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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
INTRODUCTION
The City of El Paso de Robles (Paso Robles) completed a General Plan update in 2003.
One of the key goals included in the General Plan is the establishment of a “Purple Belt
Program.” The main ideas behind the Purple Belt are to:
•

provide tools and support to assist property owners that want to continue their
agricultural operations;

•

support the regions’ agricultural economy;

•

and maintain the rural, agrarian landscape around the City.

The 2006 Paso Robles Economic Strategy further emphasized and supported this goal.
The City selected a consultant team to work with City staff and a City Council ad hoc
committee to develop the Purple Belt Program Study. The purpose of the Study is to:
•

further define the Purple Belt concept;

•

identify the critical existing conditions (land uses, land use authority,
stakeholders);

•

identify the suite of implementation tools available; and, most importantly,

•

develop an Action Plan that could provide a roadmap for moving the Program
from concept to reality.

PROGRAM PRINCIPLES
The following program principles were developed to guide the development and
implementation of the Purple Belt program and to ensure consistency with City goals
and program success: 1
•

The Purple Belt program will help maintain the City’s community character and
way of life, while also recognizing the need to accommodate additional urban
development.

•

The Purple Belt program will support the continuation of agriculture and
ranching.

1 These principles were developed based on input from a number of stakeholders and local experts as well
as consideration of “agricultural green belt” programs throughout California. Input was obtained through
individual interviews and one large stakeholder workshop. Appendix A provides a list of individuals and
organizations consulted.
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•

Landowner participation in the Purple Belt program will be strictly voluntary.

•

The Purple Belt program will provide additional options to landowners
interested in maintaining their land in agriculture in perpetuity, including
opportunities to sell, donate, or transfer their development rights in exchange for
cash, tax credits, and/or other benefits.

•

The City will explore a variety of funding mechanisms to help support the
program.

STAKEHOLDERS
The Purple Belt program was developed with the support and involvement of a number
of stakeholders. Key partners in ensuring the successful implementation of the plan
include:
•

Farmers/Ranchers. Most of the Purple Belt will include land in active
agricultural use. As a completely voluntary program, the support and
involvement of farmers, ranchers, landowners, and their representatives in
helping form the Purple Belt is critical.

•

County of San Luis Obispo. Most, if not all, of the Paso Robles Purple Belt is
anticipated to be outside of the City limits under the land use authority of the
County. As a result, a close working relationship with the County including
possible partnership efforts in terms of coordinating land use policies, programs,
and goals will be required.

•

Conservation Organizations. The Land Conservancy of San Luis Obispo
County as well as other regional and national organizations can act as useful
conservation partners, bringing both expertise and resources to situations where
the goals of the Purple Belt and their missions overlap.

•

General Public. The Purple Belt is being developed in response to the policies
developed in the City of Paso Robles’ General Plan and Economic Strategy. The
support of Paso Robles residents will be important to maintain the momentum
for implementation and funding.

•

State Agencies. State agencies are important partners because of their grant
programs, their oversight of mitigation requirements and mitigation
expenditures, and other relevant land use policies, such as the Williamson Act.

2
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IMPLEMENTATION TASKS
The Purple Belt Program not only includes an Action Plan to move it forward, but also
provides a suite of Implementation Tasks. A number of tasks are typically required as
part of the establishment of any agricultural and open space preservation program.
These tasks include identifying:
•

critical components that will need to be carried out to create the Purple Belt
through time such as governance, fundraising, outreach and education, and
administration,

•

the different entities and partners that could manage and participate in the
program,

•

the primary mechanisms to provide incentives for landowner participation, and

•

the potential sources of funding.

ACTION PLAN
The Action Plan reflects a series of specific decisions concerning options that best fit the
circumstances and goals of the Paso Robles Purple Belt. The Phased Action Plan is
contingent upon the City Council’s Goal Setting and ranking of priorities. Various
actions will require a more or less intensive level of commitment in terms of staff time
devoted to pursuing and implementing it, outside agencies or partners support, and
financial resources.
Key Action Plan components include:
•

Implementing entity selection

•

Outreach and partnerships

•

Policies and programs, including:
− General Plan Policies
− Transfer of Development Credits (TDC) Program
− Purchase of Agricultural Conservation Easements (PACE) Program
− Mitigation Program
− Funding Program

•

Acquisition guidelines and criteria

3
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I.

PURPOSE OF THE PLAN

This Purple Belt Program and associated Action Plan is the next step for the City of El
Paso de Robles (Paso Robles) towards its goal of establishing a permanent agricultural
greenbelt (Purple Belt) around the City.2 Actions were established in the 2006 Paso
Robles Economic Strategy to develop, fund and support this effort and implement the
Purple Belt Plan. The purpose of the Action Plan is to establish, with stakeholder input,
a preferred set of methods and tools that could be used to create the Purple Belt. This
chapter outlines the origin of the Purple Belt concept, the potential benefits of the Purple
Belt, the guiding principles used to formulate the Action Plan, and the key issues
evaluated in developing the Action Plan.

GROWTH MANAGEMENT AND THE GENERAL PLAN
The City of Paso Robles updated its General Plan in 2003. As part of the General Plan
preparation, City residents, community leaders, and elected officials considered the
issues of community character, future growth and development, land use, open space,
and conservation.
An important part of the discussion was the level of residential growth that should be
planned for in the City and the associated increase in the number of City residents. As
of January 2008, the City included 29,950 residents. The General Plan and the City’s
associated land use policies were designed to accommodate an additional 16,000
residents through 2025, for a General Plan “population planning threshold” of 44,000
residents. Infill development in currently developed areas of the City is expected to
accommodate the majority of this growth. New growth areas, created by the past
expansion of the City’s boundaries, totaling a little over 500 acres are also expected to
accommodate a portion of this growth.
As part of its vision for future City growth and development, the City identified the goal
of creating a Purple Belt that buffers the eventual edge of the City through the
preservation of agricultural and open space land. The program recognizes that there
may be a reasonable future need to expand the City’s borders beyond the adopted 2003
General Plan. However, it is a goal to develop an eventual urban growth boundary by
protecting agricultural land surrounding the City.
The concept of the Purple Belt was articulated in the 2003 General Plan, in both the Land
Use Element and the Open Space Element. The preparation of this Action Plan is in
direct response to the policies in the General Plan.

2 The term “Purple Belt” was coined as part of the City’s 2003 General Plan and is viewed as a more
appropriate term than the more typical “Green Belt” given the significant presence of red grape growing in
and around the City.
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CITY OF PASO ROBLES 2003 GENERAL PLAN
The specific 2003 General Plan language relating to the Purple Belt, including policies,
actions, and issues, is provided below.
Land Use Element
Policies and Actions
POLICY LU‐ 2E: “Purple Belt” (Open Space/Conservation Areas around the City).
Create a distinct “Purple Belt” surrounding the City by taking actions to retain the rural,
open space, and agricultural areas.
Action Item 1. Coordinate with the County and private organizations to identify
boundaries of and obtain support for a “purple belt” that buffers the eventual edge of
the City through the preservation of existing, and encouragement of future agriculture
and open space.
Action Item 2. As feasible, acquire development rights/easements within the designated
purple belt area. Use these development rights/easements to limit land uses within the
designated purple belt to agricultural and/or open space.
Action Item 3. Take steps to ensure that the County retains surrounding lands in very
low‐density rural residential, open space (including natural resource), and agricultural
uses. Oppose the creation of new parcels within the County.
Action Item 4. Implement strategies that help preserve or protect agriculture beyond
the City limits, including: 
•

Establishment of agricultural buffer easements, berms and/or vegetative
screening on property proposed for urban development as a condition of
approval of discretionary development applications.

•

Implementation of the City’s adopted “right‐to‐farm” ordinance.

•

Participation in the Williamson Act and other farmland preservation programs.

Action Item 5. Require disclosure agreements for new non‐agricultural development
within 500 feet of an existing agricultural use. Such disclosure agreements should
describe potential nuisances (e.g., dust, noise, pesticide spraying, etc.) associated with
normal agricultural operations.
Open Space Element
Policies and Actions
Policy OS‐1A: Open Space/Purple Belt. Develop an open space plan/program for
establishing an open space/purple belt (agricultural preserve area) surrounding the City.

5
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Action Item 3. Develop strategies for pursuing federal, state, and private funding for
the Open Space/Purple Belt plan/program.
Action Item 7. Coordinate the Cityʹs Open Space/Purple Belt plan/program with
neighboring communities, the County of San Luis Obispo, and nonprofit agencies.
Action Item 8. Investigate and implement, as appropriate and feasible with San Luis
Obispo County, establishment of permanent agricultural and open space areas that
buffer communities from continuous urbanization and promote efficient growth
patterns.
Action Item 10. Implement strategies that help preserve or protect agriculture,
including:
•

Establishment of agricultural buffer easements, berms and/or vegetative
screening on property proposed for urban development as a condition of
approval of discretionary development applications.

•

Implementation of the Cityʹs adopted ʺright‐to‐farmʺ ordinance.

•

Participation in the Williamson Act and other farmland preservation programs.

2006 ECONOMIC STRATEGY
The 2006 Economic Strategy supports the Purple Belt concept and agricultural
preservation as an integral part of the local economy, as expressed in the following
language.
1. Integrated Approach – Government, business, education, and the community
should work together to create a vibrant local economy, through a long‐term
investment strategy that:
•

Encourages local enterprise,

•

Serves the needs of local residents, workers and businesses,

•

Promotes stable employment and revenues by building on local competitive
advantages,

•

Protects the natural environment,

•

Increases social equity,

•

Is capable of succeeding in the global marketplace.

2. Promote local industry, products, services, and destinations regionally.
3. Support agriculture as a viable industry and visitor attraction by featuring it as
the distinguishing community environment.
4. Develop, fund and implement the “purple belt” plan.

6
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5. Promote the City as a center of high value agriculture and industry:
•

Showcase the Paso Robles wine appellation and industry as the emerging
center of world class wines;

•

Promote viticulture investment/business opportunities in winery production,
tasting, equipment research/design/production/sales/service, marketing and
sales, and end‐destination attractions;

•

Develop and promote year‐round and special events that highlight
viticulture, olive oil, and equestrian attractions.

6. Promote local industry, products, services and destinations.
7. Encourage and expand tourism attractions that highlight Paso Robles’ unique
identity and heritage (agricultural/equestrian education and entertainment –
Paso Robles Event Center, historical and cultural site, collections, and events).
Issues
The Land Use and Open Space Elements do not, at this time, establish the boundaries of
the belt, but instead establish a policy to study and determine boundaries for the purple
belt, and a process through which the City could work with the County and private
property owners to preserve existing agricultural and open space lands. The boundaries
of a purple belt (wine grape and other agriculture) are intended to ensure protection of
vineyard and other agricultural resources and open space, and to prevent expansion and
sprawl of inappropriate urban development. They are also intended to preserve the
Countyʹs sense of rural character by preserving open space corridors between existing
communities. Open space can also serve the function of a buffer between conflicting
land uses and allow clustering of residential uses within the planning area with density
incentives for setting aside lands for open space.

POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF THE PURPLE BELT
The goal of the Purple Belt is to support and maintain the City’s community character
and way of life. If successful, the Purple Belt will support the continuation of the
region’s agricultural and ranching traditions, the scenic beauty and character of the City
and the surrounding areas, and the tourism industry that depends on both of these.
Perhaps most importantly, the Purple Belt could help ensure that the City remains
appealing to its residents, with a strong sense of community that is supported by an
attractive landscape, active businesses, sufficient jobs, and strong public services.
Agriculture
Agriculture has long been integral to the character and opportunities provided by the
Paso Robles region as well as to San Luis Obispo County as a whole. Ranching, grape
growing, and a variety of other agricultural crops have all played a role in providing
7
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economic opportunities while maintaining the tradition of the working landscape.
Today, there are over 200 bonded wineries in Paso Robles Region. Total planted
vineyard acreage is approximately 26,000 acres in the Paso Robles American Viticulture
Area (AVA). Paso Robles AVA is the third largest California wine region next to Napa
and Sonoma. There are 40 wine varieties in the Paso Robles AVA. Wine grapes are the
largest crop in San Luis Obispo County with a value of $142 million. Done correctly, the
Purple Belt provides an opportunity to encourage the continuation of these agricultural
traditions and provide adequate buffers/ transitions between urban and agricultural
uses.
Tourism
The mixture of the region’s scenic beauty, agricultural production, and location within
vacationing distance from California’s major metropolitan areas has made the City’s
hospitality and tourism industry a crucial component of its history and its economic
development. From the development of the Paso Robles Inn and Spa in 1857, the City
has attracted visitors from throughout California and beyond. Much of this interest is
tied directly to the scenic beauty and working landscapes of Paso Robles, with the
annual Paso Robles wine festival attracting an estimated 15,000 visitors each year and
the rural roads attracting motorists and bicyclists who enjoy the scenery and visiting the
wineries. If successful, the Purple Belt will help maintain the scenic beauty and
agricultural vitality so important to the tourism industry.
City Growth and Character
The City’s identity and character is closely tied to its rural character and scenic beauty as
well as its active downtown and range of residential neighborhoods. The location and
type of urban development have been important to the City’s current success. While the
2003 earthquake caused significant damage, re‐building efforts have reinvigorated the
Paso Robles downtown, further enhancing its role as an entertainment center for both
locals and visitors, as well as a continued focus for civic and other uses. Additionally,
urban development elsewhere in the City has provided housing for new residents and
new businesses, many of which provide support services for the agricultural and
tourism industries. The Purple Belt, while looking to form an eventual physical rural
buffer boundary around the City, recognizes other City goals including the importance
of allowing continued room for new growth and development, both as urban infill and
as urban expansion. As envisioned in the General Plan, and the City’s adopted
Economic Strategy, the Purple Belt will support the broader goals of the community for
growth management and community identity, while providing the flexibility for new
growth and development to support both new housing and business needs.

8
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES AND STAKEHOLDER PARTICIPATION
The City recognizes that the Purple Belt goal of the General Plan will only be
implementable with the future support of key stakeholders and partners. Three groups,
in particular, are fundamental to the effort. First, the support of farmers, ranchers, and
landowners in the areas surrounding Paso Robles is fundamental to the creation of the
Purple Belt.
Second, support from and coordination with the County, in which much of the Purple
Belt will be located, is also crucial. County decisions concerning land use and
agriculture will have a fundamental impact on the viability of the Purple Belt.
Third, partnerships between the City and groups whose mission includes supporting the
preservation of agricultural and open space land could provide an important impetus to
the efforts to form the Purple Belt and bring critical funding and expertise to the effort.
With this in mind, the preparation of the Purple Belt Action Plan included interviews
with a number of stakeholders and local experts as well as a larger stakeholder
workshop (see Appendix A for a list of individuals and organizations consulted). Based
on these interviews and consideration of the successes and failures of other
“Agricultural Green Belt” programs throughout California, a set of principles was
developed to guide the establishment and implementation of a purple belt program.
These principles are described below.
1. Create a Voluntary Program. Participation in the Purple Belt program will be
strictly voluntary. Landowners will be encouraged to participate based on their own
preferences and interests.
2. Support Agriculture and Ranching. The City will work with the County to ensure
that the future implementation of the program supports continued agriculture and
ranching in the area around Paso Robles. Whether through the adoption, support, or
strengthening of agricultural policies or through the acquisition of agricultural
conservation easements, the City and the County should work with key stakeholders
to ensure that these policies and actions ultimately support the economic viability
and continuation of agriculture in the region.
3. Accommodate City Growth. The City is seeking to maintain its community
character and way of life, while also recognizing the need to accommodate
additional urban development. As it has in its General Plan, the City will continue
to provide additional areas for jobs and housing growth, while looking to avoid the
loss of community identity associated with unmanaged growth and the co‐mingling
of city limits.

9
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4. Expand Landowner Options. The Purple Belt program should expand and facilitate
options for landowners by offering them the opportunity to sell the development
rights to their land at fair market values, donate their land with the associated tax
credits, and maintain their land in agriculture in perpetuity.
5. Identify Creative Funding Mechanisms. The City will explore a variety of funding
mechanisms to help support the program. Green belt programs typically employ a
range of funding options, including development‐based, tax‐based, and grant‐based
funding sources. Tax incentive programs, donations, and partnerships with other
agricultural conservation groups can also play a role. The City will identify those
funding sources and mechanisms that are most suitable to its goals and
circumstances.

THE ACTION PLAN PROCESS
In addition to the guiding principles and stakeholder input (including a number of
meetings with individual organizations and one stakeholder workshop), a series of
research and evaluation tasks were undertaken to inform the development of the Action
Plan, as described in subsequent chapters. Specifically, Chapters II and III describe the
Existing Conditions relevant to the development of the Purple Belt. Relevant conditions
include the pattern of existing land use—developed, agricultural, and other; the set of
land use and other policies that regulate the use of land; and the natural constraints to
development, such as steep slopes, flood plains, and natural resource impediments.
Chapter IV describes the Implementation Tasks and the Program Options available to
begin the process of developing the Purple Belt. The toolkit includes the full range of
possible mechanisms, including the potential landowner incentives, funding
mechanisms, and conservation partnerships. It also describes the possible formation of
different entities or partnerships that could oversee the development of the Purple Belt
as the program gets underway and becomes successful.
The Action Plan, Chapter V, is based on all this information, stakeholder input, and
direction from City policy makers. The Action Plan is a list of decisions and optional
programs on next steps.
Like other similar efforts throughout the State, the City recognizes that the creation of
the Purple Belt will take decades, rather than months and years. As such, even once the
Action Plan is finalized, the approach will need to be reassessed periodically. The
Action Plan will represent the starting point for turning the Purple Belt concept into
reality.

10
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II.

EXISTING LAND USE CONDITIONS

This chapter provides information on the current physical and land use environment in
the City of El Paso de Robles (Paso Robles) and the surrounding area as relevant to the
development of the Purple Belt Plan. Essential to the planning of an efficient and
effective purple belt is the identification of constraints and opportunities for
development on agricultural lands in the study area based on environmental and other
factors. Clarifying the characteristics and issues that apply to the rural areas around the
City will help participating jurisdictions, residents and land owners understand which
are most likely to be developed and those that cannot or would not be developed for
urban uses. Therefore, precious resources can be targeted appropriately for the highest
and best results intended by the Purple Belt Plan.
For the purposes of the Purple Belt Plan, a study area has been determined to focus the
analyses on land that either has the potential to participate in the program or in any way
informs the Purple Belt Plan. It includes 12,263 acres within the City limits, 859 acres in
the Paso Robles Sphere of Influence (SOI)3 and approximately another 105,000 acres (164
square miles) of unincorporated County land. Figure 1 shows the study area.
The Purple Belt Study Map, in Figure 1, identifies three priority areas: High (pink),
Moderate (green) and Low (blue). The high priority area in pink suggests general areas
within the Purple Belt that are either in active agricultural use, include larger parcels, are
visible from major highways or roads, are potentially more susceptible to development
(because of proximity), and/or have high‐quality aesthetic values. Areas in green may
have similar characteristics, but to a lesser extent. Areas in blue include properties
already parcelized into smaller lots, such as the antiquated subdivisions, which are
discussed in detail later in this Plan. It should be noted that the study area boundaries
are not firm boundaries that would preclude properties not shown in the study area
from participation in the Purple Belt; however, the boundaries are illustrative of the
general vicinity for the Plan, and show areas where implementation of the Plan may be
more effective in conserving agricultural land.

RELEVANT JURISDICTIONAL BOUNDARIES
The Purple Belt study area overlaps numerous demarcated areas, both formally
established and informational, as discussed below.
Paso Robles and Its SOI
The Paso Robles city limits include approximately 20 square miles, or 12,739 acres, of
land in the northern portion of San Luis Obispo County, as shown in Figure 1. The
north‐south State Highway 101 bisects the City’s western portion, connecting residents
south to San Luis Obispo and north to San Francisco. The City’s existing SOI was

3 Land area as of January 2004. The City of El Paso de Robles General Plan 2003, page LU‐12.
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adopted in 2003 through the County’s Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) to
include 12 additional parcels adjacent to the City limits that are probable for annexation
during the 20‐year lifetime of the Plan. The General Plan update, however, proposes the
annexation of only 266 acres of the 1,078‐acre SOI for development. As of 2005, some
SOI parcels and another 240 acres of proposed expansion areas in the southeast corner of
the City have been annexed in association with planned development projects. The
General Plan also designates a Planning Impact Area to indicate areas within which
development could impact Paso Robles and of which the City would like to be informed.
The City does not have any jurisdiction in this area, nor has it been submitted to or
approved by LAFCO.
Nearby Cities and Townships
In general, the Purple Belt study concentrates on unincorporated areas of the County in
closest proximity to Paso Robles. For example, although the Purple Belt study area
shown in Figure 1 includes the northern boundary of Atascadero, the focus on the
southern side of Paso Robles is on the remaining open space and agricultural land that
lies between it and the unincorporated Templeton Community Services District, which
has approximately 7,000 residents. The closest incorporated city to Paso Robles is
Atascadero, which is approximately six miles south of Templeton from Downtown Paso
Robles. Atascadero has a current population of about 28,600 (slightly smaller than Paso
Robles).4
Other growing unincorporated communities within the study area include the
townships of San Miguel to the north, and some smaller residential clusters to the east of
the City. Numerous antiquated subdivisions are also sprinkled throughout the County
at various stages of development, 12 of which exist within the study area, and are
discussed in detail to follow. The orientation of the study area map reflects the higher
levels of growth pressure and development speculation to the east and southeast of Paso
Robles. In general, these areas are flatter and thus easier and cheaper to build upon than
the hillier lands along the City’s western edge.
Paso Robles does not have jurisdictional rights within any of these areas; however, each
community considered in this report could play an integral role in the success of the
Purple Belt and function as a key partner to preserve agricultural and open space lands
as community separators between them.

LAND USES AND FARMLAND WITHIN THE STUDY AREA
Although the City and its surrounding area contain a range of land uses from residential
to industrial, this report focuses on non‐urban uses important to the development of the
Paso Robles Purple Belt. Within the City limits, the 2003 General Plan designates 9,626
acres for urban uses, 1,067 acres for agricultural use and 1,512 acres for parks and open
4 California Department of Finance estimate as of January 1, 2008.
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space. Within the surrounding County land included in the Study Area, 19,224 acres are
currently urbanized (residential, commercial, public or industrial use) and 87,035 acres
are in agricultural or rural use. Figure 2 depicts the County land use designations
within the study area, as well as the urban, agriculture and parks and open space uses
within the City limits. As data on current existing land uses is not available, this map
provides the best possible sense of land use patterns in the study area. To further
illustrate land characteristics in the area, Figure 3 categorizes all of the parcels within the
Purple Belt study area by number of acres. Parcel size can help anticipate land values,
agriculture production capabilities and transaction costs associated with land
conservation. As the study area is mostly agriculture in nature, and most critical to the
Purple Belt, these uses are discussed in greater detail below.

FARMLAND CLASSIFICATIONS
The California Department of Conservation (CDC) Important Farmland Inventory
System classifies land into one of eight mapping categories based on soil and climatic
conditions, including in order of importance, Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide
Importance, Unique Farmland and Farmland of Local Importance.5 As is shown in
Figure 4 and Table 1, 69,318 total acres of land are identified as Prime Farmland,
Farmland of Statewide Importance, Unique Farmland and Farmland of Local
Importance in the Study Area, SOI and city limits combined. Of this amount, 4,077 acres
are located in the City limits, 275 acres are in the SOI outside of the City limits and
64,966 acres are located in the study area outside of the SOI.
Farmland classifications contribute to a parcel’s eligibility for Williamson Act and other
agriculture preservation tax credit programs, as discussed in the Policy Framework
section of this report. It should be noted that farmland classification locations are not
definitive indicators of agricultural production, especially on land within the City limits;
for example, vineyards are currently one of the highest valued crops, but can be grown
in non‐Prime soils.6 It is also worth noting that the City currently has more viable
farmland (4,077 acres) than land designated for agricultural use in the General Plan
(1,067 acres).
The Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) also classifies soils and agricultural
capability within the Paso Robles region within four classes. Class I indicates that the
soils have few limitations that restrict their use, gradating down to Class IV, which
means the soils are severely limited in a way that reduces the choice of plants or require
intense management or both.7

5 California Department of Conservation, 2001.
6 Lynda Auchinachie, San Luis Obispo County Agriculture Commissioner Office. Personal conversation on
June 2, 2005.
7 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan Update EIR, November 2003, page 4.7‐2.
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Table 1:

Farmland in the Study Area (in acres)

Farmland Type

City Limits

SOI

Study Area

Total

Prime Farmland

205

~50

3,733

3,988

Farmland of Statewide Importance

481

~50

5,993

6524

Unique Farmland

304

~75

18,981

19360

Farmland of Local Importance

3,087

~100

36,259

39446

Total

4,077

~275

64,966

69,318

Source: State of California, Department of Conservation, Division of Land Resource Protection,
Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, 2006.

FOCUS ON LOCAL AGRICULTURE
As shown in Figure 2, agriculture is a major activity within the undeveloped portions of
the Paso Robles Planning Area and throughout San Luis Obispo County. In general,
larger farms are mostly located on the north and east sides of Paso Robles, while the
smaller boutique vineyards are concentrated in the southwest area. There are 217
bonded wineries in the Paso Robles region. In 2007, the retail value of Paso Robles AVA
wine was $657 million. San Luis Obispo County is now the second largest premium
vineyard area, behind Napa County. The Paso Robles area alone contains
approximately 29,000 acres of vineyards growing over 35 varieties of wine grapes.
Besides wine grapes, most of which depend on irrigation, other agricultural lands within
the Paso Robles area are used for rangeland and cultivated crops, many of which are dry
farmed like hay and oats. Irrigation has also increased the region’s capabilities to
include olives, almonds, apples and walnuts.8 Recently, there has been a surge in
spinach and baby lettuce production in the Paso Robles area, especially in the
northeastern portion of the City close to the airport. These crops have been successful in
part because of the available low, flat land and the typically short one‐month growing
requirement.9 Figure 5 shows crop categories and their locations in the study areas.
Crop locations are also helpful for understanding where water is readily available.
Numerous areas of farmland shown in Figure 5 are not assigned a specific crop
category, which does not necessarily indicate the absence of agriculture production. The
crop data shown was obtained from the San Luis Obispo County Agriculture
Commissioner for the Paso Robles area and is mostly derived from permit applications
8 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan Update EIR, November 2003, page 4.7‐1.
9 Lynda Auchinachie, San Luis Obispo County Agriculture Commissioner Office. Personal conversation on
June 23, 2005.
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for pesticide use. As a result, farming operations not requiring pesticide application,
such as organics and certain grazing uses, might not be registered with the County and
are not shown in Figure 5. Additional information on organic crop production from the
San Luis Obispo County Agriculture Commissioner indicates that a total of about 2,760
acres of land inside the Purple Belt Study Area was cultivated with organic crops
between 2003 and 2009. Over 85 percent of this land was associated with nut crop,
vegetable crop, and grape production. In general, San Luis Obispo County’s crop
reporting and related assessments occur more frequently and thoroughly than in other
areas because of the State requirements for food production in proximity to nuclear
power plant facilities.

LOCAL FARMLAND CONSERVATION
As discussed in greater detail in Chapter III of this report, there are various mechanisms
for preserving land in agriculture production, both temporarily and in perpetuity. As
shown in Figure 6, much of the farmland in the study area is held under current
Williamson Act contracts. This map is included in this section because it is considered
a category of farmland and can help inform the geography of the Purple Belt.
Williamson Act contracts are described in detail in the Relevant Land Use Policy
Framework section of this report.
Conservation or agriculture easements are the most secure way to protect working
landscapes and open space from future over‐intensive or sprawl development. This tool
allows a landowner to provide such an easement by selling or donating the
development rights to their land, which then applies a deed restriction to the land in
agriculture or open space in perpetuity. In return, the land owner benefits from reduced
property taxes that reflect the reassessed land value without development potential.
At the present time, there are only a limited number of properties in the planning area
known to be protected under a conservation easement. These include a 10‐acre parcel
protected in perpetuity by a conservation easement, located beyond the southwest
boundary of the City. The other is a recent action, which resulted in establishment of a
conservation easement on 150 acres of vineyard at the Turley Winery, located on the
west side of the town of Templeton. This easement is being managed by the Land
Conservancy of San Luis Obispo.
An Agriculture Cluster development is approved on 840 acres of agriculture land in the
unincorporated County, just east of the City and adjacent to the Chandler Ranch
property. Based on County requirements, 95 percent, or 806 acres, will be held under an
open space easement10 and a separate Williamson Act contract to maintain that portion
in agriculture use. The remaining 5 percent is divided into 42, one‐acre parcels that
could be sold separately with one residential unit allowed on each. Ideally,
10 The specifics of this program are discussed further in this section; open space easements are not
technically held in perpetuity.
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the developed parcels will be clustered together.11 As these parcels are already slated
for various easements, they should be included in the Purple Belt plan area and used as
case studies for future conservation efforts.

NATURAL SETTING
The topography and other environmental characteristics of land within the Purple Belt
study can help inform the future development potential of various natural landscapes.

STEEP SLOPES
As previously mentioned, hillsides dominate the western portion of Paso Robles and
beyond, as well as in scattered areas on the eastern side of the City. The topography of
the study area is shown in Figure 7. Currently, the majority of these hillsides remain in
a non‐urbanized state, and limitations inherent with steep slopes can assist in precluding
development in these areas. Both the City and the County have adopted development
restrictions for building on land with steep slopes.
The 2003 Paso Robles General Plan specifies building requirements based on varying
slopes, as listed below:
•

New building is not permitted on slopes of 35 percent or steeper.

•

For slopes of 30 to 35 percent, a visual assessment of the proposed project is
required.

•

Any new development on hillsides or on ridges on slopes over 15 percent must
consider providing setbacks from the downhill edge and utilize screening
landscaping.12

Nevertheless, because only land with slopes steeper than 35 percent are protected from
development, and because even on these parcels there is likely enough land area with
lesser slopes to permit some building, the presence of steep slopes alone will not prevent
land within the Purple Belt from future development.
The San Luis Obispo County Code—Title 22, Land Use Ordinance; the Framework for
Planning (Inland Area) component of the General Plan Land Use Element; and
individual area plans for the three planning areas around Paso Robes also contain
guidelines and limitations for development on varying slopes. In general, the denser the
building, the lesser allowable slope. For example, the Residential Suburban designation
permits development on one‐ to five‐acre lots where the majority of the parcel slopes

11 James Caruso, San Luis Obispo County. Conversation with Lisa Fisher, DC&E on August 3, 2005 and .
12 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan 2003. Page C‐7.
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less than 30 percent, where as the Residential Multi‐Family and Office designations only
allow development when slopes are less than 20 and 15 percent, respectively. For every
designation, the lot size requirements increase as slopes become steeper.13

FLOOD PLAINS
Floodplain zones are determined by the Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA) and used to create Flood Insurance Rate Maps (FIRMs) designating these areas.
These tools assist cities in mitigating flooding hazards through land use planning and
building permit requirements. To address the need for insurance to cover flooding
issues, FEMA administers the National Flood Insurance Administration (NFIA)
program. The NFIA program provides federal flood insurance and federally financed
loans for property owners in flood prone areas. To quality for federal flood insurance,
the City must identify flood hazard areas and implement a system of protective controls.
Figure 8 shows areas in and around Paso Robles within the 100‐year floodplain14 as
established by the FIRMs, which were last updated in August 2008. It lies mostly along
the entire Salinas River corridor and its main tributary, the Huerhuero Creek, flowing
through the southern portion of the airport and continuing east. Another tributary in
the southeast portion of the study area is also within the 100‐year floodplain. Building
and construction are typically more difficult within the 100‐year floodplain which
creates an environmental barrier to urban development.
The 2003 General Plan includes a land use overlay designation Flood Hazard (FH) to
identify the 100‐year floodplain as a way of promoting public health, safety and general
welfare, and minimizing losses from flooding. Although these restrictions reduce the
potential for development in these areas, land owners and project applicants can
sometimes design proposals that mitigate flood risks in order to secure building permits.
The City’s Floodplain Management Ordinance regulated development in the floodplain.
The County’s Land Use Ordinance also includes numerous combining designation
overlays to identify areas of natural hazard and require their consideration in project
design and approval. Similar to Paso Robles, the FH combining designation refers
to areas within the 100‐year flood plain as determined by the FIRM. Section 22.14.060
outlines permit and processing requirements for all uses within the FH‐designated area
except for temporary, emergency or existing uses.15

13 San Luis Obispo County Code—Title 22, Land Use Ordinance (2004); Framework for Planning, Inland
Area (2003), and El Pomar‐Estrella Planning Area Land Use Element (2003).
14 A 100‐year floodplain is the area subject to flooding based on a storm event that is expected to occur
every 100 years on average, based on historical data, or that has a one percent chance of being inundated
during any particular 12‐month period.
15 County of San Luis Obispo Land Use Ordinance Title 22 of the County Code, 2002, page 3-63.
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As both the City and the County permit certain amounts and types of development
within the 100‐year floodplain, it cannot be assumed that these areas would be included
in the Purple Belt. However, these areas of land are typically lower in value, which
could present an opportunity for the purchase of cheaper development rights to
preserve them in perpetuity.

SENSITIVE HABITATS
The California Department of Fish and Game maintains the California Natural Diversity
Database (CNDDB), which tracks the location and condition of California’s rare animals,
plants and natural habitats. A 2005 search of the CNDDB for the Purple Belt study area
identified the potential occurrence of several special‐status animals and plants. San Luis
Obispo County has also designated a San Joaquin Kit Fox habitat area and works with
the Department of Fish and Game and the Nature Conservancy to collect mitigation fees
for the protection of this habitat. The San Joaquin Kit Fox migration corridor is provided
in Figure 9. In addition, the 2003 Paso Robles General Plan recognizes oak woodlands
and savannas, agricultural land, riparian areas, and non‐native annual and perennial
grasslands as significant natural habitats within the City.

URBAN DESIGN
An objective of the Purple Belt Plan is to preserve and enhance the visual quality of the
Paso Robles area. In the City and its immediate surroundings, these amenities are often
comprised of gateways, scenic corridors, views and ridgelines, as discussed below and
shown in Figure 7.

GATEWAYS
Gateways typically refer to a traveler’s initial entry point to a destination along a major
roadway and includes all the first impressions of the area’s character. Sometimes
gateways are specifically designed physical structures, but most often it is the transition
of the landform and change in character from the countryside and natural environment
to town and urban area. Aesthetically pleasing gateways are important components of
land use planning and community design that contribute to a city’s sense of place and
the traveler’s sense of arrival. Indeed, the City’s 2003 General Plan lists several policies
to encourage development to make a positive first visual impression, and to preserve
natural features of the area.16
The majority of people coming to and from Paso Robles do so along Interstate Highway
101 (HWY‐101), which runs through the City in a north‐south direction. Most travelers
arriving at the southern gateway to the City cross a formally designed overpass, which
16 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan 2003, page C‐6.
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provides views of lower‐lying buildings and rising hillsides dotted with vineyards and
oak woodlands in the background. Entering Paso Robles on HWY‐101 from the north,
steep hillsides are to the west, and there are long, open views of rolling hills to the east.
This a less ornate entrance to the City, but it is marked by wooded hillsides, the Salinas
River, and a sudden arrival into town. Several roadside commercial establishments
between San Miguel and the Paso Robles downtown detract from the natural ridgelines
and views. The historic core of Downtown Paso Robles is not visible from either
gateway.
The other main gateway to Paso Robles is Highway 46 (HWY‐46), which is an east‐west
highway. HWY‐ 46 is split into two segments; HWY 46 West at the southwest gateway,
and HWY 46 East from the northeast area of town. The gateway from HWY 46 West
transitions from natural landforms and vineyards to the urbanized node of the
interchange at Highways 46 West and 101. The gateway on HWY 46 East is
experienced by a continuous expanse of vineyards and very‐low density agrarian
development patterns to the City at the interchange at Highway 101. This entrance is
marked by views of the rising hillsides covered with almond orchards, oak woodlands,
and vineyards.
The City recently adopted the Paso Robles Gateway Design Standards (August 2008).
This document provides specific design guidance intended to ensure that development at
the City’s gateways will enhance and maintain the visual quality of those entry points. The
design standards and recommendations in the Gateway Design Standards are consistent
with the Purple Belt Plan since they support and reinforce a clear distinction between
the rural and urban landscapes. The Purple Belt would help maintain these aesthetic
qualities.

SCENIC CORRIDORS
Scenic corridors leading in and out of the City, also called entry or visual corridors, help
provide a transition from rural to urban uses and are important as they expose both
travelers and residents to the visual character of the City and the surrounding area.
Similar to entryways, the General Plan also directs the City to encourage development
along visual corridors that makes a positive visual impression, and incorporates and
preserve natural features.17
Coming to Paso Robles from Atascadero to the south and passing through Templeton,
both sides of the HWY‐101 corridor are largely developed. There are occasional portions
of low‐lying agriculture areas surrounding the Salinas River corridor that parallel the
highway, but roadside commercial and light industrial uses are also visible. Rising
hillsides dotted with vineyards and oak woodlands monopolize the scenery to the west,
with farmland blanketing the background. The land to the east is lower and flatter, and

17 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan 2003, page C‐6.
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alternates between agricultural land and newer residential subdivisions. Occasionally,
there are also rising hills sprinkled with vegetation, but land in this area mostly consists
of open grazing or dry farming operations.
Traveling to Paso Robles from the north, San Miguel is the closest urbanized area about
five miles from the City. Beyond this township and its associated development, the
traveler is given a reprieve from the built environment by views of scattered agricultural
lands to the east and hillsides to the west. Although roadside commercial is scattered
along the highway, the verticality of the hillsides persists.
In addition to the visual corridors mentioned above, the 2003 General Plan identifies
four additional routes. As shown in Figure 7, these include the Airport Road extension
connecting HWY‐46 to Sherwood Road, the portions of Union and Charolais Roads east
of Golden Hill Road, and Spring Street running through the Downtown.18

VIEWS AND RIDGELINES
As depicted in Figure 10, when traveling into Paso Robles from the south, hillsides and
ridgelines are seen along the western side of the City, often dotted with vineyards or
clusters of oak woodlands. These same ridgelines are also visible from many points
within the City and when traveling into the area from the east. They are especially
prominent when entering the City on Niblick Road, on the HWY‐101 overpass
mentioned before. Coming in to Paso Robles from the north, the ridgelines are linear
and thus slightly less apparent. Stretching throughout most of the eastern area, the
terrain flattens slightly, with only a few ridgelines of grazing land off in the distance
towards the southeast. The due east and northeastern areas are milder, rolling
agricultural lands of mostly row crops and occasional orchards.
Policy C‐5B of the 2003 General Plan states that the City shall protect its hillsides as a
visual amenity and provides seven design guidelines in this regard, as well as the slope
requirements discussed later in this report. The number of buildings on prominent
ridgelines is to be limited and no new building should be allowed that projects above a
ridgeline unless sufficiently mitigated by landscaping (Policy C‐5B, e and f). The most
significant of the prominent ridgelines identified in the General Plan is the long north‐
south facing ridgeline along the western edge of Paso Robles. Three smaller ones lie just
outside the southeastern boundary of the City: the South River Road, Charolais Road
and South River/Neal Spring Road Ridges. Approximately one mile due east of the
City, in line with Niblick Road, is the Huerhuero Creek Ridge which parallels the creek
of the same name. Finally, a half‐mile long, L‐shaped ridge is located where the eastern
portion of HWY‐46 intersects HWY‐101.19

18 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan 2003, Figure C‐3.
19 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan 2003, Figure C‐4.
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III. LAND USE POLICY FRAMEWORK
This chapter provides information on the current regulatory and institutional
environment relevant to the development of the Purple Belt Plan. It focuses on existing
City, County, and other applicable policies and activities that will inform Purple Belt
planning and implementation effort.

CITY OF PASO ROBLES
Paso Robles has established a number of policy and regulatory mechanisms that provide
day‐to‐day guidance for decision makers and control future growth and development in
a way that will positively impact the City.

GENERAL PLAN LAND USE DESIGNATIONS
The 2003 update of the City’s General Plan sets a framework for land use patterns,
population growth and associated service needs looking forward to 2025. Twenty‐three
land use categories are designated, with ten additional special study overlay categories,
to define permitted types of uses and help minimize conflicts between them. As shown
in Figure 2, those most relevant to this study are Agriculture (AG) and Rural Residential
(RR).
Agriculture
The AG designation is intended to allow and protect the operation of agricultural uses,
provide open space, and support a viable land use in areas impacted by airport
operations.20 It can pertain to lands currently in agricultural use or lands that have been
used for agricultural uses in the past but remain undeveloped and grazing land.
Agricultural lands within the City limits are located mostly along the northern outlying
edges and surrounding the airport. Other significant clusters are found at the southern
tip along the Salinas River and in the southeast portion of the City limits. In general, up
to two residential dwelling units are allowed per 20 acres of agricultural land
(0.1 unit/acre) in the City.21
The current General Plan reflects 1,067 acres of AG‐designated property within the City
boundaries. Over time, it is anticipated that there will be requests for some of these AG
properties to be converted from AG to other uses. The loss of AG land uses can, in part,
be offset by preservation of AG land uses in the County unincorporated area through
the Purple Belt Program. Conditions of approval on the conversion of AG‐designated
properties in the City could help provide implementation funding for the Purple Belt
Program.

20 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan 1993, page LU‐17.
21 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan 1993, page LU‐21.
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GENERAL PLAN POLICIES
As mentioned, Paso Robles is anticipated to grow from 28,000 residents to
approximately 44,000 during the 20‐year lifetime of the Plan. It was during the 2003
General Plan update process that the concept of the Purple Belt developed. Policies
outlined in both the Land Use Element and the Open Space and Conservation Element
support this program. The Plan also includes additional land use policies
complementary to the prevention of sprawl and preservation of agriculture and open
space landscapes surrounding the City. Policy LU‐2H focuses investment to the
Downtown, and Policy LU‐2I encourages infill development and facilitates projects that
contain a mix of uses and higher densities.22

RIGHT‐TO‐FARM ORDINANCE
The Paso Robles Municipal Code contains a Right‐to‐Farm Ordinance to declare its
intent to preserve, protect, enhance and encourage existing agricultural operations
within and surrounding the City.23 Although agriculture is acknowledged as a local
priority in the City’s General Plan, farming activities (cultivation, production,
harvesting, livestock raising, transportation, et al.) can become the subject of nuisance24
complaints when nonagricultural land uses are developed near or adjacent to
agricultural areas, often because of the lack of public information about such operations.
The Ordinance helps clarify the circumstances under which an agricultural operation
may be considered a nuisance by informing residents that farming activities are allowed
and cannot be stopped by encroaching residential development; premature conversions
of existing agricultural resources are reduced as a result.
The Ordinance also seeks to encourage a good neighbor policy that requires mandatory
disclosures to property purchasers of the inherent potential issues of living or working
in proximity to agricultural land. In Paso Robles, once a commercial agricultural use
within the City limits has been in operation for three years, according to the Ordinance,
it is considered a preexisting use and therefore may not be deemed a nuisance if future
land use conflicts occur because of urban development on adjacent parcels. Any
violations of this Ordinance are handled in a civil manner and the community
development director is identified as a possible mediator. Improper or unlawful
agricultural production activities are not protected by this Ordinance.25

22 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan 2003, page LU‐9‐10.
23 City of El Paso de Robles Right‐to‐Farm Ordinance, Municipal Code: 21.16J.220, accessed July 26, 2005.
24 According to California Civil Code Section 3479, a “nuisance” is anything which is injurious to health, or
is indecent or offensive to the senses, or an obstruction to the use of property, so as to interfere with the
comfortable enjoyment of life or property.
25 City of El Paso de Robles Right‐to‐Farm Ordinance, Municipal Code: 21.16J.220, accessed July 26, 2005.

32

P:\14000s\14151robles\report\FINALPurpleBelt110509.doc

Final
Paso Robles Purple Belt Action Plan
November 2009

SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY
Since all of the land being considered for inclusion in the Purple Belt is in the
unincorporated County,26 it is important to understand any relevant County policies
and regulations.

GENERAL PLAN LAND USE DESIGNATIONS
The San Luis Obispo General Plan is comprised of numerous individual elements and
associated documents, all written and approved at different times. The County is
divided into 16 geographic planning areas of varying sizes. A separate Land Use and
Circulation Element has been adopted for each Plan Area that establishes specific
development standards and policies relevant to the issues inherent in each locale.
Policies in the singular Agriculture and Open Space Element, however, apply to the
County as a whole. As shown in Figure 10, three County Plan Areas overlap the Paso
Robles Purple Belt study area: Adelaida, Salinas River and El Pomar‐Estrella. Relevant
policies from each Area Plan are discussed below. In general, the County uses five main
land use designations, which are relevant to the Purple Belt plan:
•

Urban Reserve Area. This designation applies to any urbanized areas in the
County, either incorporated cities or unincorporated townships.

•

Agriculture. This land use permits all of the same uses as the City’s AG
designation. The number of allowable residential units per parcel size can vary
depending on the Plan Area and other environmental site restrictions. In general
40 acres is considered the minimum area needed to ensure viable farming. In the
case of the El Pomar‐Estrella Area Plan, two primary dwelling units are allowed
on parcels greater than 20 acres, and subdivision potential starts after 160 acres.27

•

Rural Lands. Allowable land uses are similar to AG, but in the case of El Pomar‐
Estrella, two primary dwelling units are allowed on one‐acre parcels or larger.
There is an 80‐acre minimum parcel size requirement to be considered for
subdivision.

•

Rural Residential. The El Pomar‐Estrella Area Plan requires a five‐acre
minimum parcel size for subdivision.

26 El Paso de Robles and the northern portion of San Luis Obispo County are within District 1 in regards to
the Board of Supervisors. District 2 begins south of the City at the northern border of Atascadero. San Luis
Obispo County web site.
http://www.co.slo.ca.us/Board_of_Supervisors_Inter.nsf.scenario_lc_low_web.jpg?OpenImageResource,
accessed on July 6, 2005.
27 San Luis Obispo County, El Pomar‐Estrella Area Plan, October 23, 2003, page 2‐3.
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ANTIQUATED SUBDIVISIONS
Antiquated subdivisions are found throughout the unincorporated County. Although at
present they are mostly zoned as AG, these areas were all approved for subdivision into
one‐ and two‐acre lots by the County prior to 1935. As a result, they are considered
nonconforming based on the County’s current policies for protecting agricultural land
and the AG designation. Even still, the County does not have the ability to preclude
development in these areas and they can legally be built up at urban and suburban
densities if minimum requirements for access, water and sewer are met. All urban
development on unincorporated parcels rely upon individual septic systems and on‐site
wells; owners pay property taxes directly to the County. Currently, some antiquated
subdivisions have been developed into rural communities and others still exist as
agricultural land.28
Just in the El Pomar‐Estrella Planning Area there are at least 55 of these subdivisions
with up to 3,600 potentially legal parcels. As shown in Figure 11, there are currently six
main groupings in the study area, beyond the eastern boundary of Paso Robles and
mostly along Highway 46. The furthest cluster is actually composed of seven separate
but adjacent antiquated subdivisions; one is the development Ground Squirrel Hollow
and two are currently vacant.29 Because these areas are inherently subject to
urbanization, they create a challenge for inclusion within the City’s Purple Belt Program.
Acquisition of easements outside of the antiquated subdivisions that have experienced
development pressure would, however, provide opportunities for buffering and
separation of these areas from Paso Robles.

GROWTH MANAGEMENT ORDINANCE
The San Luis Obispo Growth Management Ordinance (GMO), Title 26 of the County
Code, established an annual growth rate compliant with goals outlined in the County
General Plan, and consistent with the assessed and available community resource
support. Overall, the Ordinance aims to protect and promote the public health, safety
and welfare by preventing adverse impacts associated with uncontrolled growth.
Currently, the GMO limits residential development in the County to 1,100 units per
year. Within this total, specific amounts of low‐income residential units or multifamily
housing are not required.30 In general, because this Ordinance does not control the
locations of permitted development, it does not directly protect or preserve open space
or agricultural land. However, although the GMO does not appear to be a potential tool

28 El Pomar‐Estrella Area Plan Land Use Element, revised October 23, 2003, page 5‐2.
29 Mike Wulkan, San Luis Obispo County Planning and Building Department. Conversation with Lisa
Fisher, DC&E on July 20, 2005.
30 Conversation with Nancy Orton, San Luis Obispo County Planning Department. 805‐781‐5008. June 2,
2005.
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for development of the Purple Belt, controlling and limiting residential development
slows the pace of outward expansion onto undeveloped lands, which can benefit the
aims of the Purple Belt indirectly.

STRATEGIC GROWTH PRINCIPLES
The County Board of Supervisors adopted the following Guiding Principles of Smart
Growth in 2005. These principles support the intent of the Purple Belt program. These
principles include:
1. Preserve open space, scenic natural beauty and sensitive environmental areas.
Conserve energy resources. Conserve agricultural resources and protect
agricultural land.
2. Strengthen and direct development towards existing communities.
3. Foster distinctive, attractive communities with a strong sense of place.
4. Create walkable neighborhoods and towns.
5. Provide a variety of transportation choices.
6. Create a range of housing opportunities and choices.
7. Encourage mixed land uses.
8. Take advantage of compact building design.
9. Make development decisions predictable, fair and cost‐effective.
10. Encourage community and stakeholder collaboration.
11. Strengthen regional cooperation.

AGRICULTURE CLUSTER DEVELOPMENT
The San Luis Obispo Agricultural Cluster Ordinance was designed to allow additional
residential development on AG‐zoned land in exchange for the preservation of at least
90 percent of the total parcel for active agricultural uses. State law is structured in such
a way that it limits the ability of a jurisdiction to require a perpetual conservation
easement as a condition of approval. Therefore, as part of the approval process, the land
owner instead secures an open space easement contract with the Board of Supervisors
and can further protect the working agricultural land with a Williamson Act contract.
Although alterations of open space easements and Williamson Act contracts are legally
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possible, they involve lengthy and complicated efforts between the involved land
owners and the Board, or the land owner and the State respectively. Thus far, San Luis
Obispo County has not experienced further subdivisions or tract changes to agriculture
lands protected in Agriculture Clusters Developments.31
When a development is proposed, the County first reviews the amount of residential
dwelling units permitted per acre on a case‐by‐case basis in relation to soil type,
agriculture activities and other environmental constraints. Some irrigated crop land
qualifies for up to one unit per 20 acres, while other situations only allow one unit per
320 acres. The applicant has the option to pursue either a “major” or “minor” Cluster
Development based on the percentage of land that is preserved in the open space
easement, 95 and 90 percent respectively. A “major” cluster development provides a
potential for 100 percent parcel bonus in exchange for 95 percent preservation. A
“minor” cluster development allows up to a 25 percent parcel bonus for the preservation
of 90 percent of the parcel.32
The County Ordinance sets qualification standards and works to discourage landowners
from planting crops solely to receive the determination and qualify for the program,
which compromises the validity of the program. For all Cluster Development, the goal
is to concentrate the smaller subdivided parcels in one 5 or 10 percent portion of the
total area, as opposed to “sprinkling” one‐acre parcels throughout the open space
preserve. This helps ensure the viability of agriculture production, which is the
County’s main underlying goal. As previously mentioned, one cluster development is
proposed on 840 acres just east of Paso Robles’ Chandler Ranch. Although the Purple
Belt would ideally be comprised of large parcels strictly used for agriculture or open
space uses, the Agriculture Cluster program could help re‐design traditional subdivision
proposals into developments that could contribute to the Purple Belt instead of detract.

RIGHT‐TO‐FARM ORDINANCE
Similar to Paso Robles, San Luis Obispo County has a Right‐to‐Farm Ordinance in its
Municipal Code. The County seeks to protect farmers from having to cease or curtail
agriculture operations because of land use conflicts, which may then discourage
investments in farm improvements and result in the detriment of these uses and of the
County’s agriculture industry in general. The Ordinance seeks to preserve farming
operations in the area in part by clarifying the circumstances under which a nuisance
may be considered.33 The support of this Ordinance is important for the feasibility of
the Purple Belt Plan and the garnering of necessary public support.
31 Conversation with Terry Wahler, San Luis Obispo Planning Department, Land Conservation. October 2,
2005.
32 Conversation with Lynda Auchinachie, San Luis Obispo County Agriculture Commissioner Office. June
23, 2005.
33 San Luis Obispo County Municipal Code: Right‐to‐Farm Ordinance, Title 5, Chapter 5.16, accessed
June 1, 2005.
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WILLIAMSON ACT CONTRACTS
Williamson Act contracts are administered through the CDC to provide tax benefits to
property owners in exchange for the voluntary preservation of their land for agricultural
use. The program outlines criteria for land quality, acreage, farm activities and allowed
types of development, which must be met before a contract can be approved. There are
also requirements that the land be in active agricultural production for a minimum
amount of years before qualifying for the Williamson Act program. As with the
Agriculture Clustering program, there is the potential problem of people planting crops
solely to receive the determination and tax benefits.
Once adopted, an active Williamson Act contract applies contracted limitations of use to
land. These easements limit urban development and maintain the land in agricultural
production, which lowers the market value of the land and thereby results in a lower
property tax assessment. To offset the impacts to property tax revenues, the State
provides financial assistance to municipalities that have Williamson Act contracts within
their boundaries. The State and associated County jurisdictions have the power to
cancel contracts if the land owner or the parcel becomes non‐compliant with the
regulations of the program.
In San Luis Obispo County, Williamson Act contracts are generally adopted for 20‐year
periods. One exception is for agricultural parcels adjacent to an Urban Reserve Line, as
classified by the County, which are allowed to adopt 10‐year Williamson Act contracts.
Agriculture parcels within one mile of a Village Reserve Line are also permitted a
similarly reduced time requirement.34 All contracts are automatically renewed unless a
land owner files for non‐renewal, which is a ten‐year process. Starting with January 1 of
the year following the application for non‐renewal, the land owner’s property taxes
increase incrementally to eventually reflect the market value without the agricultural
easement. Land owners who wish to continue active participation in the program may
also engage the State’s Farmland Security Zone program, which provides an additional
35 percent reduction in property taxes below Williamson Act assessments for a
minimum 20‐year extension of agriculture preservation.35 The County currently tries to
educate the public about these options, but does not have a formal program.36
As shown in Figure 6, land owners are currently holding active Williamson Act
contracts for 3,818 acres in the study area, outside of the Paso Robles SOI. In addition,
land owners have filed for non‐renewal for 568 acres. No Williamson Act contracts are
held on agricultural lands within the Paso Robles city limits. The presence of
34 Conversation with Andrea Miller, SLO County Planning GIS, July 29, 2005.
35 The Farmland Securities Zone (FSZ) program is a State intermediate‐term agricultural land conservation
program, established in 1998. The FSZ program offers current Williamson Act Contract holders the option
of extending conservation beyond the Act’s 10‐year commitment. This program gives landowners an
additional 35 percent reduction in property taxes below Williamson Act assessments.
36 Mike Wulkan, San Luis Obispo County Planning and Building Department. Conversation with Lisa
Fisher, DC&E on July 20, 2005.
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Williamson Act contracts should be considered as a potential criteria for the Purple Belt
program.

AGRICULTURE PRESERVES
The State also has a program for the establishment of Agriculture Preserves
implemented by the County. These designations are voluntary and most often pursued
by landowners as a first and necessary step for going under Williamson Act contracts. A
land owner seeking a Williamson Act contract may apply for both designations
simultaneously with the County. Rules and procedures are outlined in the California
Land Conservation Act of 1965, which is currently being updated.
Officially, Agricultural Preserves allow priority areas to be designated for farmland and
open space conservation. Typically, if a land owner files for non‐renewal of a
Williamson Act contract, the Agriculture Preserve designation will likewise expire,
although it does not always occur concurrently.37 An agriculture preserve designation
does not offer tax credits to the land owner or require any length of contract beyond the
time it takes to apply for or terminate the designation. Therefore, current agricultural
preserve designations are found on parcels both heading into Williamson Act contracts
and those already deactivated. Because of this ambiguity, agriculture preserve locations
do not inform the Purple Belt planning, and as a result are not shown on any figures in
this report. Likewise agriculture preserves are not a recommended method for securing
and protecting agriculture parcels within the Purple Belt.

TRANSFER OF DEVELOPMENT CREDITS
The Transfer of Development Credits (TDC) program was established in San Luis
Obispo County’s General Plan and implemented as a voluntary, incentive‐based and
market‐driven program in the County Municipal Code in 1999. The impetus was to
relocate development from environmentally sensitive or agricultural lands, especially
undeveloped antiquated subdivisions, to more appropriate urbanized areas. Overall,
the program encourages the use of density bonuses, up‐zoning and contiguous
development as a way of protecting natural resources. Development rights from
“sending areas” are bought for use in “receiving areas,” which can involve the up‐
zoning of a property for additional units, or in some cases permit a land owner to
increase the allowable square footage on their property.
The program could potentially be used as a tool for the Purple Belt Action Plan if
sending sites are located within the Purple Belt area and will result in an overall benefit
to the community. In addition, it will be important that issues of land use compatibility,
resource, and infrastructure capacity is mitigated in the receiving areas. The City
37 Terry Wahler, San Luis Obispo County Planning and Building Department. Conversation with Lisa
Fisher, DC&E on August 2, 2005. 805‐781‐5621
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Council may also want to negotiate the purchase of TDC credits in the Purple Belt area
with new annexations or developments that trigger the need for General Plan
Amendments to obtain increased density. Also, although it is not ideal to use
agriculture lands as receiving areas, the Agricultural Cluster Program could function in
tandem with the TDC program to encourage more participation in preservation along
the perimeter of the City where densities typically feather.

LOCAL AGENCY FORMATION COMMISSION
The San Luis Obispo LAFCO, one of 58 throughout California, was formed in 1963 with
a mission to serve the County’s residents by “discouraging urban sprawl and
encouraging the orderly formation and development of local agencies based upon local
conditions and circumstances,” balancing the competing needs of affordable housing,
economic opportunity and natural resource conservation.38 The adoption of the
Cortese‐Knox‐Hertzberg Act in 2000 clarified LAFCO’s power to approve or disprove
any proposals for annexations, formations of cities or special districts, and changes of
jurisdiction or organization of local government agencies throughout the State. AB 2838
further specified the goal of “preserving open space and prime agricultural lands,” and
it is LAFCO’s responsibility to consider the impact of any development proposals on
these lands and assist in preservation efforts by guiding development toward vacant
urban land and away from agricultural areas.39
LAFCO’s role in the development or implementation of the Purple Belt Plan is
anticipated to be limited to requests for annexation of productive agricultural land, and
of particular importance annexation of prime agricultural land. LAFCO adopted
updated agricultural policies in August 2007. Of note, these regulations suggest only
permitting prime agricultural land be approved for annexation if among other criteria,
the applicant mitigates the loss of prime agricultural land at a rate of 1:1 by placing the
same amount of land with similar characteristics annexed under permanent
conservation easements. Combined with the other policies of LAFCOʹs updated
policies, annexation of agricultural land is intended to be more difficult to encourage
more efficient use of land within urban areas and to protect agricultural and open space
land. (See Appendix C, San Luis Obispo Local Agency Formation Commission,
Agricultural Goals‐Policies‐Guidelines, approved August 16, 2007.)

SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNCIL OF GOVERNMENTS
The San Luis Obispo Council of Governments (SLOCOG) was formed in 1968 as an Area
Planning Council, through a Joint Powers Agreement between the cities in the County
and the County. In general, the SLOCOG serves as a forum for addressing regional
planning issues of county‐wide concern, which include working landscapes and
38 LAFCO. 2003. Polices and Procedures Update, page 2‐4.
39 City of El Paso de Robles General Plan, 2003, page LU‐13.
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agricultural resources.40 Paso Robles will coordinate with SLOCOG during development
of the Purple Belt Plan, building a mutually‐beneficial partnership for agriculture
preservation efforts as discussed below.

SLOCOG COMMUNITY 2050
SLOCOG is conducting a planning and visioning effort called “Community 2050” that is
part of a statewide effort to develop more sustainable community strategies that connect
land use, transportation, and environmental enhancement and protection.
Simultaneously, in response to legislation mandating reductions in greenhouse gas
generation, the state has recognized that the land use – transportation relationship is
critical in devising strategies and mechanisms to address this problem.
SLOCOG has examined issues at the subregional level – examining issues in the ‘Inland’
area focused primarily in the North County and on the ‘Coastside’ where the South
County, North Coast, and Central area each have unique conditions and strategies.
Workshops were held to determine preferences about projected long‐term growth in the
County between 2025 and 2050. Participants were given information on the anticipated
number of housing units and jobs that would need to be accommodated and chose
between various growth scenarios. In the end, the majority of residents favored more
compact growth patterns of infill development within existing cities and urban areas
rather than sprawling new subdivisions in rural areas. Rural areas were consistently
deemed off‐limits if they were considered agricultural land, scenic vistas, community
separators or along highways. The summit presented the results from the two
community workshops, which included a number of issues relevant to the Paso Robles
Purple Belt efforts:
•

Green space and community separators should be retained or preserved (96
percent support)

•

Open space should be preserved (94 percent)

•

Agricultural lands should be preserved (85 percent)

•

Small town character should be maintained and protected (81 percent)

Also, 88 percent of the participants disagreed with the statement that the San Luis
Obispo region has plenty of room for growth and shouldn’t worry about the cities
spreading out as they grow. The overall conclusion was that a more compact
development pattern is the pattern of choice.
As part of Community 2050, SLOCOG endorsed the County’s ‘Regional Strategic
Growth Principles’ that calls on efforts to focus on urbanized areas and discourage
development in rural and natural areas. The ‘urbanized’ areas are proposed to include
40 San Luis Obispo Council of Governments web site, accessed July 29, 2005.
http://www.slocog.org/main/about.html
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all of the General Plan land use categories except agriculture, rural lands, recreation, and
public lands. Residential, commercial, and industrial development would be focused
within these areas. Community 2050 efforts have been coordinated with the County.
County staff is preparing an update of the Conservation Element and a restructuring of
the County’s Land Use Element. Continued analysis is underway by the County to
outline a course of action aligning the Land Use Element into a format supportive of the
Community 2050 strategies.
In general, Community 2050 aims to establish policies and programs that can effectively
and efficiently coordinate efforts between the various jurisdictions in the County, and
the County itself, for greater overall success. The Community 2050 Plan was adopted in
December 2008.
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IV. IMPLEMENTATION TASKS AND PROGRAM OPTIONS
The Paso Robles Purple Belt is envisioned as an active agricultural belt around the City.
The Purple Belt will be maintained into the future by securing the development rights to
land from interested and willing property owners, thus ensuring that its use remains
agricultural or open space. A number of tasks are typically required as part of the
establishment of any agricultural and open space preservation program along with a
series of implementation mechanisms. This chapter describes the implementation tasks
and potential components of a successful program based on other agricultural
preservation efforts throughout California, and input from stakeholders active in the
area. In particular, this chapter describes:
•

the range of tasks that will need to be carried out to create the Purple Belt
through time,

•

the different entities and partners that could manage and participate in the
program,

•

the primary mechanisms to provide incentives for landowner participation, and

•

the potential sources of funding.

The Action Plan, described in the following chapter, will reflect a series of specific
decisions concerning these options that best fit the circumstances and goals of the Paso
Robles Purple Belt.

IMPLEMENTATION TASKS
The successful implementation of agricultural preservation programs requires the
execution of a range of tasks. Some of these tasks occur at particular points in the
process, such as the development of this initial Action Plan or the completion of
progress reports, though a large number of tasks continue through time. As discussed
in subsequent sections, a number of activities can be shared with preservation partners,
though an implementing entity with overall responsibility is required to manage the
program. The typical tasks associated with an agricultural greenbelt program are
described below.

OUTREACH AND PARTNERSHIPS
Outreach and information is critical both at the start of any program as well as through
time. The initial program concept and goals must be clearly explained to the public,
policy makers, and the broad set of stakeholders. Outreach to landowners concerning
the program and the incentives offered will be a critical part of the implementing
entity’s mission. Relationships with landowners with easements on their land will also
need to be maintained through time. Without the understanding, interest, and trust of
landowners, programs can falter. In addition, the development of partnerships with
other conservation groups with similar missions will also be important, as will
43

P:\14000s\14151robles\report\FINALPurpleBelt110509.doc

Final
Paso Robles Purple Belt Action Plan
November 2009

coordination and collaboration with all entities with land use authority in the area.
Equally, the public must be kept informed of the program both to maintain general
support and promote any financing measures that may require their support.
Relationships will also need to be built with State and federal organizations with grant‐
giving capabilities.

FUNDRAISING
Depending on the degree of involvement, implementing an agricultural and open space
program includes a number of costs. In addition to costs associated with purchasing
conservation easements on land or in fee title, the operational costs of the program must
also be covered. A critical part of all programs and a partial determinant of the scale of
the program is the level of funding raised. Potential funding sources for land
acquisitions and ongoing operation costs may include: public and private grants; in‐lieu
development fees; and special taxes or bonds. Each of these sources will involve specific
tasks such as grant research and writing, development fee program administration, and
public outreach, particularly if the City (or County) considers pursuing voter‐approved
taxes and bonds. The pursuit of funding sources will be an ongoing effort that only ends
if and when no more acquisitions are sought and an interest‐bearing endowment has
been established to cover ongoing costs.

ACQUISITIONS
In addition to outreach and fundraising, the implementing entity or program partners
will be responsible for evaluating opportunities for the purchase of conservation
easements or fee title acquisitions. A number of different parameters may be used to
help make decisions regarding land acquisitions, including the land location, land area,
existing and adjacent uses, natural land features, likelihood of development, and
consistency with political and policy context. Once potential acquisition opportunities
have been identified, it will be necessary to conduct baseline studies, surveys, and
appraisals, in addition to creating conservation easements tailored to each specific
acquisition.

ADMINISTRATION
The implementing entity will need to conduct a number of general administrative and
management tasks, in addition to those described above. Staff will be needed to
organize agendas, meetings, minutes, and staff reports relating to the administration of
the program. Financial operations will be required, including annual budgeting,
investing, and disbursing of funds. A report evaluating the status and success of the
program in achieving its goals and objectives will be required periodically throughout
the life of the program.
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GOVERNANCE AND PARTICIPATION
A number of entities will likely be involved in the governance of the Purple Belt, either
through running the program or providing support as conservation partners. The
following sections outline the options for the implementing entity and for conservation
partnerships.

IMPLEMENTING ENTITIES
Different agricultural and open space programs have different entities that oversee their
implementation and range significantly in scale from one‐staff member organizations
with volunteer help to organizations with numerous staff members. The size of the
entity often varies through time, though it is dependent on the amount of operational
funding available.
Single Public Agency
In some cases, the responsibility for the establishment of the program lies with a single
public agency. In these cases, the relevant City or County often starts as the
implementing entity, sometimes passing the program to an existing or new land trust
later in time. For example, the City of Davis established a farmland preservation
program that it has overseen for many years. Similarly, the City of Brentwood
established an agricultural preservation program, with some of the management
responsibilities now passed to a recently formed Brentwood Agricultural Land Trust.
The public agency approach can help bring financial resources to initial efforts, though
can also be diluted through time by multiple policy objectives, and, if not carefully
managed, can exclude other relevant public agencies.
Joint Powers Authority
Partnerships between public agencies, such as a city(ies) and county, can also be useful
ways to engage the multiple jurisdictions. This can be done informally if one public
agency takes the lead, though can also be accomplished by a Joint Powers Authority
(JPA). The purpose of forming a JPA is to consolidate the interests of all participating
jurisdictions in implementing the agricultural preservation program into a single,
responsible legal entity that can act on behalf of these jurisdictions. The JPA would be
established through a Joint Powers Agreement signed by all participating jurisdictions,
and its responsibilities would be discharged by a Governing Board. The Governing
Board would likely be composed of public officials from all jurisdictions as well as
representatives of the public.
The JPA approach consolidates the responsibilities for the program into one legally
constituted entity and avoids the creation of other special‐purpose governments. For
example, Solano County and the cities of Benicia, Vallejo, and Fairfield entered into a
joint powers agreement to cooperatively plan and manage 10,000 acres of open space
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located between the three communities. A Cooperative Planning Group, governed by a
Board comprising one member from each jurisdiction, was formed to prepare, fund, and
implement a regional park and open space preservation plan.
Land Trusts and Other Non‐Governmental Organizations
Over 1,500 nonprofit land trusts in the U.S. are dedicated to the preservation of open
space and agriculture. These nonprofits vary in size and receive funding from a variety
of sources, some operating nationally but most operating on a County or smaller basis.
Their staff tends to include salaried and volunteer personnel, many of whom have some
expertise in applying for land acquisition grants and working with landowners. Land
trusts’ nonprofit status, expertise, and focus often make them preferred choices as
implementing entity. Examples include the Marin Agricultural Land Trust, the
Monterey County Agricultural and Historical Preservation Trust, and the Solano Land
Trust. In San Luis Obispo County, the Land Conservancy of San Luis Obispo works to
acquire, restore, and protect agricultural lands and open space. Since 1984, it has
permanently protected over 9,500 acres, often working with local chapter organizations
such as the Cambria Land Conservancy and the Nipomo Conservation Committee.
Some new programs are integrated with the existing local trusts, while, in other cases,
new land trusts are specifically established to oversee the program. A recent example of
the Land Conservancy’s efforts in north county includes negotiation of a conservation
easement for 150 acres to be permanently protected from development for vineyard
property located in west Templeton for Turley Winery.
Existing or New Special Districts
Some counties and cities already have parks, open space, agriculture, or other special
districts whose main charge is to preserve land county‐ and citywide. These districts are
often formed, under State regulation, as part of an effort to promote land preservation
through the purchase of fee title or conservation easements from willing sellers. The
specific goal of the District allows a focused effort. A number of open space districts in
northern California, such as the Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District, the Marin
County Open Space District, and the Sonoma Agricultural Preservation and Open Space
District, have been successful in acquiring and preserving land in their regions. In some
cases, formation of such a district is associated with a voter‐approved funding
mechanism.

PARTICIPATION
As mentioned above, outreach and good relationships with landowners is critical to any
agricultural and open space effort. In addition, a number of partnerships are typically
available that can help build relationships with landowners, provide expertise and
financing, and generally provide support and help with the program’s goals.
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•

Farmer/Rancher/Vintner Organizations. There are typically a number of
organizations that represent local and regional farmers, ranchers, vintners and
landowners, including the County Farm Bureau and Cattleman’s Association as
well as unique local organizations such as the Paso Robles Wine Country Alliance.
It is often through these organizations that information on the program can be
disseminated and discussed. Close working relationships with these organizations
will help build support for and participation in the program.

•

Land Trusts. National land trusts, such as the American Land Conservancy, Trust
for Public Land, The Nature Conservancy, and the American Farmland Trust, often
partner with local groups to acquire easements or land. These groups also provide
technical support for preservation programs. For example, the American Land
Conservancy helped preserve the Hearst Ranch. The Nature Conservancy has
partnered with a variety of local groups, including the Land Conservancy of San
Luis Obispo County, the City of San Luis Obispo, and the California Rangeland
Trust, to protect more than 18,000 acres of natural areas and open space.41 A key
issue for these partnerships is the compatibility of the goals of the program with the
land trust’s mission and any particular requirements of the land trusts.

•

Other Public Agencies. As mentioned above, a public agency(ies) may directly
oversee the program, though, in other cases, will not be directly responsible for
implementing the plan. In these cases, close working relationships with the
agencies (city, county, resource conservation district, other) will be critical for
providing incentives to landowners, ensuring land use and agricultural policies do
not conflict with the goals of the program, and helping to direct any existing
regulatory‐required payments towards the program where appropriate. For
example, the establishment of clustering or transfer of development rights
programs, if appropriate mechanisms, requires actions by the relevant City or
County. Right‐to‐Farm ordinances, agricultural buffer policies, and other pertinent
policies will also affect the viability of the program. In addition, coordination with
the Department of Fish & Game could direct Kit Fox mitigation payments to
support the program.

LANDOWNER PARTICIPATION INCENTIVES
Some cities and counties have used additional regulatory mechanisms, such as zoning
ordinances or urban growth boundaries, to limit new urban development in certain
areas. However, the principles guiding the development of the Paso Robles Purple Belt
specifically avoid these types of approaches to agricultural preservation—i.e., the
imposition of new regulations that limit land use options—and instead rely on the
creation of a series of incentives for participation with landowners choosing voluntarily
41 The Nature Conservancy’s work in San Luis Obispo County currently focuses on five priority areas:
Cambria’s Monterey pine forest, Irish Hills, Upper Salinas Oak Woodlands, Carrizo Plain National
Monument, and the Salinas, Estrella, and San Juan River corridors.
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whether or not to participate. Given the need for landowner participation, the success of
incentive‐based programs will depend on the strength of the incentives offered to
landowners and the individual preferences and decisions of the area’s landowners. As
described below, three primary types of incentives/programs can be offered:
•

The sale of development rights

•

Shifting development rights

•

Tax breaks associated with land donation/bargain sales

SALE OF DEVELOPMENT RIGHTS
Certain programs and mechanisms offer landowners the opportunity to sell either their
land in fee title or the development rights to their land. In addition transfer of
development rights (TDR) programs establish a system whereby developers in certain
locations where additional development rights are offered can purchase the
development rights of landowners in other areas suitable for preservation. These
incentive mechanisms are described below.
Purchase of Land or Development Rights
One common approach to ensuring land is not urbanized is to either purchase the land
in fee title or to purchase the development rights to the land. The fee title approach to
acquisition is most common among parks and open space programs where the
implementing entity is seeking full rights to the land. For example, the large majority of
the over 90,000 acres of land operated by the East Bay Regional Park District (EBRPD) is
held in fee title. In some cases, the landowner is not interested in selling the
development rights only and implementing entities have purchased the land in fee title
and then either leased the land to farmers or placed a conservation easement on it and
sold it to farmers. This approach was used by the Solano Land Trust in association with
a parcel it purchased to provide a buffer between the cities of Dixon and Vacaville.
Purchase of development rights (PDR) programs and, in particular, a subset of these
programs, purchase of agricultural conservation easement (PACE) programs are more
often developed as part of efforts to preserve land in agricultural use. Under these
programs, the implementing entity seeking to preserve the land raises funds, purchases
the development rights from willing sellers at the appraised market price, and places a
conservation easement over the land. The actual development rights purchased and the
associated restrictions on the future use of land can vary depending on the goals of the
program, with many programs permitting the construction of certain farming‐
supportive structures and limiting rural residential and urban development. The rights
to farm the land are generally not restricted by these types of conservation easements. A
nonprofit land trust or other entity holds the conservation easement in perpetuity and
the land is never developed.
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Purchase of agricultural conservation easements have been successfully used by a
number of land preservation organizations. The use of this tool has become increasingly
popular over the last 25 years and is at the heart of many agricultural preservation
programs. For example, the Sonoma County Agricultural Preservation and Open Space
District has preserved over 65,000 acres, primarily through this mechanism; the Marin
Agricultural Land Trust has preserved 32,000 acres; and the Monterey County
Agricultural and Historical Land Conservancy has preserved approximately 8,200 acres
through its use of PDR.
Transfer of Development Rights or Credits
Another way to encourage the sale of development rights is to establish a TDR or
Transfer of Development Credit (TDC) program. These programs are established by the
local jurisdiction overseeing land uses in the area, and establish a mechanism whereby
certain landowners can sell their development rights to other landowners, who in return
are permitted more intensive development rights on their properties. Under these
programs, the jurisdiction or entity responsible for overseeing the program does not
typically need to raise financing. Instead, either the lead entity acting independently or
in collaboration with the jurisdiction overseeing land uses in the relevant area
establishes a market for development rights or credits. In some cases, to facilitate the
sale and purchase of these credits, the jurisdiction or entity overseeing the program will
make the initial purchases of development rights and seek to recoup the finances
through their sale at a later date to developers interested in intensifying development.
A number of TDR programs have been established throughout California and the U.S.
While they have been successful in some locations, frequently the landowners with the
option of purchasing the additional development rights do not value them sufficiently to
pay fair market value to the landowners selling their development rights. In addition,
neighborhoods where the additional density will be constructed often do not see any
“value” or benefit to justify their support in accepting the development impacts that the
added density generates.
To date, there have been minimal successful TDR programs aimed at preserving
agricultural land in California. Elsewhere, such as Montgomery County, Maryland,
thousands of agricultural acres have been preserved through a TDR program. Locally,
on a smaller scale, a TDC program was established to control development on steep
coastal lots in the community of Cambria. The program is administered by the Land
Conservancy of San Luis Obispo, which purchases undeveloped lots and sells TDCs to
property owners wishing to expand their lot size or make structural additions. A
$200,000 grant from the California Coastal Conservancy established a revolving fund
that is used to purchase lots; sales proceeds are used to fund new lot purchases. San
Luis Obispo County land use regulations make it difficult to add development capacity
or increase building size in this area of Cambria without using TDCs. One reason for the
programs success is the visible nature of the preserved areas, thereby gaining
neighborhood or community support for the program.
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Shifting Development Rights
In cases where land holdings are significant, landowners can be offered incentives that
shift and/or increase the development rights within their holdings to certain areas in
exchange for giving up development rights in other areas of their properties. These
programs are often referred to as clustering or clustered development. Clustered
development is effectively a “transfer of development” within a single land ownership.
Clustering provisions generally aim to concentrate development on portions of a parcel
that have the least agricultural, environmental or visual impact, while preserving the
rest of the property in its natural or agricultural use.
Similar to TDR programs, the option to cluster development is established by the local
jurisdiction overseeing land uses in the area. The specific circumstances under which
clustering is permitted and the type and extent of clustering are defined by the local
jurisdiction as part of its land use policies and programs. By definition, these programs
increase the intensity of development allowed on certain parts of a property and thereby
are not always suitable for agricultural greenbelt programs. They also result in
residential development close to agricultural operations, which if not properly buffered
can result in noise, light, and pesticide complaints from residents often hampering
agricultural operations.
One of the most successful clustering programs was developed in the South Livermore
Valley and implemented by the former South Livermore Agricultural Land Trust
(SVALT), now the Tri‐Valley Conservancy. Under this program, landowners were
provided the opportunity to cluster rural residential homesites on a defined area of their
land in exchange for planting the remaining majority of their land in vineyards and
placing a conservation easement over it. In combination with the purchase of
agricultural conservation easements, the SVALT has preserved over 3,000 acres of land
in agriculture. As discussed in Chapter II, in 2004, the San Luis Obispo County Board of
Supervisors adopted a revised cluster ordinance that allows for creation of residential
parcels that otherwise would not be permitted, in return for the preservation of land
with specific agricultural uses and/or soil grades. Clustering has been approved east of
Paso Robles within the Huerhuero Ranch, where vineyards continue to operate
alongside 41 home sites within an approximately 840‐acre property.

TAX BREAKS
Various policies and tax laws provide incentives to donate land in situations where
donors have sufficient income or estate value to take advantage of tax deductions or
credits. Under federal and California State tax laws, a gift of land or a below market sale
(ʺbargain saleʺ) of land or a conservation easement to a nonprofit entity can result in
income and estate tax benefits to the seller. These tax benefits are generally a key
component of the incentives offered by land trusts for land preservation and make
collaboration with nonprofits crucial to most agricultural preservation programs.
Relevant federal and state programs are described below.
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Income Tax Charitable Contribution Deduction
The donation of a conservation easement generally qualifies as a charitable contribution
that may make the donor eligible for federal income tax deductions. The value of a
conservation easement is based on the reduction of land value because of the easement.
The 2008 Farm Bill increased the maximum charitable deductions associated with
conservation easement donations for farmers. For farmers earning at least 50 percent of
their income from farming, the income deduction can now be 100 percent of income
from farming, with any excess amount carried forward and deducted during the fifteen
succeeding years. This is an increase relative to the prior standard of a federal income
deduction of up to 30 percent of adjusted gross income, with any excess amount carried
forward and deducted during the five succeeding years. California income tax code
conforms to federal code but establishes a charitable gift deduction limit of 20 percent of
adjusted gross income in each taxable year.
Natural Heritage Preservation Tax Credit Act
California’s Natural Heritage Preservation Tax Credit Act (NHPTCA), passed in 2000,
allows a tax credit for 55 percent of the value of a donation of land or water rights to
state or local agencies or nonprofit organizations for land conservation purposes.
Donations are subject to the approval of the State Wildlife Conservation Board. If the
approved tax credit exceeds the donor’s net tax in a given year, the excess may be
carried over to the next eight years, until all of the tax credit is exhausted. The NHPTC
is in lieu of any other State tax credit or deduction that the land donor could otherwise
claim and cannot be used in combination with the state income tax deduction for
charitable contributions, though deductions may still be claimed on federal income tax.
The NHPTCA was amended in 2004 to require that the General Fund of any affected
jurisdiction be reimbursed for approved tax credits. Reimbursements must come from
specified Proposition 40 and Proposition 50 bond funds and generally require the
involvement of an agency that has been designated to administer these funds, such as
the Wildlife Conservation Board, the State Department of Parks and Recreation, or the
State Coastal Conservancy. The Tax Credit program encourages interested agencies to
contact it early in the land acquisition planning process. To date, the Tax Credit
Program has resulted in the approval of over $48.2 million in tax credits, and the
donation and transfer of ownership of over 8,000 acres of parkland, open space, wildlife
corridors, agricultural conservation easements, and archaeological resources.
Estate Tax Charitable Contribution Deduction
Up to 40 percent of the value of the land in an estate subject to a qualified conservation
easement can be excluded for federal estate tax purposes. The land must have been
owned by the decedent or a member of the decedentʹs family for at least three years
prior to the date of death and the donation to the nonprofit must have been made by the
decedent or his family. The exclusion is based on the value of the property after the
conservation easement is placed, and does not include any retained development rights
to use the land for any commercial purpose except those supportive of farming. If the
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value of the conservation easement is less than 30 percent of the value of the land for
purposes of the exclusion then the exclusion percentage is reduced two percentage
points for each percentage point below 30 percent. The maximum exclusion is limited to
$500,000 in 2002 and thereafter.42 California has no estate tax.
Williamson Act Property Tax
As described in Chapter II, the California Land Conservation Act, also known as the
Williamson Act, provides property tax benefits to landowners who contract with local
governments to voluntarily restrict land to agricultural and open‐space uses. These tax
benefits are different from those described above as they are not associated with the
donation or sale of a conservation easement which ensures land preservation in
perpetuity.
To be eligible, land must be within an agricultural preserve designated by resolution of
the Board of Directors or City Council with jurisdiction in a given area. Williamson Act
contracts have a minimum term of ten years and run with the land (i.e., remain in place
upon sale of the property). Under the Act, restricted parcels are assessed for property
tax purposes at a rate consistent with their actual use, rather than their potential market
value. The Farmland Security Zone Program, known as the “Super Williamson,” grants
an additional 35 percent in tax benefits but requires 20‐year minimum contracts.

FINANCING OPTIONS
Agricultural preservation programs require funding for operations and management as
well as for acquisitions if the purchase of conservation easements or fee title ownerships
are components of the landowner incentives offered. In addition to a strong outreach
program, establishing funding sources is one of the most critical components of
agricultural preservation programs. Potential funding mechanisms are described below.

GRANTS
A variety of State and federal grants are available to support agricultural preservation
programs, in addition to grants for habitat, watershed, and open space preservation that
might be collateral benefits of agricultural preservation. Different grants are governed
by different rules, with some grants available for program establishment and other
grants available for easement acquisitions. Few grant programs provide funding for
ongoing program operations and management. While grant funding varies significantly
year to year, most agricultural preservation programs seek grant funding throughout
the life of their program. Grant funding tends to be particularly important in the early

42 USDA Economic Research Service,
<http://www.ers.usda.gov/Briefing/FederalTaxes/TaxesEstateTax.htm>
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stages of program development when other funding options are still being explored and
established. Appendix B provides information on grant programs that frequently
provide funding for agricultural and open space preservation programs.

DEVELOPMENT‐BASED FUNDING
Developers of farmland or open space can be required to dedicate land or pay an in‐lieu
fee, as can the development of infrastructure projects that affect farmland, open space,
and natural resources. In‐lieu fee proceeds can then be used to purchase land or
easements or pay for program administration. These fees, levied by a local government
such as a City or County, are levied under its broad land use authority and should be
supported by General Plan policies and a mitigation program. Dedications and fees can
also be required in response to State and federal environmental land use regulations.
The revenues from such mitigation requirements provide an important source of
funding for a number of programs, though the actual level of funding varies depending
on the development activity.
For example, the City of Davis’ Farmland Protection Program requires developers to
preserve two acres of farmland for every acre they develop, or to pay an in‐lieu fee to
the City for the purchase of conservation easements. This requirement applies to land of
Classes I through IV; the quality of preserved land must be equal or greater than that of
the land being developed. The in‐lieu fee is calculated on a case‐by‐case basis based on
recent conservation easement transactions in the Davis area.43 Similarly, the City of
Brentwood’s Agricultural Enterprise Program requires that developers grant a farmland
conservation easement, farmland deed restriction, or other conservation mechanism for
any converted agricultural land (with soil of Classes I through IV) on a one to one land
area ratio. Alternatively, developers may pay an in‐lieu fee, updated yearly to reflect the
cost of purchasing farmland conservation easements on a one‐to‐one ratio. This fee is
currently set at $5,377 per acre. South Livermore also requires that developers preserve
agricultural land or pay in‐lieu fees to mitigate the effects of new development. In South
Livermore’s Ruby Hill area, in‐lieu fees are charged at the base rate of $250 per square
foot of building, with a minimum charge of $10,000, inflated annually based on the
Consumer Price Index. In the Vineyard Avenue area of South Livermore, development
fees are determined on a per‐acre basis, with new development required to pay the cost
of purchasing conservation easements on developed acreage that could otherwise be
cultivated for agricultural use.

43 Davis’ fee program is transitioning from this system to one in which in‐lieu fees are determined based on
the cost of purchasing land in targeted priority areas. More broadly, the City reports that it is moving away
from in‐lieu fees entirely and instead favoring a system of land dedication requirements. This increasingly
common trend can be attributed in part to the difficulty of finding willing sellers from whom to buy land
using in‐lieu fees. (Interview with Mitch Sears, City of Davis, 8 June 2005.)
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A new agricultural mitigation program requiring the payment of mitigation fees for the
conversion of agricultural and open space land would generate funding for agricultural
and open space preservation. As an illustrative example, if Paso Robles were to
establish a mitigation fee of $5,000 per acre, and an average of 50 acres of farmland/open
space were developed each year, the program would raise $250,000 each year. Such a
program could be developed to be consistent with and supportive of the Local Agency
Formation Commission’s (LAFCO) recently adopted annexation‐related policy to
require mitigation for conversion of “prime agricultural soils” at a 1:1 ratio. The City
and County could stipulate that mitigation funds from agricultural land conversion in
the North County area be used to purchase agricultural easements within the Purple
Belt area.
A mitigation fee could also be viewed as supportive of the concept of a rural
development (“Sprawl”) fee, a concept that has had some preliminary discussion locally.
The rural development fee would be levied on rural development that increases
intensity or density. While it is accepted by many that residential development should
be concentrated in or near urban areas where services already exist to accommodate
County growth, there is often limited incentive to do so. In fact, development in rural
areas is often cheaper to the landowner or builder. However, in terms of impacts of
sprawl (i.e. loss of agricultural land, grading, extending roads, ground water resources,
vehicle miles traveled, etc.), the cost to the County can be significant. If the County
goals are to direct development to more urban areas, then a mitigation fee could help
mitigate loss of open space and agricultural resources and be used to fund local land
preservation programs.
Beyond a new development mitigation fee, one likely source of development mitigation
funding in the Paso Robles region that might be compatible with the goals of the Purple
Belt program is Kit Fox Mitigation. The City and County of San Luis Obispo currently
require developments to offset their impacts on Kit Fox habitat by payment of fees that
can be used to acquire land for permanent habitat. Working with the organizations
(nonprofit and for‐profit) that set aside land for Kit Fox habitat can assist the City in
implementing its Purple Belt program. Examples of such organizations include the
Nature Conservancy and Wildlands Inc.

TAX‐BASED FUNDING
The establishment of a local tax that contributes to an agricultural conservation
easement program can provide one of the most consistent sources of funding and ensure
local funds are available to match potential State and federal grants. Most taxes also
have the added benefit of being useable for both operations and management costs as
well as acquisition costs. Such mechanisms are, however, often the hardest to establish,
as significant support, typically over a two‐thirds vote, is required. The sections below
describe some of the tax‐based mechanisms used in support of agricultural and open
space programs elsewhere.

54

P:\14000s\14151robles\report\FINALPurpleBelt110509.doc

Final
Paso Robles Purple Belt Action Plan
November 2009

Dedicated Tax Increases
Dedicated Sales Tax Increase
An additional sales tax levy could be levied on top of the existing sales tax base to pay
for agricultural and open space acquisition with two‐thirds voter approval. The stream
of revenue from such a tax could be used to pay off debt from a bond issuance or used
annually as revenues accrue. The passage of this sales tax measure would require a two‐
thirds majority vote of residents. In 1990, the residents of Sonoma County voted in a
general election in favor of such a sales tax override to pay for agricultural and open
space preservation in the County. This tax, up for renewal in 2010, generates about $17
million each year for the Sonoma County Agricultural and Open Space District.
Sacramento County passed a 2004 measure to establish a half‐cent sales tax for
transportation purposes, with a portion dedicated to open space acquisition. According
to the State Board of Equalization, 2003 taxable sales in Paso Robles totaled $540 million,
generating $5.4 million in taxes for the City. A dedicated sales tax increase of 0.25
percent would generate an additional $1.35 million for agricultural preservation. A 20
percent agricultural and open space preservation share of such an increase would
generate $270,000 each year.
Dedicated Transient Occupancy Tax Increase
With two‐thirds voter approval, a jurisdiction can increase its transient occupancy tax
rate, with incremental revenues being dedicated towards agricultural land acquisition.
Napa County and the City of Carmel both attempted to pass transient occupancy tax
increases in 2005, but neither measure received the required two‐thirds voter approval.
Outside of California, the Cities of Parker and Frisco, Colorado, both passed 2003
measures that increased the transient occupancy tax rate and dedicated a portion of the
proceeds to open space and recreation facilities. The City of Paso Robles Budget reports
projected 2008‐09 transient lodging tax revenues of $2.5 million. Increasing the current
transient occupancy tax rate from 10 percent to 11 percent would result in additional
annual revenues of $250,000.
Dedicated Property Transfer Tax
A real estate transfer or conveyance tax is a tax levied on the sale of property that
increases with the value of the property being sold. An additional real estate
transfer/conveyance tax could be established for special purposes through a two‐thirds
vote. In 1972, San Jose adopted a real estate conveyance tax that assesses a $3.30 tax on
every sale or transfer of $1,000 in real property in the City, with 64 percent of the
revenues dedicated to park development and acquisition. The Paso Robles Budget
projects 2008‐09 property transfer tax revenues of $100,000. Based on this figure, a
doubling of the City’s share of property transfer tax from $0.55 to $1.10 per $1,000 of
assessed value would result in an additional $100,000 annually to the City.

55

P:\14000s\14151robles\report\FINALPurpleBelt110509.doc

Final
Paso Robles Purple Belt Action Plan
November 2009

Mello‐Roos Community Facilities District Special Tax
A Mello‐Roos District could be established to charge a special tax based on property
assessed valuation, with the proceeds going to fund agricultural preservation. Mello‐
Roos Districts tend to encompass large development projects and require a two‐thirds
majority vote of landowners, if small in number, or a vote of all homeowners. In Solano
County, three Mello‐Roos Districts were formed in the mid‐1980s as the result of
litigation over annexations by the City of Fairfield. A fourth, the Green Valley Mello‐
Roos District, also generates funding. Revenues from the districts (approximately
$125,000 annually) go to the Solano Land Trust to pay for operations and debt service on
one of the Trust’s properties.44
A Mello‐Roos Special Tax could be introduced to cover open space acquisition and
management and operations costs. The Special Tax could be formulated in a number of
ways. If applied to residential units only, a $20 per‐residential unit tax would be
sufficient to generate an average of about $200,000 each year in the early years. Over
time, as additional residential development occurs, annual revenues would increase.
Annual inflators can be built into the tax to ensure that the real per unit charges do not
erode over time.
Benefit Assessment District
A Benefit Assessment District can collect assessments from the property owners in a
specific geographic area, based on a determination that the assessment for each parcel is
proportional to the benefit received by that parcel. One type of Benefit Assessment
District, a Landscape and Lighting District, can be used to pay for operations and
maintenance as well as acquisition. Unlike other tax‐based measures, implementation of
a Benefit Assessment District requires only a simple majority; affected property owners’
votes are weighted according to the dollar value of their proposed assessments.
The East Bay Regional Park District used a Benefit Assessment District to fund a trail
maintenance measure in 1992. The Santa Clara Open Space Authority is funded by an
Acquisition and Maintenance District established in 1994. A second Open Space
Authority assessment district was approved in 2001 and provided the District with an
additional $8 million annually. This second assessment was recently challenged in court
and was disallowed by the California Supreme Court. To the extent that Benefit
Assessment District funding continues to be a permitted source of funding for
agricultural and open space preservation, the overall level of funding could be similar to
that under a Mello‐Roos District.
General Obligation Bonds
A General Obligation Bonds (GO) bond could be issued for the acquisition of open
space/agricultural land by a city or county. The bond could finance the upfront
purchase of land, and the bond principal and interest would be paid back over time with
44 Interview with Sean Quinn, Solano Land Trust, 9 June 2005.
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General Fund revenues. Revenues from a GO bond can only be used for one‐time
development or acquisition costs and not for maintenance or operations. Like other
dedicated funding sources, the passage of such a bond would require broad support and
need to obtain a two‐thirds majority vote of residents. In 2004, the City of Oakland
passed Measure DD, a bond measure that provided $50 million in conservation funds
for watershed protection and open space. Santa Cruz’s Measure G, passed in 1998,
resulted in $2.7 million in conservation funds for open space, recreation, and parks.

ACQUISITION CRITERIA AND STRATEGIES
If the program involves the purchase of agricultural conservation easements or fee title
purchases, the implementing entity will need to make decisions concerning the best
lands for inclusion in the Purple Belt. Such decisions typically include the consideration
of a number of factors as described below. While evaluation worksheets with ranking
and weighting factors have been developed for a number of organizations, such as the
Solano Land Trust, the decision to acquire is ultimately made by the implementing
staff/board based on a general assessment of the compatibility of the acquisition with the
goals of the program. The unique circumstances of every acquisition and the nature and
type of land make flexibility important in considering this compatibility.

LAND LOCATION
Depending on the goals of the program, different land locations will have different
levels of compatibility with the program. Some programs are looking to create a buffer
very close to the urban edge, others are looking to preserve farmland that will not
compete with urban uses in the near term, while others may prioritize view sheds. The
land location should be evaluated in relationship to the City’s overall regional growth
objectives. In addition, programs typically focus on preserving large, contiguous areas
rather than a series of isolated parcels.

LAND TYPE
The type of land sometimes also plays a role depending on the overall goals of the
program. Some programs specifically focus on areas with particular soil types or
farmland classifications, while others focus on land that provides natural resource,
visual, or other benefits. Some programs are more focused on location and less on the
type of land.

AGRICULTURAL VIABILITY
Programs that are focused on supporting continued agricultural production typically
look to secure agricultural conservation easements while farmer and ranchers continue
to work their land. In these cases, the viability of continued agricultural use is
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important. Indicators of agricultural viability include length of time in agricultural
production, parcel sizes, and proximity to conflicting uses. Other indicators include
enrollment in the Williamson Act.

LAND SIZE
Transaction costs are often similar for acquisitions, even where land holdings are of
significantly different sizes. The larger the land on offer, the lower the transaction costs
per acre and the further the program moves towards establishment of its goals.

DEVELOPMENT PRESSURE
Different programs focus on different areas with different levels of development
pressure. Some programs specifically focus where development pressure is greatest,
while others seek to find a middle ground, looking to places where development
pressure will increase through time. Development pressure comes through the
expectation of urban expansion as well as from rural residential development on smaller
parcels and on antiquated subdivisions.

LAND COSTS
Funding will always be constrained, so the implementing entity must use its available
funding as efficiently as possible. Acquisition costs will generally be higher in cases
where development pressure is greatest. Each potential acquisition will need to evaluate
the benefits of the acquisition against the cost and funding availability.
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V.

PURPLE BELT ACTION PLAN

The Action Plan was developed based on the information outlined in Chapters II, III,
and IV, and stakeholder input. This chapter describes the optional actions associated
with the key components of the Purple Belt program. Key components include:
•

Implementing entity selection

•

Outreach and partnerships

•

Policies and programs, including:
− General Plan Policies
− TDC Program
− PACE Program
− Mitigation Program
− Funding Program

•

Acquisition guidelines and criteria

The Action Plan concludes with a phased list of next steps.
The Council and their Purple Belt partners can choose an acceptable level of
commitment in this program, and can adjust this as circumstances arise. A program that
more actively pursues purchases of development rights and funding sources will cost
considerably more in staff resources, budget funding, and outside support. A lesser
degree of commitment may mean that the Purple Belt takes longer to take shape, but
could address the need for the City to address competing interests for staff and
resources. Regardless of the degree to which the Council implements the program, the
Action Plan is designed to be revisited on a periodic basis and will remain flexible as
circumstances change.

IMPLEMENTING ENTITY
Responsibility must be allocated to a specified entity and associated individuals to
ensure plan implementation occurs. Over time, the nature of the implementing entity
and the number of staff involved are expected to change. The City should act as the lead
implementing entity in the early stages of Purple Belt development (first twelve
months). The City may allocate a portion of one City staff person’s time to initiate plan
implementation. The City may also need to set aside additional funding for outside
expert input and guidance during Purple Belt implementation. Other possible entities to
assist in implementing the program as it grows or if a higher level of pursuit is desired
by the City Council include:
•

Purple Belt Task Force. The City could establish a Purple Belt Task Force to
oversee plan implementation. The task force should include members of the City
Council/ Planning Commission, City staff, representatives from the County, and
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other stakeholders, including representatives of the agricultural and ranching
communities and representatives of local land trusts.
•

Joint Powers Authority. Active pursuit of agricultural easements, possible land
acquisitions, and outside funding sources will require at least one, ongoing full‐
time staff person, or if a less aggressive pursuit of the program is desired a part‐
time staff person may suffice. The Task Force should determine the appropriate
entity to retain primary responsibility for plan implementation and oversight. A
JPA could be established. A JPA would have a Board, and would include
representatives from the City and County, with each jurisdiction funding a
portion of the JPA staffing. The Purple Belt Task Force could become an
advisory body to the JPA Board.

•

Land Trust. As described below, the City should build partnerships with land
trusts active in the area, such as the Land Conservancy of San Luis Obispo
County or the Trust for Public Land. In the start‐up phase and short‐ to
medium‐term horizon, the City or JPA should maintain these partnerships, with
the goal that in the long term a land trust will administer the Purple Belt
program. Ideally, an existing, local land trust would be interested, though other
options include partnering with a land trust to form a new geographically
focused division or establishing a new land trust.

OUTREACH AND PARTNERSHIPS
Outreach and partnership development will be an important component of the Purple
Belt Action Plan regardless of the degree to which the Council chooses to actively
pursue agricultural preservation in the region. Initiated and sustained outreach efforts
to various groups, organizations, and the general public will be necessary to build
support for the Purple Belt program and its successful implementation. These efforts
will include outreach to build and maintain partnerships as well as outreach to inform
groups and the general public about the goals of the Purple Belt and the associated
policies and programs.

PARTNERSHIPS
•

The development of the Purple Belt Action Plan involved interviews with
stakeholder groups. The interviews provided them with information concerning
the City’s goals in developing the Purple Belt Program and obtained their input
on the best approaches to Purple Belt implementation. The implementing entity
must continue and expand on these efforts to ensure program success. Key
partners in ensuring the successful implementation of the plan will include:

•

County of San Luis Obispo. A majority of the Paso Robles Purple Belt is
anticipated to be outside of the City limits. As a result, partnership with the
County will be critical in terms of coordinating land use policies, programs, and
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goals. One of the early steps of the program would be to work with the County
to develop a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) that outlines shared goals
and individual responsibilities concerning the Purple Belt. Action items and
tasks should be designated as immediate, short‐term, or medium‐ to long‐term to
provide direction and facilitate implementation. Future commitment of County
staff and resources would be subject to County control.
•

Farmers/Ranchers. Most of the Purple Belt will include land in active
agricultural use and owned by a number of farmers, ranchers, vintners and other
landowners. As a completely voluntary program, the support and involvement
of farmers, ranchers, landowners, vintners and their representatives in helping
form the Purple Belt is important.

•

General Public. The Purple Belt is being developed in response to the policies
developed in the City of Paso Robles’ General Plan and Economic Strategy. The
Purple Belt is intended to reflect the preferences of and serve the community of
Paso Robles. The support of Paso Robles residents as well as of those in
neighboring communities will be important to maintain the momentum for
implementation, to ensure the development of policies and programs that
support plan implementation, and to secure local funding.

•

Local Land Trusts. The Land Conservancy of San Luis Obispo County brings
significant experience in many aspects of land conservation and management,
and as a result could serve as a useful conservation partner. In the long term, the
Land Conservancy could be considered as a potential implementing entity for
the program.

•

Other Conservation Organizations. National and regional land trusts currently
active in the area or interested in the area could serve as important conservation
partners, where the goals of the Purple Belt and their missions overlap. These
organizations can offer significant expertise and financial resources. Examples
include the American Land Conservancy, the Nature Conservancy, and the Trust
for Public Land.

•

State Agencies. State agencies, including the Department of Fish & Game and
the CDC, among others, are important partners because of their grant programs,
their oversight of mitigation requirements and mitigation expenditures,
including but not limited to the San Joaquin Kit Fox, and other relevant land use
policies, such as the Williamson Act.

•

Private Mitigation Banks. Private mitigation banks act in concert with State and
federal mitigation requirements, establishing mitigation banks through which
developers can purchase mitigation credits. The implementing entity should
work with private mitigation banks active in the region, such as Wildlands Inc.,
to identify suitable locations for mitigation banks.

•

Natural Resource Conservation Service. The Natural Resources Conservation
Service, part of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, is a federal agency that
provides technical assistance in support of conservation efforts and also offers
some financial assistance.
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INFORMATION TOPICS
Similar to the interviews and outreach conducted as part of the Action Plan
development, ongoing outreach to build partnerships and to provide background on the
program will need to cover a number of key information topics that are critical
components of the Action Plan:
•

General information on the goals of the Purple Belt Program, its link to the City’s
General Plan, and the primary methods for accomplishing it

•

The importance of specific existing City and County General Plan policies to
support Purple Belt implementation and the policy refinements that would
provide general support for the Purple Belt program

•

The County’s TDC and clustering programs, which could help support the
establishment of the Purple Belt

•

Description of conservation easements, how they work and the potential benefits
to land owners through direct compensation or tax benefits when easements are
donated

•

The importance of development mitigation, grant funding, and local funding
sources to the implementation of the program

•

Description of Williamson Act contracts, the benefits they offer to landowners,
and their role in maintaining land in agricultural use as a permanent Purple Belt
is developed

POLICIES AND PROGRAMS
A series of policies and programs, adopted by both the City and the County, is at the
heart of the Purple Belt program implementation. The City of Paso Robles should adopt
policies supportive of the Purple Belt, both within and separate from its General Plan.
The City should also work with and encourage the County to develop similar
supportive policies as an early step in the implementation process. Finally, the City and
County should refine existing and develop new programs to support the Purple Belt.
Programs offering opportunities for refinement include the TDC and agriculture
clustering programs. New programs include a PACE program and a Development
Mitigation Program.

GENERAL PLAN POLICIES
The City should amend its 2003 General Plan to support the establishment of the Purple
Belt and encourage the County to do the same. These city‐wide policies should include
a certain amount of flexibility to accommodate the different circumstances of individual
properties and their owners. Recommendations for amendments for the City and
County General Plans are provided below.
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City General Plan
•

Adopt detailed policies to further support the Purple Belt and its goals, and
include language that supports the Purple Belt on agriculturally designated
property within the City, where appropriate .

•

Adopt policies that support the County’s efforts to preserve community
separators along major highway corridors, especially at the gateways to Paso
Robles and the County’s adopted Strategic Growth Principles.

•

Adopt policies that support regional growth strategies such as SLOCOGs
Community 2050 Blueprint Plan.

•

Adopt policies that support LAFCO’s Agriculture & Open Space Guidelines.

•

Maintain the Agriculture designation on parcels outside of the Paso Robles city
limits, and identify key properties within the City to maintain under Agricultural
designation.

•

Require the built areas of Agriculture Cluster developments be sited adjacent to
existing urban development or out of view, to promote a gradual feathering from
urban to rural densities and create a natural barrier to sprawl.

•

Review the current permitted uses in the AG zoning district for compliance with
the purposes of the General Plan AG land use designation, consider amending
the code if determined appropriate.

•

Include policies to support the County’s TDC program and designate residential
properties in the City as receiver sites.

•

Include policies to support a PACE program.

•

Include policies to support a development mitigation program.

•

Strengthen policies that support the establishment and maintenance of
Williamson Act contracts.

County General Plan
•

Maintain the Agriculture designations on parcels within the Purple Belt study
area that are between the City of Paso Robles SOI and the County SOIs around
County‐urbanized community areas including, but not limited to, Templeton,
San Miguel, Shandon, and Creston, and subdivisions such as Jardine, Geneseo,
Squirrel Hollow, Estrella, Hog Canyon, Spanish Camp, and Spanish Lakes.

•

Require any future housing development in the Purple Belt area to be designed
as Agriculture Cluster developments, and/or consistent with rural gateway
design standards.
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•

Require the built areas of Agriculture Cluster developments be sited adjacent to
existing urban development or away from view to promote a gradual feathering
from urban to rural densities and create a natural barrier to sprawl. The
Agricultural Cluster Ordinance should also be amended to reflect this change.
The South Livermore Valley clustering program could be used as a model.

•

Do not allow agricultural land or Agriculture Cluster developments to be
receiving areas for TDCs.

•

Review the current permitted uses on land zoned for Agriculture for consistency
with the County’s goals for land designated as AG, and the preservation of
agriculture.

•

Adopt policies that are supportive of the Purple Belt program and its aims,
including in each of the three County Area Plans that overlap the Purple Belt
study area: Salinas River, El Pomar‐Estrella Area Plan, and Adelaida.

•

Adopt policies to manage development of the antiquated subdivisions to the
extent feasible (including the use of TDCs and the integration of agricultural
buffers into developments).

•

Amend the County’s Growth Management Ordinance to include guidelines and
requirements for contiguous growth and appropriate densities.

•

Strengthen policies that support the establishment and maintenance of
Williamson Act contracts.

•

Explore policies for an Agricultural Mitigation Program.

TRANSFER OF DEVELOPMENT CREDITS PROGRAM
In addition to generally supporting agricultural preservation, TDCs can help disperse
and reduce future development in critical areas, including along ridgelines and view
sheds and in the undeveloped antiquated subdivision areas. The County could work to
address the program’s current limitations. Any TDC program should be coordinated
and considered in combination with any agricultural mitigation program measures as
well as any current or future City policy goals to intensify development in specific parts
of the City. The City should consider taking the following proactive measures to
support the program’s continuation and application for the Purple Belt:
•

Establish receiving areas for TDCs within Paso Robles, especially in infill areas
close to the downtown, along major transportation nodes, or in the Mixed‐Use
overlay zone, where densities most easily and sensibly can be increased.

•

Amend the City General Plan and Zoning Code to reflect these determinations.

•

Consider amending the City’s General Plan and Zoning Code to develop a
“givings” program that would require the purchase of development credits from
the Purple Belt area in exchange for changes in General Plan land use that will
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significantly increase development intensity outside of preferred areas for
intensification or any development that would convert agricultural land to non‐
agricultural uses.
•

Work with the County to identify and prioritize sending areas around Paso
Robles that will provide tangible benefits to the City’s residents and advance the
goals of the Purple Belt program.

PURCHASE OF AGRICULTURAL CONSERVATION EASEMENT (PACE)
PROGRAM
Mitigation‐related dedications, donations of easements by landowners in conjunction
with land trusts for tax benefits, and the TDC program will all contribute to the
establishment of a permanent Purple Belt around Paso Robles. An additional, critical
component of the Purple Belt Action Plan is the purchase of agricultural conservation
easements (PACE) program. Under a PACE program, farmers, ranchers, and
landowners sell the development rights to their land at fair market value to the
implementing entity or a conservation partner. The land is thereby secured as part of
the Purple Belt in perpetuity and the landowners receive full payment for the value of
their development rights. Critical to the success of the PACE program are outreach
efforts, funding efforts, and the policies of the City, County, and LAFCO in supporting
the continuation of agricultural uses around the Paso Robles. Recommended actions
associated with the development of the Paso Robles PACE program are summarized
below.
•

Voluntary. Consistent with the guiding principles of the Paso Robles Purple Belt
Action Plan (see Chapter I), participation in the PACE program should be strictly
voluntary. Agricultural conservation easements should be purchased from
willing sellers only.

•

Outreach. As part of its outreach efforts, the implementing entity should
conduct specific outreach to farmers, ranchers, vintners and landowners
concerning the PACE program. The implementing entity should explain (1) the
concept of an agricultural conservation easement to owners of land around the
City, (2) the restrictions associated an easement sale, and (3) the financial
advantages of a conservation easement. Information about easements should be
provided through individual meetings, group presentations, and the
development and distribution of an easement guidebook.

•

Legal Instrument. The implementing entity should develop one or more
conservation easement templates that can be shared and explained as part of the
outreach. The legal template will outline the rights to be purchased under the
easement agreement. The legal instrument will ultimately need to be adjusted
based on the circumstances of the interested landowners.

•

Rights Purchase. The implementing entity must decide the rights to be
purchased as part of the easement acquisition, allowing flexibility for case‐by‐
case decisions if appropriate. Either the entity should purchase the development
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rights over the whole parcel or over the large majority, possibly leaving
opportunities for agricultural production‐related structures and/ or individual
homes. The choice should be based on the consistency of each option with the
Purple Belt goals, the cost savings associated with permitting some development,
and the characteristics of the land.
•

Funding. The PACE program requires significant funding to function. The
implementing entity, in conjunction with the City, should pursue the full range
of available funding sources, including grants, development‐based, tax‐based
funding sources as well as the City’s General Fund. More specifically, funding
should be generated through a Development Mitigation Program (described
below), conservation partnerships, and additional funding efforts (described
below), including efforts of the implementing entity to raise grants and City
efforts to identify and establish additional local funding.

•

Policies. The PACE program depends on the adoption of a number of the
policies described above. Without land use policies that support agriculture and
discourage sprawl, land speculation may make easements unaffordable, reduce
agricultural viability, and increase landowners’ preferences to sell land for
development purposes.

•

Additional Options. The PACE program should also include the flexibility to
buy land in fee title (i.e., complete ownership of the land), where landowners are
not interested in only selling their development rights, and the land is critical to
Purple Belt development. In these cases, the implementing entity will place an
easement over the land and then, if feasible, lease the land to farmers or ranchers.

•

Easement Acquisition Guidelines and Criteria. Easement acquisition
guidelines should be adopted that include acquisition criteria to help guide
decisions and select between acquisition options (see below for recommended set
of criteria). The criteria will need to be re‐evaluated and possibly changed over
time by the implementing entity as the program evolves and easements are
acquired.

•

Conservation Partnerships. As part of its outreach efforts, the implementing
entity should conduct specific outreach to potential conservation partners
concerning the purchase of agricultural conservation easements. The
implementing entity should work with partners to help identify easement
purchases that support the goals of both organizations. Partnerships that
combine the local knowledge, expertise, and resources of the implementing
entity and the conservation partners in identifying willing sellers, raising
funding, and managing easements should be emphasized.

MITIGATION PROGRAM
Development‐based mitigation will be a critical component of Purple Belt
implementation. Development mitigation can include dedication of easements or land,
the payment of in‐lieu fees, or other mitigation‐related charges to local jurisdictions,
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land trusts, or mitigation banks. Under these programs, agricultural preservation is tied
to development/ conversion. Mitigation requirements can be imposed through State or
federal regulation, such as the Federal Endangered Species Act or the California
Endangered Species Act, or through General Plan policies and programs, such as a City
Agricultural Mitigation Program. These requirements can be placed on public and/or
private sector projects.
Federal/ State Mitigation Requirements
The City of Paso Robles should develop partnerships to ensure that current and
expected mitigation requirements associated with State/ federal regulations help support
the establishment of the Purple Belt, where appropriate. In particular, the City should:
•

Work with the Department of Fish & Game and The Nature Conservancy to
ensure mitigation expenditures associated with the fees currently charged for Kit
Fox habitat development support the establishment of the Purple Belt where
feasible.

•

Work with State and federal agencies to ensure that mitigation associated with
public projects, including the widening of Highway 46, support the
establishment of the Purple Belt, where appropriate.

City Agricultural Mitigation Program
Similar to other cities in California, Paso Robles should establish an agricultural
mitigation program whereby the development and/or conversion of agricultural land
requires the payment of a mitigation fee to support easement acquisition or the
dedication of easements on viable agricultural land near to the City. To establish such a
program, the City should develop an agricultural mitigation program report and
supportive policies and conduct developer outreach. Tasks include:
•

A statement of the types of agricultural land development that must mitigate,

•

A decision concerning the appropriate mitigation ratio, typically one‐half or one
acre of mitigation per acre of development,

•

A decision concerning whether dedication or in‐lieu mitigation fee payment or
both is/are permissible forms of mitigation,

•

The level of the mitigation fee and appropriate fee level updating procedures.

•

The appropriate types of land dedication, including suitable geographic areas
and farmland types,

•

The update of the City’s General Plan to include the mitigation program, its
purpose, and the mitigation ratio required,

•

Outreach to developers to explain the purpose of the fee and to obtain feedback,

•

Cost burden evaluation to ensure the fee level is not so high as to make
development financially infeasible or to interfere significantly with the City’s
other development policies and goals, and
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•

Adoption of an agricultural mitigation program ordinance.

FUNDING PROGRAM
The implementation of the Purple Belt Action Plan will include a number of different
costs, including easement, and in some cases fee title and acquisition costs, as well as
operating, management, and monitoring costs. Operating, management, and
monitoring costs primarily include staff costs and consultant costs, but can also include
facility and equipment rental. The primary operating, management, and monitoring
tasks associated with PACE programs include easement stewardship (monitoring and
legal issues where necessary), outreach, easement preparation, fund‐raising, reporting,
consultant cost and management, and administrative tasks. The easement acquisition
costs typically represent the majority of the program costs, though ongoing operations,
management, and monitoring costs can also be significant and continue after the
easement purchases are completed. The implementing entity will need to secure
sufficient funding to support all of these costs.
The Mitigation Program described above will provide funding for specific types of
easement acquisition and/or dedication of land in support of the program. Additional
funding will be required to support easement acquisition and to cover operations and
management costs. The following actions should be taken to ensure the Action Plan is
adequately funded:
•

City In‐Kind Support and/or General Fund. In the start‐up phase of the
program, the City will need to allocate City staff time to push the program
forward and potentially hire outside assistance to help with the legal, outreach,
mitigation program components of the Action Plan. As mentioned below, grant
funding could help fund certain additional studies, though in the start‐up phase
the majority of staff and funding will likely need to come from the City.

•

Grants. The implementing entity should contact the agency/ organization
administering the grants listed in Appendix A to identify which grants the
Purple Belt program will qualify for as well as the grant deadlines and
requirements. The implementing entity should pursue planning grants that will
support the further development of programs, such as the PACE program and
the mitigation program, as well as grants for easement acquisitions. Several
grants will require matching funds from local funding sources.

•

Community Facilities Districts. The City could consider the option of requiring
developers to enter into a Mello‐Roos Communities Facilities District (CFD) as
part of development approval for large projects on the urban edge. A CFD
special tax could then be imposed on new homeowners to contribute towards
open space funding. The equitability and feasibility of imposing this tax on
homeowners and indirectly on developers should be considered in light of the
adoption of any mitigation requirements.
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•

Special Taxes/Assessments. The City should look for opportunities to introduce
new citywide taxes or assessments to help fund both the operating and
managements costs as well as the easement acquisitions costs. Possible special
taxes could include an increase in the sales tax or the transient occupancy tax.
Other special charges could include a parcel tax on all parcels in the City or a
citywide Mello‐Roos CFD tax on housing. All of these mechanisms will require
two‐thirds voter approval. As a result, they are typically challenging to
implement and require a significant outreach and polling effort. The City should
also explore incorporating funding for the Purple Belt into a broader special tax
package, such as a transportation measure, which may increase the chances of
achieving sufficient votes.

•

Benefit Assessment District. The Benefit Assessment District has been used by
some open space authorities to establish an assessment to fund their open space
programs. The advantage of this assessment is that it requires a majority vote in
favor. The establishment of a Benefit Assessment District, however, must
demonstrate the benefit provided by the assessment to the different properties
charged. The complexities of establishing this benefit relationship means that
this funding approach is often challenged legally.

ACQUISITION GUIDELINES AND CRITERIA
ACQUISITION GUIDELINES
A set of guidelines should be adopted to ensure easement and land title acquisitions are
consistent with the overall intent of the program. Recommended acquisition guidelines
include:
•

Conservation easements or fee title acquisitions will only occur on a voluntary
basis from willing sellers.

•

Land will be acquired only if it falls within the Purple Belt planning area.

•

Acquisitions that support the preservation of agricultural activities and/or
community identity and character will be prioritized.

•

Acquisitions will only be undertaken if the implementing entity has the funding
for and/or is willing to commit to management and oversight of the easement.

•

Funding for acquisitions and operations and management will be sought from
multiple sources to avoid over‐burdening one funding source or group.
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ACQUISITION CRITERIA
The following acquisition criteria could be used to facilitate acquisitions decisions. The
criteria address issues of location, size, adjacent uses and buffering, agricultural
viability, visual amenities, and resource values. A point system is used to help with the
selection process, as shown in Table 2, along with the criteria summaries. Each criterion
has values of between 1 and 3 points. The points across all criteria can be totaled to give
a number to each parcel that is being considered for inclusion in the Purple Belt
program. The total points scored should then be considered along with the likely
acquisition cost to help determine the best acquisitions. The criteria will need to be
adjusted through time as the program evolves. The City should define a geographic
area where acquisitions will be considered.
Development Pressure
•

Level of Development Pressure. At the time that land is available for inclusion in
the Purple Belt, the City should make a determination on the level of
development pressure the land is experiencing. This could be based on a
number of factors including the distance from the City, the amount of
speculation occurring on the land and the specific characteristics of the property.
Alternatively, the City could produce a map that identifies areas beyond its
perimeter as having low, medium or high development pressure.

•

Antiquated Subdivisions. Since development is likely to occur on lands where
parcelization has already occurred, the City should place a high priority on
preserving/ acquiring lands with antiquated subdivisions in areas that are largely
undeveloped, if these lands are available for a reasonable cost per acre. It would
not be a priority to acquire antiquated subdivisions in areas that are mostly
developed such as the Jardine tract or Ground Squirrel Hollow.

Policy and Adjacency Considerations
•

Williamson Act Lands. Agricultural parcels can be classified as Active, Former,
or Non‐renewal. This criterion identifies both land that is expected to be in
agricultural use for a certain number of years and land that the owner may sell or
try to develop. The Property Suitability Criteria matrix identifies lands that are
not covered under the Williamson Act as a high priority (3 points) and lands that
are covered under the act as a low priority (1 point).

•

Contiguity with Existing Preserved Land – Parcels adjacent to existing preserved
land would assist with the creation of contiguous open spaces around the City
and are therefore ranked higher than those further from existing preserved land.
The weighting system provides 3 points if a parcel under consideration for the
Purple Belt is contiguous with existing preserved land, 2 points if the parcel is
within 500’ of existing preserved land and 1 point if the parcel is between
500 feet and one‐quarter mile of existing preserved lands.
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Table 2. Suitability Criteria Summary
CRITERIA

POINTS
1
2
DEVELOPMENT PRESSURE (Total Points Available = 6)
Level of Development
Low
Medium
Pressure (to be decided
at time of land sale)
Antiquated
N/A
N/A
Subdivisions
POLICY AND ADJACENCY CONSIDERATIONS (Total Points Available = 6)
Williamson Act Lands
Active Williamson Act
Former Williamson Act
or Non-Renewal
Contiguity with Existing Between 500’ and ¼
Within 500’ of existing
Preserved Land
mile of existing
preserved land
preserved land
COMMUNITY IDENTITY/CHARACTER (Total Points Available = 8)
Gateway
N/A
In City’s identified
entryway area
Community Separator
N/A
In City’s identified
community separator
area
Scenic Corridor
N/A
Within 500’ of scenic
corridor ROW
Prominent Ridgeline
N/A
Identified prominent
ridgeline
AGRICULTURAL VIABILITY (Total Points Available = 11)
Farmland/Soil Type
Unique or Local
Statewide Importance
Importance
Crop Type
N/A
N/A

Parcel Size
Water Availability

20-40 acres
N/A

41-80 acres
Year-round ground or
surface water availability
NATURAL ENVIRONMENT (Total Points Available = 6)
100-year Floodplain or
Land is in 100-year
Land is in 100-year
Wetlands
Floodplain or contains
Floodplain and contains
wetlands
wetlands
Threatened/Endangered 1 species present
2 species present
Species Habitat
Steep Slopes
Parcel contains slopes
N/A
of 15% or greater on
25% or more of the
property

3
High

On land with an
antiquated subdivision
Never in Williamson Act
Contiguous with existing
preserved land

N/A
N/A

N/A
N/A

Prime
Active Agriculture
(vineyard, row crop,
orchard, grazing)
Greater than 80 acres
N/A

N/A

Kit Fox or 3+ other
species present
N/A

Proposed Priority System for Purple Belt Program
Total Points Available = 37
Medium Priority = 8-16 Points
Very High Priority = 24+ Points
Low Priority = Less than 8 Points
High Priority = 16-24 Points
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Community Identity/Character
•

Gateway – Parcels that are visible from or adjacent to identified gateways to the
City.

•

Community Separator – Parcels that are part of the SLO County designated
community separator other separator areas identified by City.

•

Scenic Corridor ‐ Parcels that are in a scenic corridor or are within 500 feet of
City‐designated scenic corridor.

•

Prominent Ridgeline – Ridges visible from important locations in the City. The
presence of a prominent ridgeline is subjective and should be decided by staff at
the time of parcel selection.

Agricultural Viability
•

Farmland/Soil Type – Farmland and soil type is ranked according to Prime
(3 points), Statewide Importance (2 points), and Unique or Local Importance
(1 point).

•

Crop Type – This criterion identifies the presence of working farms. Parcels with
active agriculture, e.g., vineyards, row crops, orchards, or grazing, receive
3 points.

•

Parcel Size – Parcels would be ranked by size in the following categories: 20 to 40
acres (1 point), 40 to 80 acres (2 points), and greater than 80 acres (3 points).
Larger parcels are preferable because of viability for agriculture and transaction
costs are generally the same regardless of parcel size.

•

Water Availability (irrigated farmland). If information is available, irrigated
farmland would be ranked depending on the reliability of its water source; i.e.
from the highest ranking of year‐round groundwater and surface water to no
reliable water source.

Natural Environment
•

100‐year Floodplain/Wetlands ‐ This criterion identifies parcels within a 100‐year
floodplain or wetlands. Parcels with either criterion receive 1 point and parcels
with both receive 2 points.

•

Sensitive Habitats/Species – This criterion identifies the presence of threatened or
endangered species; parcels are ranked according to the number of
threatened/endangered species present: 1 species is 1 point; 2 species is 2 points
and 3 or more species is 3 points.

•

Steep Slopes – Parcels containing steep slopes are weighted higher than parcels
without steep slopes. If parcels contain slopes of 15 percent or greater on
25 percent or more of the property then they receive 1 point.
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PHASED ACTION PLAN
The Phased Action Plan is contingent upon the City Council’s Goal Setting ranking of
priorities. Various actions will require a more or less intensive level of commitment to
the program in terms of staff time devoted to pursuing and implementing it, outside
agencies or partners support, and financial resources.

PROGRAM START‐UP
The program start‐up phase represents the first twelve months following the completion
of the Purple Belt Action Plan. This phase is critical to building good relationships with
the County, farmers, ranchers, landowners, vintners, potential conservation partners,
and other stakeholders. It is also important to start searching for some grants funding
and a City Agricultural Mitigation Program is developed so additional planning work
can be conducted and easement acquisition options can be pursued. Recommended
actions are listed below.
•

The City Council approves and adopts the Purple Belt Action Plan, including the
acquisition guidelines.

•

The City allocates one staff person to spend a portion of their time on
implementing the Purple Belt Action Plan. It is essential to note that this early
level of commitment and program start‐up period would result in need for a
significant amount of staff time, perhaps as much as half‐time of one staff person.

•

The City staff person meets with representatives of the County to discuss mutual
goals, related land use policies, and the development of an MOU. In addition,
the City and County begin discussions concerning representation on the Purple
Belt Task Force as well as the possibility of a Purple Belt JPA. City and County
staff establish a periodic meeting to discuss Purple Belt progress and issues.

•

The City staff person would develop a “Purple Belt Brochure” that outlines the
program purposes, preservation benefits, and incentive programs.

•

The City establishes a Purple Belt Task Force, including representatives from the
City Council/ Planning Commission, City staff, representatives from the County,
and other stakeholder groups including farming, vintners, and ranching
organizations and local land trusts.

•

The City staff person contacts other key stakeholder groups to let them know
they will be overseeing the program.

•

The City staff person develops a template easement with help from the City
Attorney and other City staff.

•

The City staff person conducts initial briefings with farming, ranching, and other
landowners about the PACE Program.

•

The City staff person meets individually with different conservation
organizations to discuss possible collaboration.
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•

The City staff person contacts grant providing entities to establish applicability
and applies for relevant grants.

•

The City staff person meets with California Department of Fish & Game and The
Nature Conservancy staff to discuss options for using Kit Fox mitigation funds to
support the establishment of the Purple Belt.

•

The City staff person prepares the Agricultural Mitigation Program report with
help from the City Attorney and other City staff or hires consultants to do so.

•

The City Council adopts the Agricultural Mitigation Program and updates its
General Plan to incorporate it.

•

The City updates its General Plan policies to support the establishment of the
Purple Belt as outlined below.

•

The City sets aside funding to contract with consultants if necessary.

SHORT TO MEDIUM TERM
The short‐ to medium‐term phase represents years 1 to 5 of the program. This phase
should build on the start‐up efforts, develop closer collaboration with the County,
secure conservation easements both independently and in conjunction with conservation
partners, and review progress. Subject to funding and staff resources, recommended
actions are listed below.
•

The City should continue to work with the County to adopt the recommended
County General Plan policies.

•

The City should also collaborate with the County on the TDC program. The City
should establish receiving areas for TDCs in infill areas close to its downtown,
along major transportation nodes, or in the Mixed‐Use overlay zone. It should
also work with the County to identify and prioritize sending areas around Paso
Robles that will provide tangible benefits to the City’s residents and advance the
goals of the Purple Belt program. The City should ensure that the TDC program
compliments other programs, such as the new agricultural mitigation program,
and other City land use policy goals.

•

The City should decide whether it wants to retain primary responsibility for plan
implementation and oversight. Alternatively, it could establish a JPA in
conjunction with the County should a more active pursuit of agricultural
preservation be desired and funded. Under this approach, the County would
need to have a similar commitment to the program. The JPA would become the
implementing entity and the City and County would both fund a portion of the
staff costs. The Purple Belt Task Force could become an advisory body to the
JPA Board.

•

Implementing entity staff should pursue mitigation funds available from public
projects, where applicable.
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•

Implementing entity staff should continue to oversee the agricultural mitigation
program, ensuring that fee levels and/or dedications are consistent with the
established mitigation ratios and changing land costs.

•

Implementing entity staff should begin exploring options for the inclusion of the
Purple Belt program in any citywide special tax initiatives.

•

The implementing entity should continue to seek grants funding and to look to
purchase several conservation easements, ideally in conjunction with other
conservation partners.

MEDIUM TO LONG TERM
The medium‐ to long‐term phase represents years 5 to 20. In this phase, the Purple Belt
program should grow in size, increasing its rate of land acquisition, its number of
partnerships, the level of easement donations, and its overall funding. It will also
continue and refine its outreach efforts.
•

The City or JPA should look to have a land trust run the Purple Belt program.
Ideally, an existing, local land trust would be interested, though other options
include partnering with a land trust to form a new geographically focused
division or establishing a new land trust. The City and County should maintain
an active interest and involvement in the program.

•

The land trust should pursue additional easement acquisitions. Successful
easement transactions should be highlighted to show the benefits to potential
sellers and general outreach efforts should be continued.

•

More aggressive attempts to develop a special tax with a portion of the annual
revenues dedicated to the Purple Belt program should be developed. To the
extent such a measure is successful, the implementing entity should consider
establishing an endowment to cover operations and management costs as well as
any unexpected legal expenses.

•

Between years 15 and 20, the City should revise the Purple Belt Action Plan
based on the accomplishments to date and to re‐focus efforts on the key
challenges the program will face during the subsequent 20 years.

ONGOING
A number of Purple Belt Action Plan tasks will be ongoing through time. These
components of the Purple Belt program include the following:
•
•
•
•

Outreach and partnerships
Funding generation
Easement management and oversight
Land use policy direction
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STAKEHOLDER AND EXPERT LIST
•

Lynda Auchinachie, San Luis Obispo County Agriculture Commissioner’s Office.
(805) 781‐5910, lauchinachie@co.slo.ca.us.

•

Kara Blakeslee, American Land Conservancy, www.alcnet.org. (805) 440‐6650.

•

Jackie Crab, Executive Director, San Luis Obispo County Farm Bureau,
www.slofarmbureau.org. (805) 543‐3654.

•

Steve Devencenzi, Deputy Director, San Luis Obispo County Council of
Governments, www.slocog.org. (805) 781‐4219.

•

Karen Frankel, Trust for Public Land, www.tpl.org. (415) 495‐5660 x 329.

•

Don Funk, Executive Director, Upper Salinas‐Las Tablas Resource Conservation
District. (805) 434‐0284, marti.johnson@carcd.org.

•

Cliff Garrison, Vice President, Cattlemen’s Association. (805) 927‐4610.

•

Debra Geiler, Central Coast Program Director, Trust for Public Land,
www.tpl.org. (415) 495‐5660 x 496.

•

Mike Gibson, President/ CEO, Paso Robles Chamber of Commerce,
www.pasorobleschamber.com. (805) 238‐0506 x 816,
mgibson@pasorobleschamber.com.

•

Susan Harvey, Paso Watch, www.pasowatch.org. (805) 237‐4443,
info@pasowatch.org.

•

Bob Hill, Conservation Director, Land Conservancy of San Luis Obispo County,
www.special‐places.org. (805) 544‐9096 x 13, bobh@special‐places.org.

•

Stacie Jacob, Executive Director, Paso Robles Wine Country Alliance,
www.pasowine.com. (805) 239‐8463 (office), (805) 286‐6874 (cell),
sjacob@pasowine.com.

•

Kevin Kester, Cattlemen’s Association

•

Karen Mansfield, Agriculture Task Force

•

Karen Merriam, Board of Directors Chair, Sierra Club Santa Lucia Chapter,
http://santalucia.sierraclub.org. (805) 543‐8717.

•

Kris O’Connor, Executive Director, Central Coast Vineyard Team,
www.vineyardteam.org. (805) 369‐2288 x 1, kris@vineyardteam.org.
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•

Neil Roberts, Chair, Paso Robles Wine Country Alliance, www.pasowine.com.
(805) 440‐5674 (cell), n.roberts@vitmgr.com.

•

Jeff Rodriguez, Central Coast Agricultural Tourism Council,
www.agadventures.org. (805) 772‐5623.

•

Richard Sauret, President, Independent Grape Growers – Paso Robles Area,
www.pasograpegrowers.com. (805) 467‐3998, info@pasograpegrowers.com.

•

Steve Sinton, Founding Chairman, California Rangeland Trust,
www.rangelandtrust.org. (916) 444‐2096, sjsinton@earthlink.net.

•

Brian Stark, Executive Director, Land Conservancy of San Luis Obispo County,
www.special‐places.org. (805) 544‐9096.

•

Ed Steinbeck, Realtor, ReMAX/ Parkside; Planning Commission Member

•

Chuck Stevenson, San Luis Obispo County Planning Department. (805) 781‐
5197, cstevenson@co.slo.ca.us.

•

Edward Thompson, Jr., State Director, American Farmland Trust,
www.farmland.org. (202) 309‐1162 (cell), (530) 753‐1073.

•

Jack Varian, Rancher. (805) 463‐2371 (phone), (805) 463‐0221 (fax).

•

Dick Willhoit, Board of Directors Chair, Paso Robles Chamber of Commerce;
Developer. (805) 238‐1031 x 210, dick@estrellaassociates.com.

•

George Work, Rancher. (805) 467‐3233.

•

Mike Wulkan, San Luis Obispo County Planning Department.
mwulkan@co.slo.ca.us.

•

Joshua Yagada, California Olive Oil Council, www.cooc.com. (805) 238‐6570,
Joshua@pasolivo.com.
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GRANT PROGRAMS
This Appendix provides information on grant programs that may be appropriate for the
Purple Belt program. Various grant programs are described below by category.

FARM AND RANCH LANDS PROTECTION PROGRAM
The 2002 Farm Bill reauthorized the Farm and Ranch Lands Protection Program (FRPP),
which is administered by the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service. The FRPP
provides funds for the protection of farm, ranch, and forest lands with prime, unique, or
other productive uses by limiting nonagricultural uses of the lands. Funding for the
FRPP comes from the Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC), the same federal entity
that finances farm income support payments. The USDA Natural Resources
Conservation Service (NRCS) is responsible for program implementation. Under the
2002 Farm Bill, the program was expanded beyond state and local governments to
include non‐governmental organizations as eligible entities. It also now allows
applicants to supplement their share of easement costs through a landowner’s donation.
In 2005, the CCC made available $78 million in program funding.
Program criteria stipulate that the farmland to be protected must be threatened by
development, yet located near agricultural infrastructure and markets to ensure future
viability. Applicants must demonstrate a commitment to farmland protection and must
have a farmland protection program in place that purchases agricultural conservation
easements for the purpose of protecting prime, unique or other productive soil by
limiting conversion to nonagricultural uses. Funding from State and local government
sources must provide at least 50 percent of the estimated fair market value of the interest
they are acquiring. If a landowner accepts less than the value established by a qualified
appraiser, this donation may be applied to the local match.1
NRCS publishes a request for proposals in the Federal Register, usually at the beginning
of each year. When a state or local application for matching funds is approved, NRCS
executes a cooperative agreement on behalf of the Commodity Credit Corporation.
Enrollment in the FRPP limits the land to agricultural use for a minimum of 30 years and
preference is given to projects that protect farmland in perpetuity.

CALIFORNIA FARMLAND CONSERVANCY PROGRAM
The California Farmland Conservancy Program (CFCP), formerly known as the
Agricultural Land Stewardship Program, was created in 1996 and is a voluntary
program that seeks to encourage the long‐term, private stewardship of agricultural
lands through the use of agricultural conservation easements. It provides grant funding
for voluntary acquisition of conservation easements on agricultural lands that are under
1 American Farmland Trust
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pressure of being converted to non‐agricultural uses, purchase of temporary fee title
acquisitions, restoration of and improvements to agricultural land already under
easement, and agricultural land conservation planning and policy projects.
There are no minimum or maximum levels of funding for individual grants. However,
each application for an easement grant must contain a matching component of not less
than 5 percent of the value of the grant or a donation of not less than 10 percent of the
value of the agricultural easement. The State Budget allocated $12 million in Proposition
40 bond funds to the program for the 2004‐2005 fiscal year. As much as $20 million in
Proposition 40 funds for farmland conservation remain and may be allocated in future
years. Matching funds are required and may come from donations, gifts, federal grants
or loans, or other sources.

PLANNING AND COLLATERAL BENEFIT‐BASED GRANTS
CONSERVATION PARTNERSHIP INITIATIVE
The Conservation Partnership Initiative (CPI), administered by the USDA Natural
Resources Conservation Service, is a voluntary program established to foster
conservation partnerships that focus technical and financial resources on conservation
priorities in watersheds and airsheds of special significance. Under CPI, funds are
awarded to State and local governments, Indian tribes, and non‐governmental
organizations that have a history of working with agricultural producers. Applications
must address one of the five 2005 conservation priorities, which include terrestrial and
aquatic wildlife habitat, invasive species, agricultural air quality, livestock nutrient
management, and minor/specialty crop pest management. For 2005, up to $1 million is
available for project planning. Applicants may request up to $200,000 and must provide
a 1:1 match.

COLLATERAL BENEFIT‐BASED GRANTS
Agricultural land often has several “collateral” benefits beyond its use for agricultural
production. These benefits can include watershed protection, flood protection, habitat
conservation, and wastewater irrigation. An agricultural preservation program might
also be eligible to receive funds from several sources that are available to support these
activities. Possible grant sources include:
•

Habitat Conservation Fund (California Department of Parks and Recreation)

•

Wildlife Conservation Board – various programs (California Department of Fish
and Game)

•

Habitat Enhancement and Restoration Program (Wildlife Conservation Board)

•

Recreational Trail Fund (California Department of Parks and Recreation)

•

Clean Water State Revolving Fund (Environmental Protection Agency)
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•

North American Wetlands Conservation Fund (USFWS)

•

California State Coastal Conservancy grants

A number of these programs distribute funding from recent state bond issues.
Proposition 40, the California Clean Water, Clean Air, Safe Neighborhood Parks, and
Coastal Protection Act of 2002 (following on from Proposition 12, the 2000 act of the
same name), issued $2.6 billion in bonds, of which $832.5 million was earmarked for the
acquisition and development of neighborhood and regional parks and recreation areas,
and $1.275 billion was designated for land, air, and water conservation programs,
including acquisition. Programs receiving funding included the Wildlife Conservation
Board, the State Coastal Conservancy, and unspecified local conservation corps.

PRIVATE FOUNDATIONS
Many private foundations dedicate funds to agricultural preservation. For example, the
Richard King Mellon Foundation’s American Land Conservation Program, initiated in
1988, focuses on acquiring and preserving key tracts of land in danger of being lost to
urban sprawl and environmentally insensitive development. Between 1998 and 2003,
the David and Lucile Packard Foundation’s Conserving California’s Landscapes
Initiative provided grants and loans to enable private land trusts, other nonprofit
groups, and public agencies to protect threatened California resources; while this
program is no longer active, the foundation has continued to make individual grants in
the area of open space preservation. The Doris Duke Charitable Foundation, the Turner
Foundation, and the Gordon and Betty Moore Foundation have also initiated programs
focused on land conservation. The Eastman Kodak American Greenways Awards, a
partnership project of Kodak, the Conservation Fund, and the National Geographic
Society, provides small grants to stimulate the planning and design of greenways in
communities throughout America. Locally focused community foundations may offer
additional funding opportunities.
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SAN LUIS OBISPO LOCAL AGENCY FORMATION COMMISSION
Agriculture Goals-Policies-Guidelines
Approved: August 16, 2007

INTRODUCTION
The Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Act strongly encourages the preservation of prime agriculture land.
LAFCO’s mission is to discourage urban sprawl, preserve open space and prime agricultural lands,
promote the efficient provision of government services and encourage the orderly formation of
local agencies. In general terms, San Luis Obispo LAFCO’s current policy base discourages
premature conversion of agricultural lands, guides development away from existing agricultural
lands and encourages the development of existing vacant lands within city boundaries prior to
conversion of additional agricultural lands. The CKH Act clarified the many factors that LAFCOs
must consider and balance in making decisions:
“The Legislature recognizes that the logical formation and determination of local
agency boundaries is an important factor in promoting orderly development and in
balancing that development with the sometimes competing state interests of
discouraging urban sprawl, preserving open-space and prime agriculture lands,
and efficiently extending government services.”

The written goals, policies, and guidelines in this document express LAFCO's intent to more
specifically address the preservation of agricultural land, consistent with current policies and
LAFCO’s mandate. LAFCO must consider the effect that any proposal may produce on existing
agricultural lands. This is balanced with the need to ensure orderly development and the efficient
provision of services to certain areas. By guiding development toward urban areas and away from
agricultural land, LAFCO helps to preserve important and valuable agricultural resources.
Definitions. Several terms are important in understanding agricultural resources. These terms
and definitions are found below and are applicable throughout these policies. The Cortese-KnoxHertzberg Act has a definition for agricultural land and prime agricultural lands that may include
lands other than class one or two soil classification.
56016. "Agricultural lands" means land currently used for the purpose of producing an
agricultural commodity for commercial purposes, land left fallow under a crop rotational
program, or land enrolled in an agricultural subsidy or set-aside program.
56064. "Prime agricultural land" means an area of land, whether a single parcel or
contiguous parcels, that has not been developed for a use other than an agricultural use
and that meets any of the following qualifications:
(a) Land that qualifies, if irrigated, for rating as class I or class II in the USDA Natural
Resources Conservation Service land use capability classification, whether or not land is
actually irrigated, provided that irrigation is feasible.
(b) Land that qualifies for rating 80 through 100 Storie Index Rating.
(c) Land that supports livestock used for the production of food and fiber and that has an
annual carrying capacity equivalent to at least one animal unit per acre as defined by the
United States Department of Agriculture in the National Handbook on Range and Related
Grazing Lands, July, 1967, developed pursuant to Public Law 46, December 1935.

San Luis Obispo LAFCO
Approved: August 16, 2007

Agriculture Goals-Policies-Guidelines
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(d) Land planted with fruit or nut-bearing trees, vines, bushes, or crops that have a
nonbearing period of less than five years and that will return during the commercial bearing
period on an annual basis from the production of unprocessed agricultural plant production
not less than four hundred dollars ($400) per acre.
(e) Land that has returned from the production of unprocessed agricultural plant products
an annual gross value of not less than four hundred dollars ($400) per acre for three of the
previous five calendar years.
The Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Act further describes the intent of the legislation with regard to
agricultural resources in Government Code section 56377, which states:
56377. In reviewing and approving or disapproving proposals which could reasonably be
expected to induce, facilitate, or lead to the conversion of existing open-space lands to
uses other than open-space uses, the commission shall consider all of the following
policies and priorities:
(a) Development or use of land for other than open-space uses shall be guided away from
existing prime agricultural lands in open-space use toward areas containing nonprime
agricultural lands, unless that action would not promote the planned, orderly, efficient
development of an area.
(b) Development of existing vacant or nonprime agricultural lands for urban uses within the
existing jurisdiction of a local agency or within the Sphere of Influence of a local agency
should be encouraged before any proposal is approved which would allow for or lead to the
development of existing open-space lands for non-open-space uses which are outside of
the existing jurisdiction of the local agency or outside of the existing Sphere of Influence of
the local agency.
Government Code Section 56377 has been used by LAFCOs as the basis for developing more
specific policies that address local circumstances and conditions.

GOALS, POLICIES, AND GUIDELINES
The following Goals, Policies, and Guidelines are built upon the legislative direction provided in the
Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Act. Please note that Goals are intended to be the outcome LAFCO is
trying to achieve. The Policies provide direction with regard to how those Goals should be
achieved by providing specific guidance for decision makers and proponents. Guidelines give
stakeholders procedures and practical tips regarding what information LAFCO decision makers
need to evaluate a proposal that effects agricultural resources.

San Luis Obispo LAFCO
Approved: August 16, 2007
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GOALS
Agriculture is a vital and essential part of the San Luis Obispo County economy and environment.
Accordingly, boundary changes for urban development should be proposed, evaluated, and
approved in a manner which, to the fullest extent feasible, is consistent with the continuing growth
and vitality of agriculture within the county. Goals are intended to set the direction for the
development of more specific policies. The following goals are proposed by LAFCO to help guide
decisions in regard to agricultural resources and agriculturally productive land:
Goal 1.

Minimize the conversion of prime agricultural land to other land uses.

Goal 2.

Encourage Cities, the County, Special Districts, property owners and other
stakeholders to work together to preserve agricultural lands.

Goal 3.

Promote agricultural land preservation into long range planning consistent with
principles of smart growth at the state, county, and municipal levels.

Goal 4.

Preserve agricultural lands for continued agriculture uses while balancing the need
to ensure orderly development and the efficient provision of services.

Goal 5.

Strengthen and support the agricultural sector of the economy.

Goal 6.

Fully consider the impacts a proposal will have on existing agricultural lands.

Goal 7.

Protect the natural resources and surrounding areas that sustain agriculture in San
Luis Obispo County.

POLICIES
The policies in this section are designed to assist LAFCO in making decisions that achieve the
Goals stated in the previous section. A policy is a statement that guides decision making by
indicating a clear direction on the part of LAFCO. The following policies support the goals stated
above and shall be used by San Luis Obispo LAFCO when considering a proposal that would
involve agricultural resources:
Policy 1. Vacant land within urban areas should be developed before agricultural land is
annexed for non-agricultural purposes.
Policy 2. Land substantially surrounded by existing jurisdictional boundaries should be
annexed before other lands.
Policy 3. In general, urban development should be discouraged in agricultural areas. For
example, agricultural land should not be annexed for nonagricultural purposes when
feasible alternatives exist. Large lot rural development that places pressure on a
jurisdiction to provide services and causes agricultural areas to be infeasible for
farming should be discouraged.
Policy 4. The Memorandum of Agreement between the City and County should be used and
amended as needed to address the impacts on and conversion of Agricultural
Lands on the fringe of a City.
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Policy 5. The continued productivity and sustainability of agricultural land surrounding
existing communities should be promoted by preventing the premature conversion
of agricultural land to other uses and, to the extent feasible, minimizing conflicts
between agricultural and other land uses. Buffers should be established to promote
this policy.
Policy 6. Development near agricultural land should not adversely affect the sustainability or
constrain the lawful, responsible practices of the agricultural operations.
Policy 7. In considering the completeness and appropriateness of any proposal, the
Executive Officer and this Commission may require proponents and other interested
parties to provide such information and analysis as, in their judgment, will assist in
an informed and reasoned evaluation of the proposal in accordance with these
policies.
Policy 8. No change of organization, as defined by Government Code 56021, shall be
approved unless it is consistent with the Spheres of Influence of all affected
agencies.
Policy 9. Where feasible, and consistent with LAFCO policies, non-prime land should be
annexed before prime land.
Policy 10. The Commission will consider feasible mitigation (found in the following guidelines)
if a proposal would result in the loss of agricultural land.
Policy 11. The Commission encourages local agencies to adopt policies that result in efficient,
coterminous and logical growth patterns within their General Plan and Sphere of
Influence areas and that encourage protection of prime agricultural land in a manner
that is consistent with this Policy.
Policy 12. The Commission shall approve annexations of prime agricultural land only if
mitigation that equates to a substitution ratio of at least 1:1 for the prime land
annexed is agreed to by the applicant (proponent), the jurisdiction with land use
authority. The 1:1 substitution ratio may be met by implementing various measures:
a.

Acquisition and dedication of farmland, development rights, and/or
agricultural conservation easements to permanently protect farmlands with
similar characteristics within the County Planning Area.

b.

Payment of in-lieu fees to an established, qualified, mitigation/conservation
program or organization sufficient to fully fund the acquisition and dedication
activities stated above in 12a.

c.

Other measures agreed to by the applicant and the land use jurisdiction that
meet the intent of replacing prime agricultural land at a 1:1 ratio.

Policy 13. Property owners of agricultural lands adjacent to a LAFCO proposal shall be notified
when an application is submitted to LAFCO.
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GUIDELINES
Guidelines provide further direction regarding the application of the goals and policies, but are
more flexible giving LAFCO more discretion in application. These guidelines are used to advise
and assist the public, agencies, property owners, farmers and other stakeholders with regard to
LAFCO’s expectations in reviewing a proposal that involves agricultural resources.
Guideline 1.

Applications submitted to LAFCO involving agricultural resources shall include
analysis that evaluates the potential impacts (direct and indirect) of the
proposal on agricultural resources. The California Environmental Quality Act
(CEQA) analysis for a proposal shall evaluate the impacts affecting agricultural
resources. At a minimum the following topics should be addressed:
a.

Detailed analysis of direct and indirect impacts on agricultural resources
of the site and surrounding area.

b.

Potential diversion, availability and use of water that could impact
agricultural lands or operations.

c.

A detailed description of the agricultural resource that is affected,
including but not limited to soil types, existing and potential productivity,
and surrounding land uses

d.

Use of transfer of development credits programs and purchase of
development credits for the preservation of agricultural land and other
approved programs.

e.

Analysis of mitigation measures that could offset impacts.

f.

Consultation with the County Agricultural Commissioners office.

g.

Williamson Act, Agricultural Easements, and other preservation
programs.

h.

Urban Reserve Lines, Urban Limit Boundaries and Spheres of
Influence.

i.

County and City General Plan Policies.

Guideline 2. Consider including agricultural land as defined in the Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg
Act into a Sphere of Influence if the following factors are addressed:
a.

Potential Impacts of the conversion of the prime agricultural land

b.

Future capability of farming activities for the site and surrounding area

c.

Existing and potential productivity of the prime agricultural land

d.

Land Preservation status: Williamson Act, easements, etc.
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e.

Growth patterns in the surrounding area

f.

General Plan Policies and Standards

g.

Other relevant issues, such as potential impacts on agricultural tourism

Guideline 3. Consider approval of proposals that convert agricultural land when the
Commission finds that the proposal will lead to planned, orderly, and efficient
development. A proposal leads to the planned, orderly, and efficient
development if all of the following criteria are met:
a.

The land subject to the change of organization or reorganization is
contiguous either to lands developed with an urban use or to lands
which have received all discretionary approvals for urban development.

b.

The proposed development of the subject lands is consistent with the
Sphere of Influence of the affected agency or agencies.

c.

The land subject to the change of organization is likely to be developed
within five years.

Guideline 4. If a LAFCO proposal involves a loss of prime agricultural lands, property
owners, Cities, the County, Special Districts, Community Advisory Councils,
Resource Conservation Districts, and agricultural conservation agencies should
work together as early in the process as possible to adequately mitigate the
impacts.
Guideline 5. Detachment of prime agricultural lands and other open space lands should be
encouraged if consistent with the Sphere of Influence for that agency.
Guideline 6. The following factors should be considered for an annexation of prime
agricultural and open space lands:
a.

The proponent of the annexation should provide a land use inventory of
the jurisdiction that indicates the amount of available land within the
subject jurisdiction for the proposed land use.

b.

Evaluation of effective measures to mitigate the loss of agricultural
lands, and to preserve adjoining lands for agricultural use to prevent
their premature conversion to other uses. Such measures may include,
but need not be limited to:
1. acquisition and dedication of farmland, development rights, open
space and agricultural conservation easements to permanently
protect adjacent and other agricultural lands within the county
2. participation in other development programs that direct development
towards urban areas (such as transfer or purchase of development
credits)
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3. payments to responsible, recognized government and non-profit
organizations for the purpose of preserving agricultural lands;
4. establishment of buffers to protect adjacent agricultural operations
from the effects of development
Guideline 7. Annexation for land uses in conflict with an existing agricultural preserve
contract shall be prohibited, unless the Commission finds that it meets all the
following criteria:
a.

The area is within the annexing agency's Sphere of Influence.

b.

The Commission makes findings required by Government Code Section
56856.5.

c.

The parcel is included in an approved city specific plan.

d.

The soil is not categorized as prime.

e.

Mitigation for the loss of agricultural land has been secured in the form of
agricultural easements to the satisfaction of the annexing agency and
the County.

f.

There is a pending, or approved, cancelization for the property that has
been reviewed by the local jurisdictions and the Department of
Conservation.

g.

The Williamson Act contract on the property has been non-renewed and
final approval of the non-renewal has been granted.

