
 
 

Comments and Recommendations  
on the Proposed Tulare County General Plan Update 

February 14, 2007 
 
The proposed Tulare County general plan update (GPU) was released to the public in November 
2006 as a draft Goals and Policies Report (GPR). The deadline for public comment is February 14, 
2007. 
 
American Farmland Trust deeply appreciates the opportunity to submit comments on the proposed 
general plan update.  We have the utmost respect for local land use decision making, and have 
consulted farmers, officials and others in Tulare County as we prepared these comments.  We 
hope and trust that they will be received in the same spirit of cooperation as they are offered.  We 
would be glad to discuss them with County planners and elected officials at any time. 
 
Summary 
 
Tulare County is developing more land per new resident than any other county in the Central 
Valley.  At the current rate, its urban area will almost double in size by 2025.  Most of the 40 cities, 
communities and hamlets in the county – all of which are slated to grow under the proposed 
general plan update -- are located in the midst of productive farmland.  Thus, the only effective way 
for the county and its cities to conserve a meaningful amount of farmland is to improve the 
efficiency of development.  The proposed general plan update includes many policies aimed at 
minimizing the conversion of farmland, but none directly addresses the critical issue of per capita 
land consumption.  AFT proposes that the County adopt an explicit policy of measuring, tracking, 
publicizing and reducing per capita land consumption and pledges to work with County officials to 
implement it. 
 
American Farmland Trust and Its Interest in the Tulare GPU 
 
AFT is a national nonprofit organization founded in 1980 to protect the best farmland from 
conversion to other uses and to help farmers adopt agricultural practices that will improve 
environmental quality.  It is widely acknowledged to be the nation’s most authoritative source of 
information and expertise about farmland protection policies.  We have had an office in California 
since 1983 and have made the Central Valley the focus of our efforts in the state ever since an 
AFT research report Farming on the Edge (1993) concluded that the region was – as it still is -- the 
most productive agricultural area in America under the most severe urban growth pressure.  As the 
second highest grossing agricultural county in the Valley – indeed, in the United States – Tulare is 
among the jurisdictions that AFT is most interested in helping to conserve the farmland that is the 
basis of its economy. 
 
In 1995, AFT completed another research project in cooperation with the University of California 
campuses at Berkeley and Davis, entitled Alternatives for Future Urban Growth in California’s 
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Central Valley: The Bottom Line for Agriculture and Taxpayers.1  That study projected two different 
growth patterns into the future, finding that a continuation of present trends would consume far 
more farmland and have a greater negative impact on both the agricultural economy and the cost 
of municipal services than a more compact, efficient model of development that has come to be 
called “smart growth.”  In 2006, AFT released another report The Future Is Now: Central Valley 
Farmland at the Tipping Point2 which found that, despite the adoption of local plans and policies 
favoring smarter growth, the pattern of development in the Central Valley has not changed much 
from a decade earlier.  Tulare County was the only county that actually regressed by developing 
less efficiently than in the past. 
 
AFT places a great deal of emphasis on factual analysis as the basis for public policies that will 
effectively conserve and protect farmland for agricultural use.  We, therefore, offer the facts as we 
know them as the basis for our comments on the proposed Tulare County general plan update.  
While we have confidence in our sources and analysis, we acknowledge that the County itself may 
have better information, gathered from local rather than the statewide sources AFT relied on, that 
may shed even clearer light on the issues raised by the plan.  If so, we encourage the County to 
recalculate the key figures presented below on farmland conversion and planned growth. 
 
Factual Background 
 
Tulare County has long been acclaimed as a national leader in farmland protection.  For more than 
a quarter-century, its Rural Valley Lands Plan has been celebrated as an innovative approach to 
preventing the unnecessary development of high quality agricultural land.  Recent evidence, 
however, calls into question the efficacy of the county’s overall policy framework – and, not to be 
ignored, the policies of the cities within it – at preventing the kind of unnecessary farmland 
conversion that can undermine the health of its agricultural economy. 
 
In a region like the Central Valley where the population is exploding, but the amount of farmland 
remains relatively fixed,3 the key to minimizing the loss of farmland and, thereby, maintaining 
agricultural production capacity, is to reduce per capita land consumption, i.e., the amount of land 
developed for each new resident.  During the 1990’s, development within Tulare County (including 
its cities) consumed an acre of farmland – 10,070 acres in all -- for every 5.7 new residents, 
ranking it at the very bottom of all Central Valley counties in its performance at avoiding 
unnecessary farmland loss.4  Indeed, measured on a per capita basis, Tulare is using up farmland 
1.4 times as fast as the Valley as a whole, which itself averaged only 8 people per acre.5   
                                                      
1http://www.farmlandinfo.org/documents/30361/FUTURE_URBAN_GROWTH_IN_CALIFORNIAS_CENTRA
L_VALLEY.pdf 
2 www.farmland.org/programs/states/futureisnow/default.asp 
3 There is simply no substitute for high-quality farmland.  As the Report of the Agricultural Task Force for 
Resource Conservation and Economic Growth in the Central Valley (1998), whose vice chair was current 
state Resources Agency Secretary Mike Chrisman, put it: “During California’s post World War II sprawl, new 
agricultural technologies an additional irrigation allowed more intense agricultural production to occur while 
prime soils were being urbanized.  This is no longer a viable option.  We cannot expect the same kinds of 
yields nor to remain competitive in a global market if agriculture is pushed onto lower quality soils that 
require higher inputs.” http://www.cfbf.com/issues/landuse/report1.cfm 
4 This and, unless otherwise referenced, all other figures in this comment letter are from AFT’s 2006 report, 
The Future Is Now: Central Valley Farmland at the Tipping Point, cited above.  Most of the raw data on 
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The inefficiency of development in Tulare County wouldn’t be so problematic if the land being lost 
were not so highly productive.  But 58 percent of all the land developed in Tulare during the 1990’s 
– and 71 percent of that developed between 2000 and 2004 -- was prime, unique or statewide 
important farmland. This is attributable to the fact that almost all of Tulare’s cities, communities, 
hamlets and other developing areas are located in the midst of this high quality farmland.  Indeed, 
78 percent of all the land within current city spheres of influence in Tulare County is high quality 
farmland.  Thus, as long as the existing cities and unincorporated communities in Tulare County 
continue to grow, it is unrealistic to suggest (as the GPU does) that a strategy of directing 
development away from high quality farmland can succeed.  The only way to truly minimize the 
loss of the county’s best farmland is to reduce the amount of this land consumed by each new 
resident. 
 
If the current, inefficient development patterns continue, and the county’s population grows by the 
189,400 people the County’s General Plan Background Report (at 2-40) predicts by 2025,6 Tulare 
County will lose another 33,200 acres of farmland to urbanization – roughly doubling the current 
urban area of the county’s cities.  By contrast, about 50,900 (59%) of the 86,700 acres within the 
current city spheres of influence in Tulare County remain undeveloped.  We have not been able to 
determine the amount of undeveloped land within community and hamlet urban development 
boundaries.  But the developed area outside city spheres of influence (16,400 acres) represents 
about 31 percent of the developed area within them. 7  If we assume that these outlying areas are 
permitted to grow at roughly the same proportion as areas within spheres, it would suggest that an 
additional 15,800 acres could be available for development.8  Thus, the total land now planned for 
urban growth appears to be as much as 66,700 acres – more than twice as much as would be 
needed to accommodate all development through 2025, even if its efficiency is not increased at all.  
On the other hand, if the efficiency of development were increased to the Valley-wide average of 8 
people per acre, only 23,675 acres would be needed to accommodate growth through 2025; and if 
it were increased to 15 people per acre, roughly comparable to the prevailing average in the Bay 
Area and urban Southern California, only 12,625 acres would be needed – less than 20 percent of 
the land currently planned for development. 
 
In summary, Tulare County and its cities are consuming more farmland per new resident than any 
other county in the Central Valley.  They have earmarked far more land for development than is 
needed for growth through 2025, even if development does not become more efficient.  And most 
of the land being developed, as well as that planned for development around existing cities and 
other communities, is of the highest quality for agriculture, making a strategy of avoiding high 

                                                                                                                                                              
which that report relies is from the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program of the state Department of 
Conservation. 
5 For comparison, new development in the urban areas of the Bay Area and Southern California averaged 
14 and 15 people per acre respectively in the 1990’s. 
6 The report projects a population of 630,529 by 2025.  A 2007 population estimate of 441,100 was obtained 
by interpolating the 2005 and 2010 data in Table 2-25, yielding a net increase of about 189,400. 
7 This does not include another 21,000 acres of existing “ranchette” development (rural residences on lots 
from 1 ½ to 20 acres, which are, needless to say, the most inefficient development of all. 
8 Estimated by multiplying the 31 percent of development outside spheres by the amount of available land 
within spheres (0.31 x 50,900 = 15,800). 
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quality farmland unrealistic.  It is against this background that we evaluated the proposed general 
plan update. 
 
Our Core Recommendation 
 

 Our principal recommendation for improving the draft general plan is to incorporate policies 
and implementing mechanisms that will commit the county (and the cities within it) to 
making a concerted, systematic and good faith effort to increase the efficiency of 
development and thereby reduce overall per capita land consumption to the extent 
necessary to save a specific amount of high-quality farmland that would otherwise be 
developed by the year 2025.  In this way – and perhaps only in this way – can the County 
actually implement its proposed policy of “minimiz[ing] the conversion of existing 
agricultural land … associated with new development” (LU-1.8, Land Use Element, New 
Policy, GPR, 5-12) while enabling its cities and other communities to continue to grow. 

 
Increasing development efficiency will also help achieve other smart growth goals that the County 
says it embraces, among them, reducing public service costs, traffic congestion and air pollution 
(including greenhouse gas emissions), and creating more economic opportunity for all 
communities.  True economic opportunity for communities in Tulare County can be realized, we 
submit, without the unnecessary sacrifice of farmland.  Indeed, wasting land on sprawling 
development is widely recognized to be a deterrent to true economic opportunity because of the 
excessive financial burdens in puts on growing communities.9 
 
Critique of the Proposed General Plan Update 
 
The proposed general plan update contains many lofty and laudable goals with respect to 
protecting farmland through smarter growth, among them: 
 

 “The County will protect its agricultural economy while diversifying employment 
opportunities.”  Value Statement #1, Goals and Policy Report (GPR), A-1 

 
 “Protect the county’s agricultural uses … from urban encroachment.” Principle 3, Planning 

Framework, GPR, A-2 
 

 “Preservation of productive agricultural lands shall be the highest priority when considering 
modifications (to urban development boundaries).” PF-2.2, Planning Framework, GPR, 2-6 

 
 “The County shall maintain agriculture as the primary land use in the valley region of the 

county.” AG-1.1, Agriculture Element, GPR, 4-3 
 

                                                      
9 For example, AFT’s report Alternative Futures for California’s Central Valley, cited above, found that a 
continuation of current development patterns would result in 24% higher public service costs for 
municipalities than would the same amount of development that is roughly twice as efficient, making it less 
likely that adequate services could be provided. (Summary Report, at 12).   
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 “The County shall promote the preservation of its agricultural economic base and open 
space resources through … identification of urban growth parameters for all urban areas 
located in the county.” AG-1.7, Agriculture Element, GPR, 4-4 

 
 “The County shall promote the principles of smart growth within UDBs and HDBs, including 

… discouraging sprawl, urban infill and preserving open space.” LU-1.1, Land Use 
Element, GPR, 5-12; and last but perhaps most importantly … 

 
 “The County shall encourage and provide incentives for infill development … to maximize 

the use of land within existing urban areas, [and] minimize the conversion of existing 
agricultural land … associated with new development. LU-1.8, Land Use Element, New 
Policy, GPR, 5-12. 

 
We applaud these good intentions.  But the ability of the County to achieve these goals will be 
made very difficult by several other key policy decisions reflected in the proposed GPU: 
 

 New development is permitted in a large number of widely-scattered cities (8), 
unincorporated communities (19), hamlets (13), and an unspecified number of possible 
new towns (PF-2, GPR, 2-5; PF-3, GPR, 2-8; PF-5, GPR, 2-10); 

 
 An exceedingly liberal policy of considering urban boundary expansions upon a simple 

request for subdivision approval, among other methods.  (PF-2.2, GPR, 2-6; PF-3.2, GPR, 
2-8).  This is exacerbated by an illusory policy of allowing urban boundary expansions 
“only when … non-agricultural lands are not reasonably available to the community,” a 
condition that will almost always be met because nearly every community and hamlet in 
the county is surrounded by productive farmland.10 (PF-4.6, GPR, 2-10) 

 
 The designation of far more land within city spheres of influence and the urban 

development boundaries of unincorporated communities and hamlets than will be needed 
to accommodate the population in 2025 (see Factual Background, above). 

 
All of these are open invitations to inefficient urban sprawl that is likely to consume far more 
agricultural land than is necessary to achieve the county’s economic opportunity goals, sacrificing 
agricultural production, revenue, jobs and open space that could be saved if these policies were 
tightened.  We suggest changes in each of these three policy decisions. 
 
Permitting urban expansion merely through a subdivision proposal, really ought to be reconsidered.  
There appears to be no good reason for such a piecemeal approach to expansion, one that will be 
subject to political favoritism and likely to ignore cumulative impacts on farmland.  The GPU offers 
several other, more comprehensive avenues for considering expansion that probably are not as 
subject to these pitfalls. 
 

                                                      
10 Similarly, the proposed new policy of “direct[ing] development away from valuable agricultural lands to 
cities, unincorporated communities and hamlets (LU-2.1, GPR, 5-15) appears to be completely ineffectual, 
given that practically all the undeveloped land in these settlements is productive agricultural land. 
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Permitting development in every existing community, large and small, and allowing adequate room 
for it to occur (as the first and third of the above policies do), appear to be unavoidable as long as 
the county is committed to promoting economic opportunity for all.  But new towns should be 
carefully evaluated lest they divert economic opportunity away from existing communities and pose 
additional risks to agriculture as new magnets for development, land price inflation and potential 
land use conflicts. And the county should take stronger measures to assure that economic 
opportunity is not squandered by allowing development to consume more farmland and tax dollars 
than necessary. 
 
One measure that is essential to preventing unnecessary, counterproductive farmland conversion 
in Tulare County, given the foregoing circumstances and policies, is the adoption of an explicit 
policy of minimizing conversion of the highest quality farmland and a mechanism by which to 
implement it in the only way that is likely to be effective: measure, track and reduce the total 
amount of farmland consumed by the 189,400 new residents the county will add by 2025. 
 
The closest that the GPU appears to come to such a policy is in its conditions for supporting the 
expansion of city urban development boundaries: 
 

“The County shall encourage orderly outward expansion of urban development by 
supporting those city UDB expansion proposals where the city has demonstrated a need 
for additional territory after documenting a good faith effort to implement an infill 
development program and minimize conversion of productive agricultural lands.” 
(Emphasis added, PF-4.6, GPR, 2-10) 

 
Again, the intention is praiseworthy, if limited in scope.  But unless there is some way to measure 
how much land development is consuming, not just in the aggregate and after the fact, but in 
advance and in terms of the amount used on average for each new resident; and unless there are 
affirmative steps taken to try to decrease per capita land consumption; it is difficult to understand 
how any city could demonstrate the kind of good faith effort this policy seems to call for.  Further, 
limiting the policy to the expansion of cities, in which the county has only an advisory role, 
inexplicably excludes the opportunity to minimize farmland conversion in cases where the county 
has direct approval authority over the expansion of unincorporated communities and hamlets and 
over the location and configuration of new towns. 
 
Therefore, we propose that the County adopt the following policy (or a refinement thereof) as part 
of the general plan update.  It is intended to supplement the other well-intentioned farmland 
protection policies in the GPU by providing a test that can be applied to future decisions about 
development to provide better information on which to base such decisions. 
 

LU-1.x Efficient Development to Minimize Agricultural Land Conversion 
 
The County shall promote efficient development that minimizes the conversion of 
agricultural land and other resources by adopting and applying Development Efficiency 
Targets in making future land use decisions affecting agricultural land.  The County shall 
establish Targets for average residential density and commercial floor-to-area ratios (to be 
applied to public projects as well a private development), based on the amount of land to 
be dedicated to these uses, the projected population and the goal of limiting future 
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urbanization of agricultural and other open land within the County (including those portions 
within cities) to not more than 16,000 acres through the year 2025.11 
 
The County shall use these Targets (and encourage cities to use them) to evaluate 
existing spheres of influence and urban development boundaries, existing zoning districts, 
rezoning petitions, community and specific plans, new town proposals, agreements with 
cities that would expand their spheres of influence or urban development boundaries, and 
all new development projects within the unincorporated area of the County that are not 
already part of a community or specific plan.  Such evaluations shall include specific 
findings, to be made available to the general public, that quantify any deviation of the 
efficiency of the development that is or would be authorized from the applicable 
Development Efficiency Targets. 
 
The County shall also identify obstacles to increasing the efficiency of urban development 
and shall adopt (and encourage cities to adopt) changes in policies, zoning, rules and 
incentives to enable and encourage all communities to meet Development Efficiency 
Targets. 
 

This proposed policy would be relatively simple to implement12 and would provide vital information 
for future land use decision making.  It would not require any specific changes in local zoning or 
subdivision rules, though it could lay the foundation for graduated mitigation fees and other 
incentives to encourage more efficient development of farmland.  What it ultimately would do is 
focus the attention of decision makers on the critical issue of development efficiency and, by 
making empirical information available to them and the public, encourage greater accountability for 
implementing the County policy of minimizing agricultural land conversion.  If it is sincere about 
wanting to conserve farmland and protect agriculture, frankly, we see no good reason why the 
County would not want to adopt such a policy and implementing mechanisms. 
 
We would welcome the opportunity to discuss our comments and recommendations with County 
planners, elected officials and others with an interest in conserving farmland and safeguarding the 
agricultural economy of Tulare County, while providing greater economic opportunity for all. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
 
 
Edward Thompson, Jr. 
California Director 
530-753-1073 
ethompson@farmland.org 

                                                      
11 This implies an average development efficiency of about 12 people per acre over the period, double the 
current trend in Tulare County.  It would save 25 square miles of farmland.  Obviously, a less ambitious goal 
could be established, but we believe that what we propose is both realistic and worthwhile. 
12 We are incorporating as part of our comments a spreadsheet that begins to suggest a general approach 
to establishing Development Efficiency Targets and allows the County to substitute its own data for the 
sample data it contains.  A printout of the sample data is on the next page. 
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