CHAPTER 4.2 AGRICULTURAL
RESOURCES

INTRODUCTION

This section describes agricultural lands, uses, trends, and local supportive
programs in Placer County. The expected effects of the 2022 Placer County
Regional Transportation Plan upon these resources, uses, and programs is
assessed at an appropriate, programmatic level of detail. Appropriate mitigation
measures are proposed for significant adverse impacts upon agricultural resources
due to implementation of the RTP.

SETTING

Aqricultural Lands

Agricultural lands are an important resource in Placer County, supporting an historic
industry, rural character and open space, and a substantial portion of the county’s
economic base. These lands are classified according to production capability and
crop suitability. Prime farmland is defined by the Department of Conservation as
land which has the best combination of characteristics for the production of
agricultural crops. Although the county has a limited amount of Prime Farmland or
Farmland of Statewide Importance, Figure 4.2-1 illustrates the distribution of these
lands, Unique Farmland.and, in the largest extent, Farmland of Local Importance in
western Placer County.~ In 1998, there were 9,750 acres of Prime Farmland, 5,196
acres of Farmland of Statewide Importance, 22,36 acres of Unique Farmland, and
114,453 acres of Farmland of Local Importance.

Agricultural Land Uses

The varying topography, microclimates, availability of water, and soil characteristics
of Placer County support a range of agricultural activities, including dryland pasture
(e.g., wheat, livestock grazing) and silviculture (e.g., timber and Christmas tree
production), irrigated field (e.qg., rice, fodder, etc.) and orchard (e.g., plums, cherries,
apples, pears, citrus, walnuts) crops. The gross value cﬁ agricultural products
produced by these uses exceeded $70 million in 1999.

Conversion of Agricultural Land to Non-Agricultural Uses

The close association of grazing activities and Farmland of Local Importance with
non-agricultural land uses in the western urbanized areas, shown by Figure 4.2-1,
indicates how agricultural uses provide open spaces that define the municipal edges
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of Lincoln, Roseville, Rocklin, and North Auburn. The pattern of agricultural lands
adjacent to urbanized areas also shows those where agricultural uses are at
heightened risk of conversion due to land speculation, urban expansion, and
introduction of incompatible land uses.

Current growth pressures in western Placer County are revealed by the proximity of
existing and planned development areas with properties where Williamsaon Act
contracts have expired or will not be renewed, as shown in Figure 4.2-2.Urban
expansion, scattered non-agricultural development, and divisions of large land
parcels for rural residential uses are likely to reduce the amount of land suitable for
agricultural use generally, and particularly for larger-scale commercial operations.

Figure 4.2-3 shows that there are relatively few agricultural uses on lands within
urbanizing municipal tt?undaries in western Placer County compared to
unincorporated areas.”However, direct conversion of agricultural land for non-
agricultural uses or urban development is expected to occur with_jmplementation of
the 1994 Placer County General Plan, as shown in Figure 4.2-4.*The Environmental
Impact Report prepared for the 1994 General Plan assessed direct impacts on the
basis of total land area converted by development that is expected to occur by 2010.
Indirect or potential impacts were aIs% assessed for areas where potential
development may not occur by 2010.

Development envisioned by the Placer County General Plan Land Use Diagram
would result in the direct conversion of about 6,340 acres of farmland by 2010,
including 840 acres of Prime Farmland and Farmland of Statewide Importance,
4,51%'acres of Unique and Locally Important Farmland, and 990 acres of grazing
land.* In the same time period, development under the General Plan Land Use
Diagram could also cause indirect conversion of an additional 26,310 acres of
farmland, including 700 acres of Prime Farmland and Farmland of Statewide
Importance, 17,680 aﬁes of Unique and Locally Important Farmland, and 7,930
acres of grazing land.*By 2010, direct conversion would take about 3 percent of
Placer County’s farmland, with potential conversion of an additional 13 percent
within the planning period.

The direct conversion of farmland due to development under the General Plan Land

Use Diagram is expected to result in an estimated annual loss of $548,530 in gross

production value, which is approximately_Ipercentof the totatanmual gross

agricultural production of Placer County.[’lAr-estimated-annuaHess-ef-anadditional———
$3,947,288 in gross production value is expected as a result of indirect conversion of

farmland, representing abqut7 percent of the total annuat gross agricultural

production of the county.|*
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Agricultural Supportive Programs

Placer County preserves agricultural land through the California Land Conservation
Act (or Williamson Act), the adopted General Plan, and applicable Zoning
Ordinances. Additional measures to protect agricultural land are also being
developed through the Placer Legacy Open Space and Agricultural Conservation
Program.

The Williamson Act is a voluntary tax incentive program which the county has
implemented since 1966. Under the Act, the county and an agricultural land owner
enter a ten-year contractual agreement to restrict use of the land for agricultural
production in exchange for a guarantee that the property will be taxed according to
the value of agricultural or other compatible uses, rather than real estate market-
based land value. This agreement helps to protect agricultural uses from economic
and development pressures, and encourages continued agricultural operations. In
2000, there were a total of 45,836 acres held underWittramsom ATt comntracts;
however, 5,847 acres were in non-renewal status.? [SHFATER Hares
under Williamson Act contracts is shown in Figure 4.2-5f

The 1994 Placer County General Plan articulates goals, policies, and
implementation measures to “...promote development of agricultural uses to support
the continued viability of Placer County’s agricultural economy”, “...provide for the
long-term conservation and use of agriculturally-designated lands”, and “...minimize
existing and future conflicts betwepmn agricuitural and non-agricuitarat uses in
agriculturally-designated areas.”|-+Fhese-peticies-are-implemented-threugh-a-series
of measures and programs, such as the County’s Right-to-Farm Ordinance and the
Placer Legacy Open Space and Agricultural Conservation Program.

The County General Plan is complemented by area and community plans which
provide more detailed land use, infrastructure development, and policy guidance for
specific areas of the county, in addition to agricultural policies and measures. Taken
together, the adopted comprehensive plans and zoning ordinances and the
emerging Placer Legacy program are intended to help the county balance
sometimes competing needs for, and interests in the use of, agricultural resources.
The transportation facilities proposed by the Regional Transportation Plan are
included in these adopted comprehensive plans and are intended to accommodate
implementation of the county’s land use and development programs.

IMPACTS AND MITIGATION MEASURES
Methods
Existing agricultural land and uses were identified using information prepared by

Placer County, including adopted documents and current planning work in progress.
Information prepared by Placer County about growth pressures, trends, and urban
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build-out was also reviewed to determine the appropriate context of the conversion
of agricultural lands to non-agricultural uses. This information about agricultural
resources was then compared to changes in transportation facilities proposed by the
Regional Transportation Plan.

The RTP contains information identifying the possible locations of various
transportation improvements, including proposed roadways, transit improvements,
and related facilities. The general level of detail of RTP policies, guidelines and lists
of individual projects allows analysis of effects and determination of impacts at a
programmatic level of detail. Meaningful evaluation of the project-specific effects of
individual transportation improvements listed in the RTP, for which specific designs
have not yet been developed, must be deferred to subsequent environmental
analyses that will be conducted to address agricultural impacts at a construction-
level of detail.

Standards of Significance

In accordance with the CEQA Guidelines and for the purposes of this analysis,
agricultural impacts were considered significant and adverse if one or more of the
following would result from implementation of the RTP:

» Convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide
Importance to non-agricultural land uses or involve other changes in the
existing environment which, due to their location or nature, could result in
conversion of Farmland to non-agricultural use;

» Substantially impair the agricultural productivity of prime agricultural land; or

» Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a Williamson Act contract.

Impacts and Mitigation Measures

Impact 4.2-1: Implementation of the proposed Placer County RTP could cause
the conversion of prime agricultural land to non-agricultural use or involve
other changes in the existing environment which, due to their location or
nature, could result in conversion of farmland to non-agricultural use. This is
considered to be a significant and unmitigable impact.

The Regional Transportation Plan does not directly affect the amount of prime
agricultural land or other farmland converted to non-agricultural use. This change is
affected primarily by the land use decisions of each local jurisdiction within Placer
County, in conformity with adopted comprehensive plans. Development in
accordance with the Placer County General Plan Land Use Diagram will cause
substantial direct and indirect conversion of agricultural land to non-agricultural uses.
The transportation facilities proposed by the Regional Transportation Plan are
intended to accommodate such planned development and growth by providing
improved access and circulation.
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Land areas needed for implementation of the individual projects included in the
Regional Transportation Plan would potentially convert agricultural land directly by
widened or new roadways, and indirectly through improving access to develop areas
which may now be farmlands. By relieving the current and anticipated transportation
deficiencies and increasing capacity, implementation of the RTP may indirectly
increase pressure to convert agricultural land to non-agricultural uses. Although the
recommended facility improvements are identified to address needs resulting from
presently planned and anticipated growth throughout the county, there are no
Regional Transportation Plan policies or implementation actions that would mitigate
the loss of prime farmlands to a less-than-significant level.

Mitigation Measures

Implementation of the following mitigation measure would provide some mitigation
for significant and unavoidable adverse impacts due to conversion of farmland to
non-agricultural uses:

4.2-1 Individual projects shall be reviewed for consistency by local jurisdictions
and, as appropriate, transportation agencies with applicable adopted plans,
programs, and policies in place at local and state levels at the time the
individual projects are implemented.

Impact 4.2-2: Implementation of the proposed Placer County RTP could impair
the agricultural productivity of prime agricultural land within Placer County.
This is considered to be a significant and unmitigable impact.

The Regional Transportation Plan does not directly affect the amount or
configuration of farmland available for agricultural production. Changes in the
amount of available farmland or configuration of farmland are affected by the land
use and infrastructure development decisions of each local jurisdiction within Placer
County, in conformity with adopted comprehensive plans. Development in
accordance with the Placer County General Plan Land Use Diagram will cause
substantial indirect conversion of agricultural land to non-agricultural uses, which will
have a substantial agd\erse fmpact on the production of fruif and nut crops primarily
in the foothill region.[*}Fhe-transpertation-facititiesproposed by the Regional
Transportation Plan are intended to accommodate such planned development and
growth by providing improved access and circulation.

Land areas needed for implementation of the individual projects included in the
Regional Transportation Plan would potentially convert agricultural land indirectly
through improving access to develop areas which may now be farmlands. By
relieving the current and anticipated transportation deficiencies and increasing
capacity, implementation of the RTP may indirectly increase pressure to fragment
larger agricultural properties or accelerate abandonment of commercial-scale
agricultural uses in areas designated for non-agricultural development. Although the
recommended facility improvements are identified to address and accommodate
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needs resulting from presently planned and anticipated growth throughout the
county, there are no Regional Transportation Plan policies or implementation actions
that would mitigate the impairment of agricultural productivity of prime farmlands to a
less-than-significant level.

Mitigation Measures

Implementation of the following mitigation measure would provide some mitigation
for significant and unavoidable adverse impacts due to impairment of agricultural
productivity of prime farmlands.

4.2-2 Individual projects shall be reviewed for consistency by local jurisdictions
and, as appropriate, transportation agencies with applicable adopted plans,
programs, and policies in place at local and state levels at the time the
individual projects are implemented.

Impact 4.2-3: Implementation of the proposed Placer County RTP would
conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a Williamson Act contract.
This is considered to be a potentially significant impact.

The Regional Transportation Plan does not determine the specific location or
alignment of proposed transportation facilities. The location, alignment, and final
design of transportation improvements are decided by local agencies with
jurisdiction over land use and infrastructure development decisions within Placer
County, in conformity with adopted comprehensive plans, general plan Circulation
Elements, and adopted standards for facility design and construction.

Roadway improvements, provided in compliance with local and state standards, are
generally consistent with uses allowed (or permitted) within agricultural zoning
districts. The Williamson Act contains provisions to allow the use of contracted
lands for roadway or other transportation improvements, provided that such
improvements do not jeopardize the continuation of agricultural production at or
above nominal contractual thresholds. However, implementation of individual
projects proposed by the Regional Transportation Plan could potentially conflict with
local or state standards designed to preserve the integrity of agricultural districts or
maintain economical agricultural operations on specific properties.

Mitigation Measure

Implementation of the following mitigation measure would reduce this impact to a
less-than-significant level:

4.2-3  As part of pre-construction design and environmental review, individual
Regional Transportation Plan projects shall be evaluated by local (or state, if
applicable) implementing transportation (or public works, as appropriate)
agencies for consistency with local and state adopted plans, programs,
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policies, or regulations germane to uses allowed and standards for uses
within the zoning district(s) affected by the project. Projects which could
affect properties under Williamson Act contract, and which would continue
to be under Williamson Act contract at the time of project construction, shall
be designed, constructed, and operated in a manner which will ensure the
continued viability of agricultural production in conformance with the specific
contract provisions for the affected properties.
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