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Introduction

California increases support for agricultural easements
”The trend at the state level is to expand funding for conservation easements,” says UC
Cooperative Extension public policy specialist A1
Sokolow, noting that funding these easements at
the local level is limited by tax restrictions and the
scarcity of private donors.

Working farms targeted
Originally called the Agricultural Land Stewardship Program, the CFCP is the only statewide
program dedicated to protecting farmland with
conservation easements. While two state agencies
(the Coastal Conservancy and Wildlife Conservation Board) can also fund easements, they tend to
focus on open space and wildlife habitat rather
than keeping farmland in active production.
To date, the CFCP has awarded about $16 million to fund 50 agricultural easements that protect
more than 13,000 acres. An additional $14 million
in matching funds came from other sources, including landowner donations, the federal Farmland
Protection Program and private foundations.
The CFCP currently receives $1.5 million per
year from the state general fund and about $5 million per year from Proposition 12, which will
:ontinue to fund conservation easements through
1003, CFCP manager Charles Tyson says.
After that, the CFCP hopes that voters will apxove Proposition 40. “A lot depends on the
sublic’s willingness to increase the frequency of
’unding,” Tyson says.
Other funding mechanisms include private
bundations, local bond issues and local taxes. For
nstance, Marin County allocates part of its prop?rtytax to Marin Agricultural Land Trust, and
jonoma County has a unique quarter-cent sales tax
jedicated partly to protecting farmland around
:ity edges. The Packard Foundation funds agricul-
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EASEMENTS

:unding sources for agricultural easements have inxeased in recent years in California, although only a
;mall portion of the state’s farmland is protected using
his technique. The 75-acre Oken property, foreground,
vas purchased by the Sonoma County Agricultural Presbrvation and Open Space District as a “community sepaator.” Development rights were targeted strategically to
:reate a greenbelt and prevent leapfrog development beween Santa Rosa and Rohnert Park, background.

tural easements as does the Great Valley
Center’s Agricultural Transactions Program,
which is initially awarding $5.7 million for
farmland protection in three counties (Merced,
Stanislaus and Yolo).

Strategic placement
Despite their growing popularity, easements
still play a relatively small role in protecting
farmland. “They’re not significant in any way
right now,” says John Gamper of the California
Farm Bureau Federation.
Statewide, there are only an estimated
120,000 acres in agricultural conservation easements, Sokolow says (see p. 15).Far more
farmland enjoys shorter-term protection. More
than 16 million acres are protected under the
1965 Williamson Act (which entails a 10-year
commitment not to develop) and more than
400,000 acres are protected under the 1998
Farmland Security Zone program (which entails
a 20-year commitment not to develop), Gamper
says (see p. 13).
But numbers don’t tell the whole story. The
permanent protection afforded by agricultural
easements is generally not needed for most of
California’s roughly 27 million acres of farmland. ”Opportunities for turning rural land into
residential land and other urban uses are generally confined to the fringes of expanding cities
and other urban areas,” Sokolow says. ”Most
California farmland is located far from the urbanizing fringes.” Accordingly, the CFCP
targets farmland that is at risk for development
in the next 10 to 20 years.
Furthermore, well-planned agricultural easements can have a disproportionate effect that
belies their small size. The CFCP targets farmland sites than can shield a much greater area
from development. “Beyond a certain combined
area, easements can be too expensive for urban
infrastructure to leapfrog past,” says the CFCP’s
Tyson. For instance, the nearly 2,000-acre set of
easements bordering Cache Creek in Yolo
County will probably curtail urban growth into
prime farmland north of Woodland, he says.
Optimizing the size and placement of easements would be easier if planning were
coordinated, farmland protection advocates say.
That in turn depends on knowing the locations
of existing easements, which is difficult because
they are held by several dozen agencies and
land trusts (see p. 9). To help local land-use
planners choose the best sites, the state Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program is
working with the CALFED Bay-Delta Program

to map agricultural easements in
the Sacramento-San Joaquin watershed. (This project receives
funding from Proposition 13, the
$2 billion water bond passed in
2000.)
In addition, in 2002, Sokolow
will work with American Farmland Trust (AFT) on national study
of agricultural easement locations;
AFT is a national farmland protection organization with a significant
California presence.

Overcoming barriers
Currently, the use of agricultural conservation easements in
California is limited in part by
farmers’ lack of knowledge and
understanding (see p. 21). ”There’s
a fear factor that once you sign an
easement, someone will tell you
how to farm,” Gamper says. In addition, some farmers are leery of signing away
development potential in perpetuity, while others simply don’t know that the option exists.
The keys to increasing farmers’ confidence include expanding the CFCP’s outreach and
establishing more local farmer-organized agricultural land trusts, Gamper says.
The CFCP’s Tyson agrees, adding that the
dearth of agricultural land trusts also limits the
use of easements in California. Local governments need to have farmland conservation
programs with funding to implement and monitor the easements -but only about 12 of the
more than 110 land trusts in California focus exclusively or primarily on farmland.
”Cities and counties are underusing the
CFCP program,” Tyson says. ”Large areas of the
state are not served by agricultural land trusts,”
including Southern California and much of the
agriculturally rich Central Valley (see pg. 22).
For counties without them, ”the American
Farmland Trust can fill the void,” Tyson says.
”But there’s less sense of local ownership. Local
land trusts are good for farmer buy-in.”
These issues notwithstanding, people on all
sides of California agriculture support the concept of agricultural easements. ”I don’t think
there’s any other way to save farmland,” says
Jerry Meral, executive director of the Planning
and Conservation League, a statewide nonprofit
organization. ”Lots of farmers out there would
happily sell their development rights. We need
more funding.”
-Robin Meadows
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