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American Farmland Trust, a nonprofit conservation organization dedicated to preserving farmland and encouraging environmentally beneficial farming practices, has been pleased to participate in the advisory committee for the LUSCAT and applauds the work you have done to synthesize a set of documents that outline a strong set of suggestions.  

As we see it, to live up to its promise, the Scoping Plan should reflect the state planning use priorities as set forth in AB 857, including promoting infill development and equity, protecting environmental and agricultural resources, and encouraging efficient development patterns.  Each of these will help reduce greenhouse gas emissions as well as conserve the state’s irreplaceable farmland.  Our sense is that a Scoping Plan that meets these objectives is clearly within reach. We have a few suggestions that we think would strengthen the connection between these objectives if incorporated into the LUSCAT Scoping Plan.

A. Blueprint Planning & Market Signals for Farmland and Climate Mitigation

 

The LUSCAT has identified regional planning as a key tool and has appropriately sought to build on the foundation that Cal TRANS has begun to lay with its Blueprint planning program. We agree with this approach, and recommend that you reference in full the historic objectives of the Blueprint planning grants, which include explicitly planning to avoid conversion of prime farmland.

 

We appreciate that the Department of Conservation will be studying the greenhouse gas emissions associated with the conversion of agricultural land to urban uses.  We would encourage consideration both of the direct and indirect emissions.  When farmland is converted to urban use, not only is its carbon sequestration potential lost, but it is also replaced by GHG emitting dwellings, commercial and civic structures and, above all, the demand for additional vehicle travel between them.  Thus, one of the most important things that could be done, both to conserve agricultural land by minimizing its conversion to urban uses and to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from vehicle travel, is to promote more compact, efficient, transit-oriented urban development.

 

In addition to helping with the regional plans, the state can also play an important role in developing model policies that local government can adopt. For example, one of the most effective market signals that could be used to promote this kind of development is a mitigation requirement based, not only on the agricultural productivity of the land developed, but also on the efficiency of new development itself.  For example, if a subdivision averages only two dwellings per acre of land converted, versus, say, 8 DU/ac, it is four times less efficient, creating a demand for the conversion of 3 additional acres of farmland (assuming the same efficiency as the original development).  It should, therefore, be required to mitigate for this opportunity cost of its inefficiency - or, simply, the waste - of agricultural resources.  In all cases, the mitigation ratio would be derived from a benchmark that, when extrapolated to the entire community or region, would correspond to a goal of converting not more than a specified number of acres of agricultural land over a given period of time.  In this example, the hypothetical benchmark is 8 DU/ac, resulting in a mitigation ratio of 4-to-1.  In cases of urban infill and very compact development, the mitigation ratio may be negative, resulting in a rebate or incentive payment to the developer.  An additional advantage of this approach would be that the proposed mitigation scheme would have a minimal effect on lower- and moderately-priced housing.  This approach to mitigation could almost certainly be implemented under existing state law.

 

Another approach to mitigation that could require a change in the law would be to impose a significant tax or fee on the increase in value of land attributed to local government decisions that create an entitlement to develop it for non-agricultural purposes.  The proceeds would be invested in incentives for affordable, urban infill and other very efficient housing and for agricultural land conservation (e.g., via the California Farmland Conservancy Program) in the local jurisdiction where the fee or tax originated.  Both of these could be justified under the courts' nexus test because more efficient development reduces GHG emissions and maintaining land in agricultural use not only prevents its conversion (with the resulting GHG effects), but also contributes to carbon sequestration.  As an example of how this approach would work, assume that the value of land increases from $10,000 per acre for agriculture to $300,000 per acre for development, a fairly typical result in California's premier agricultural regions.  If a tax of, say, 25% were levied against the $290,000 per acre increase, it would yield $72,500/ac to reinvest in efficient housing and farmland conservation, while the landowner would still enjoy a 2175% rate of return.  A 100-acre development would, in this example, generate $7.25 million in housing and conservation investment, and $21.75 million profit for the landowner (before anything is built on the land).  The exact amount of the tax – and it could vary depending on the carbon sequestration potential of the land, its location as related to likely vehicle travel demand, and other relevant factors – would have to be justified under the proportionality test applied by the courts.

 

We recommend that CARB explore both of these mitigation options and would be glad to assist in the effort.

 

B. Sustainable Energy Opportunities for Supplemental Agricultural Income

We believe that any effort to avoid conversion of prime farmland and reduce GHG will be aided considerably by efforts to maintain the profitability and sustainability of the agricultural enterprises that use the land for production.  Accordingly, we think it would be worthwhile for the Scoping Plan to reference and encourage work that CDFA is now undertaking to develop a strategic plan for agriculture.  This plan should explore opportunities for farmers and ranchers to supplement income from food production with additional returns from sustainable enterprises that conserve energy, generate alternative energy, sequester carbon and otherwise reduce or offset the impact of greenhouse gases.

C.  Reducing “Food Miles Traveled” by Promoting Local Food

 

One of the distinct advantages California enjoys by virtue of the incredible agricultural cornucopia that exists in its fertile valleys is the ability to feed itself from local sources.  Unlike in most areas of the county, food does not have to travel an average of 1,500 miles from farm to the dinner table of Californians.  While nobody seems to have taken the measure of how much locally-produced food is, in fact, consumed in the state, it is undoubtedly a significant amount - and it could be even more significantly increased through concerted action, encouraged by the state.

We believe that there is an opportunity to link good land use with local food systems to reduce transportation related emissions, provide a premium for farmers selling locally, and not incidentally to improve access to healthy foods. We recommend that the Department of Food & Agriculture, in collaboration with CARB and other interested agencies, establish a system for tracking and measuring "food miles traveled" and, with the results in hand, explore ways in which the distance food commodities must be transported from producer to consumer could be reduced, and the GHG implications of the reduction. This could include an analysis of current conditions and rates of return on production for local versus national or global markets, of opportunities for and barriers to local marketing of locally-produced commodities, more efficient transportation options, etc.  Again, AFT would be willing to assist in this analysis.

 

Steps that state and local government could take to increase access to local foods include direct investments, incentives and public private partnerships to develop infrastructure (packing, processing, distribution and retail) needed to increase consumer and institutional access to regionally grown and processed foods. A particular emphasis should be placed on providing retail opportunities in "food desert" communities, where healthy and fresh foods are not readily available, as for instance by promoting corner markets, small scale neighborhood grocery stores, mobile grocery services, farmers markets and produce stands. Consumers living in these communities are dependent on cars and public transportation to shop for grocery outside their community.  By locating more food based retail in these communities that is accessible by walking or conveniently within people's existing car trips (example while they travel to from work) you reduce the number of car based trips for purchasing food.   Further, by investing in local food system infrastructure you help protect farm land by ensure a near by market for small and mid-sized farmers who are most likely to locate their farming operations along the urban fringe.  Such a program could be managed through a partnership between local governments and the California Economic Development Department, California Department of Public Health, the California Department of Food and Agriculture, and other departments and agencies as determined appropriate.  

 

We thank you for all your hard work and look forward to continuing to collaborate in developing what will undoubtedly be the most comprehensive plan for addressing climate change developed by any state. 

Sincerely,
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Edward Thompson, Jr.

California Director

Tim Frank

Tim Frank

California Policy Consultant
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