of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
critical ingredients are political will and community support. 6 Alvin D. Sokolow, A Different Brand of Farmland Politics:

The Prolific Central Valley, in California Farmland and Urban
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