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Executive Summary
Mendocino County is a mosaic of highly productive agricultural valleys, forest, and rangeland—
with only four incorporated cities and scattered rural communities dispersed along the ocean,
coastal mountains, and interior valleys. At 3,878 square miles, the County is substantially larger
than Marin, Sonoma and Napa Counties combined. The County’s economy has historically been
and continues to be resource-based, including vineyards, orchards, forest products, ranching,
and now legal and illegal marijuana cultivation.
Mendocino County planning for agricultural lands lags far behind that of the more populated
regions to the south, yet the County has prime agricultural resources that thus far have been
relatively unimpacted by development pressures. This situation is changing rapidly. In the Ukiah
Valley area, undeveloped land with residential zoning to accommodate increased population is
limited and the area within the City of Ukiah limits is approaching build-out. Similarly, housing
shortages in the Anderson Valley have moved County planners to consider future subdivision of
large agricultural parcels. A proposed water project would also allow for buildout within the
community of Boonville.
Mendocino County’s rural landscape, low population densities, and popular boutique vineyards,
agricultural cottage industries, and open spaces, are alluring qualities to Bay Area residents
looking for second homes or more affordable communities in which to live. With improvements
in telecommunications and constant media exposure, places like the Anderson Valley are
becoming destination spots for food and wine enthusiasts. Increasingly, former visitors are
becoming full-time residents that telecommute or entrepreneurs who are redeveloping and
expanding local visitor serving facilities, such as conference centers, music festivals and wedding
venues.
The recent legalization of cannabis cultivation is also expected to significantly impact
agricultural land values as well as more traditional agricultural land uses. Sustainable agricultural
land strategies are critically needed to balance future development and natural resource
utilization and conservation in Mendocino County.

Sustainable Agricultural Land Strategy Planning Grant
In November of 2015, the Mendocino County Department of Agriculture was awarded a
Strategic Growth Council – 2015 Sustainable Agricultural Land Strategy Grant through the
California Department of Conservation, Division of Land Resource Protection to complete a
sustainable agricultural lands conservation strategy plan. As part of the grant agreement, the
County contracted with the Mendocino County Resource Conservation District (MCRCD) to
conduct a two-year sustainable agricultural lands planning assessment.
Over the course of the grant agreement, MCRCD worked with the University of California
Cooperative Extension, the USDA-Natural Resources Conservation Service, Mendocino Land
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Trust, Anderson Valley Land Trust, Inland Mendocino County Land Trust, and the Mendocino
County Farm Bureau to identify strategies to improve and expand agricultural land conservation
efforts in the county. A core planning team was established for the two-year project with
representatives from each of the agricultural support organizations and agencies in the County.
The following report, “An Agricultural Lands Conservation Strategy for Mendocino County, 2017
to 2020,” summarizes results from the two-year planning assessment.
Grant funds were allocated to:
1) Assist in the inventory and mapping of County agricultural lands, with a particular focus
on agricultural lands most at risk of conversion;
2) Complete a survey of potential demand for agricultural conservation easements, and
conduct a capacity assessment of land trusts operating in Mendocino County; and lastly,
3) Funding support for MCRCD’s participation in a regional RCD conservation planning
initiative to assist farmers and ranchers in adopting climate beneficial land management
practices, as well as the development of a carbon sequestration quantification method
for measuring and monetizing Green House Gas (GHG) reductions in the agricultural
sector.

Key Findings
Farmlands at-Risk
The County of Mendocino contains less than 50,000 acres of productive farmland, 27,730 acres
of which is identified as Prime, Unique or of Statewide Importance (FMMP 2014 data). The
majority of this “Important farmland” is located in southern Mendocino County in areas
anticipated to experience population growth and urbanization over the next two decades.
A risk assessment, conducted using applicable SALCP Agricultural Conservation Easement Grant
Program 2015/16 risk categories, found that 90 percent of Prime agricultural land, 85 percent of
Farmland of Statewide Importance, and 83 percent of Unique farmland was at-risk of conversion
to residential development. The highest risk areas in the county occur within municipal services
boundaries and their Sphere of Influence or within two miles of these areas. The majority of
farmland within the county is located within two miles of areas zoned for residential
development with an average lot size of less than two acres.
In addition to assessing farmland at-risk of conversion, the assessment also focused on where
small-scale food production is occurring in the county. The assessment found that only 27
percent of existing farms are sited on agriculturally zoned lands, while 19 percent were located
on rangeland and 7 percent on forestland. The majority of small-scale row crop farms (45%) are
located in rural residential zoning districts.
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County-level Farmland Protection Programs
Williamson Act Participation
Mendocino County landowners may participate in the Williamson Act through the Mendocino
County Code, Resource Preserves (Ordinance 3428). As of 2014, 18,674 acres of “important
farmland” were enrolled in Williamson Act contracts, representing approximately 62 percent of
all “important farmland” in the County. Between 2006 and 2014, an additional 216 acres were
enrolled; however, 272 acres went out of the Williamson Act in areas prone to development. A
GIS analysis of farmland in Williamson Act contracts determined that areas prone to
development had lower rates of enrollment than areas with less threat of conversion. The Ukiah
Valley and Redwood Valley had the lowest rates of enrollment, at 43 percent and 55 percent
respectively.
Of the 735,000 acres of privately held rangeland in the county, 43 percent were enrolled in
Williamson Act contracts as of 2014. Between 2006 and 2014, over 19,300 acres were dropped
from enrollment. This was most likely due to County monitoring efforts to ensure compliance
with minimum agricultural utilization standards, as well as the purchase of ranches for nonagricultural uses or cannabis cultivation.
Agricultural Conservation Easement Programs
As part of the planning grant, a survey was sent out to 250 agricultural landowners. Survey
participants were selected primarily based on size of landholdings. Response rate to the survey
was a little over seven percent. While all of the survey respondents had heard of agricultural
conservation easements (ACEs), the majority of respondents were unfamiliar with their unique
characteristics and their value as an agricultural preservation mechanism. For example, the
majority of respondents were unaware that an ACE keeps land in private/family ownership.
An important finding of the survey was that a full 74 percent of respondents showed a strong
preference for preserving the agricultural tradition on their land, yet only 58 percent responded
that family members are interested in continuing to work the land. Twenty-six percent of
respondents answered they would consider leasing agricultural land for agricultural production.
Both the Anderson Valley Land Trust (AVLT) and the Mendocino Land Trust (MLT) are committed
to expanding their agricultural conservation easement programs to accommodate demand.
Both land trusts are actively building capacity in anticipation of increased demand, and are
applying or are planning to apply for Department of Conservation SALCP agricultural
conservation easement funding.
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Linking Agricultural Management Practices to Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Reduction Benefits
Modeled estimates of the GHG reduction impacts of implementing a selection of carbon
beneficial agricultural practices indicate that climate investments in Mendocino County’s
agricultural sector could offset annually all of the baseline emissions from the County’s Local
Government Operations sector (22, 823.00 Mt CO2e as of 2010) within six years of program
initiation. By year ten, climate investments could offset annual emissions from all other sectors
of the economy with the exception of Transportation and Mobile Sources.
Total climate investments over a ten-year period are estimated at $24,455,450 or $2,445,545
annually. These cost estimates are well within the range of current investments in agricultural
operations in Mendocino County annually.
Table 4-3 (in report). Conservation practices, treatable acres, and 10 year and 20 year GHG reduction
estimates

Conservation Practice
Compost Application (25% of pasture)
Compost Application (75% of cropland)
Compost Application (75% of vineyards & orchards)
Conventional Tillage to No-tillage (20% of vineyards)
Convential Tillage to Reduced Tillage (20% of vineyards)
Permanent Cover Crop Establishment (10% of vineyards)
Cover Cropping (20% of vineyards)
Alley cropping (20% of orchards)
Vegetative Barriers
Riparian herbaceous cover
Riparian Restoration
Hedgerow Establishment
Silvopastoral practice on pastureland

Acres

Metric Tons
CO2e
Reduction
10 Years

Metric Tons
CO2e
Reduction
20 Years

5,291.8
121.5
14,995.5
3,561.4

126,438.1
537.2
66,306.6
2,914.6

252,876.3
1,074.3
132,613.3
5,829.3

3,561.4
25.0
3,561.4
437.4
50.0
250.0
250.0
40.0
50.0
TOTALS

269.2
192.5
302.7
612.4
88.0
412.5
7,975.0
990.0
368.5
207,407.4

538.5
385.0
605.4
1,224.7
176.0
825.0
15,950.0
1,980.0
737.0
414,814.8

Mendocino County Sustainable Agricultural Lands Strategy Recommendations
Mendocino County’s Sustainable Agricultural Lands Strategy planning process was intended to
establish a long-term framework for greater coordination and collaboration between all of the
agencies and organizations working on agricultural resource planning and conservation in the
county. The goal of the two-year planning process was to create a shared vision, closer working
partnerships, and additional shared tools and data for agricultural land use planning and policy
development.
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Recommendations
The following recommendations are provided to set a path forward for sustaining and
enhancing agricultural viability and land conservation in Mendocino County.


Encourage the Mendocino County Board of Supervisors and Executive Office to explore
new policies and taxation options for agricultural land conservation such as property
transfer tax revenue, sales tax revenue, farmland mitigation development fees, and
cannabis cultivation fees etc.



Work with the Planning Commission to consider allowing large ranches to be subdivided
with clustered development and shared ownership of rangeland. Concerns around this
option could be addressed through strict covenants, conditions and restrictions and
County oversight.



Strong enforcement of Williamson Act contract provisions, as well as a strong outreach
effort for new agricultural landowners to ensure agricultural land is kept in agricultural
production.



Seek funding for an agricultural conservation easement staff person at the County or one
of the local land trusts to pursue public funding for new easement acquisitions.



Invite staff from the Department of Conservation’s Division of Land Resource Protection,
the Wildlife Conservation Board, and NRCS California’s ACE Program for a tour of the
County’s agricultural valleys to discuss ACE funding priorities and opportunities. Include
the local NRCS District Conservationist, U.C. Farm Advisors, Mendocino County Farm
Bureau Executive Director and President, and MCRCD staff on the tour. This will lead to
needed partnership building and will help with potential ACE agency cost-share.



Establish an Agricultural Lands Preservation Committee and technical advisory group
under the aegis of the Board of Supervisors.



Work with County Planning and Building Services to keep conservation easement APN
data updated in the County’s tracking system.



Encourage the Agricultural Commissioner and U.C. Farm Advisors to host annual
workshops on agricultural conservation topics.



Conduct a GHG Emissions Inventory for the forestry and agriculture sectors and adopt a
Climate Action Plan for Mendocino County.



Pursue funding for climate investments in sustainable agricultural land management
practices.
v
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1. Farmland at-Risk of Conversion Assessment Overview
The County of Mendocino contains less than 50,000 acres of productive farmland, 24,562 acres
of which is identified as Prime, Unique or of Statewide Importance based on 2010 FMMP spatial
data. The majority of this “Important farmland” is located in southern Mendocino County in
areas anticipated to experience significant population growth and urbanization over the next
two decades. The cropland map data used in the following assessment was created by the
California Department of Water Resources (DWR), Land and Water Use and Conservation
Section (2010). Orthophoto interpretation and additional data sets provided by University of
California Cooperative Extension (UCCE) and the Sonoma County Water Agency were used to
verify and update the 2010 DWR data set. The farmland risk assessment was conducted using
the SALCP Agricultural Conservation Easement Grant Program’s 2015/16 risk of residential
conversion categories for agricultural parcels in the county. This assessment was a first step in
identifying a subset of high priority agricultural land ownerships that may rank highly for SALCP
agricultural conservation easement (ACE) funding.

Mendocino County Cropland Data
The cropland data set used for this assessment was mapped by DWR at the field-scale and
coded based on crop classification and crop type. In some cases, data was coded based on
broader crop type classifications such as deciduous fruits and nuts. In many cases, the data was
code by specific crop types (i.e., apples, walnuts, pears etc.). For purposes of this assessment,
data was aggregated using broader classifications.
Table 1-1. County Cropland

Cropland Production
Acres
Deciduous Fruits and Nuts
2,187
Vineyards
17,807
Field Crops
3,150
Pasture
21,167
Truck, Nursery, and Berry Crops
162.09
Flowers, Nursery, or Christmas Tree Farm
49.04
Total 44,523.01

%
4.9%
40.0%
7.1%
47.5%
0.4%
0.1%
100%

As shown in Table 1-1, there are 44,523 acres of cropland mapped in the county. Agricultural
production is dominated by vineyards (40%) and pasture (47.5%). Of the 21,167 acres of
pasture, approximately 70 percent receives irrigation water. Deciduous fruit and nut crops such
as pears, applies, olives, and walnuts are a small but important component of the county’s
diversified agricultural base. A small percentage of farmland is currently fallow, roughly 2,000
acres. This data will be used as the Project progresses to identify at risk farmland as well as
potential leasable land.
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Mendocino County Farmland of Importance
Over half of agricultural production in the county occurs on farmland classified as Prime, of
Statewide Importance, or Unique by the Department of Conservation’s Farmland Mapping and
Monitoring Program (FMMP, 2010). The majority of this important farmland is located in the
southern portions of the county along major highways and adjacent to population centers (Map
1-1). Seventy percent of farmland of importance is in vineyard production (Table 1-2), with the
majority occurring of prime agricultural soils (Table 1-3). A high percentage of prime
agricultural soils (24%) are currently used for irrigated pasture.
Table 1-2. Mendocino County Farmland of Importance
Farmland of Importance
Deciduous Fruits and Nuts
Vineyards
Field Crops
Pasture
Total Acres

Acres
%
2,015
8%
17,062 70%
759
3%
4,641 19%
24,477 100%

Table 1-3. Crop Production on Farmland of Importance
Prime Soils

Acres

Deciduous Fruits and Nuts
Vineyards
Field Crops (hay, grains etc)
Pasture
Total
Statewide Importance

1,734.72

10%

10,900.46

62%

705.88

4%

4,206.23

24%

17,547.29

100%

Acres

Deciduous Fruits and Nuts
Vineyards
Field Crops (hay, grains etc)
Pasture
Total

%

62.07

5%

766.22

66%

3.96

0.3%

320.89
1,153.15

28%
100%

Unique Soils

Acres

Deciduous Fruits and Nuts
Vineyards
Field Crops (hay, grains etc)
Pasture

218.10
5,395.51
49.05
113.90
5,776.56

Total

%

%
4%
93%
0.8%
2%
100%

In addition to the data provided in the tables above, there are approximately 62 acres of
farmland of importance in Truck, Nursery, and Berry Crop production and 23 acres in Flowers,
Nursery, or Christmas Tree Farm production, as mapped by DWR in 2010.
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Map 1-1. Mendocino County Farmland of Importance
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Farmland at-Risk of Conversion
A risk assessment was conducted for agricultural parcels within the county using applicable
SALCP Agricultural Conservation Easement Grant Program 2015/16 risk categories (Table 1-4).
The assessment found that 90 percent of Prime agricultural land, 85 percent of Farmland of
Statewide Importance, and 83 percent of Unique farmland was at risk of conversion to
residential development (Map 1-2). The highest risk areas in the county occur within municipal
services boundaries and their Sphere of Influence or within two miles of these areas. The
majority of farmland within the county is located within two miles of areas zoned for residential
development with an average lot size of less than two acres.
Table 1-4. 2015/16 SALCP ACE Residential Risk Categories

Risk category 1 (residential zoning risk)
1. Property has been identified for development within the past 5 years1
2. Property has been identified for potential rezoning to non-agricultural use within
the past 5 years
3. Property is within a Sphere of Influence or municipal service boundary and, if
applicable, within the city’s urban growth boundary
4. Property is within a proposed expanded city boundary (annexation), Sphere of
Influence, municipal service boundary, or specific plan
5. Property is within two miles of a Sphere of Influence or municipal service boundary,
or within two miles of an unincorporated area zoned for or containing residential
development with an average lot size less than two acres
Risk category 2 (rural residential zoning risk)
6. Property is determined to be in conformance with the Subdivision Map Act2
7. Property is up to five miles from land developed or zoned for rural residential use3
8. Property is within five miles of other agricultural land sold or advertised as rural
home sites, rural recreational sites, or other development within the last five years.

1

As evidenced by inclusion in a development proposal submitted to the local government, undergoing
environmental review, or publicly available from controlling interests.
2
Based on county-issued Certificates of Compliance.
3
One to ten acres; zoning based on County General Plan.
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Map 1-2. Mendocino County Farmland at Risk of Conversion
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Assessment Overview
The farmland risk assessment evaluated at-risk farmland based on acreage and ownership, with
a strong focus on the Ukiah Valley where the highest at-risk farmland (risk category 1.3) is
located. The assessment also focused on at-risk farmland in risk category 1.5. Farmland in risk
category 1.5 is located primarily in the Sanel Valley (Hopland), Redwood Valley, Potter Valley,
and Anderson Valley. Farmland at-risk in risk category 2 is more widely distributed throughout
valley bottomlands in the county.
The risk assessment focused solely on farmland with potential for agricultural conservation
easement acquisition based on zoning conformity (AG40). The assessment identified
agricultural parcels with potential for subdivision (80 acres or greater), as well as smaller parcels
that could be merged to form conforming parcels of 80 acres or greater based on ownership
and adjacency. Conforming or potentially conforming AG40 parcels were also coded based on
enrollment in the Williamson Act.
Farmland at-risk, Risk Category 1.3
All of the at-risk farmland in Mendocino County that is located within the Sphere of Influence or
municipal service boundary occurs in the Ukiah Valley. The City of Ukiah is the county seat, has
the highest population, and is currently experiencing a severe housing shortage. The Ukiah
Valley also has some of the most productive farmland in the county, including a quarter of all
Prime farmland. There are 7,971.52 acres of land zoned AG40 in the Ukiah Valley. Most of this
farmland, however, occurs on parcels that are non-conforming. The average size of an AG40
zoned parcel in the Ukiah Valley is 16.81 acres. The assessment identified only ten parcels in the
Ukiah Valley with potential for subdivision (e.g., 80 acres or greater), totaling just 981.48 acres
(see Map 1-3). Three of these parcels are currently enrolled in the Williamson Act.
There are, however, an additional 90 parcels totaling 2,412 acres that could be merged based on
ownership and adjacency to form parcels large enough to protect through an agricultural
conservation easement (Map 1-4). The assessment found that 51 percent of this farmland was
enrolled in the Williamson Act in 2016 (see Table 1-5). All at-risk farmland in the Ukiah Valley
with potential for an agricultural conservation easement (ownerships of 80 acres or greater) are
owned by 24 ownerships (see Table 1-6).
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Table 1-5. Farmland at-risk, Risk Category 1.3

Farmland (AG40 zoning) at Highest Risk of Conversion or Subdivision
Ukiah Valley
Number of individual ownerships

9

Number of individual parcels

10

Total acreage

981 ac.

Acres in Williamson Act 2016

281 ac. (28%)

Additional Mergeable Farmland (based on ownership & adjacency)
Number of individual parcels

90

Total acreage

2,412 ac.

Acres in Williamson Act 2016

1,228 ac. (51%)

Table 1-6. Risk Category 1.3, Large Landowners
Landownership

Acres

B X RANCH

115.08

BARTOLOMEI NORMA TRUST

127.70

BAY TREE VINEYARDS LLC

305.57

BECKSTOFFER VINEYARDS XV LLC

304.11

DHARMA REALM BUDDHIST ASSOCIAT

81.48

H & W VINEYARDS LLC

184.79

HAIKU VINEYARDS LLC

52.44

HILDRETH FARMS INCORPORATED

86.11

HOOPER RANCH LLC

90.08

JEP COMPANY

92.34

DAVID KOBALL

82.20

LARGO RUDDICK LIMITED PARTNERS

93.69

MENDO FARMING COMPANY LLC

157.64

MENDOCINO WINE GROUP LLC

80.30

TIMOTHY NORGARD

94.32

NOVA PARTNERS LTD

215.19

ORRS CREEK VINEYARDS L P

181.24

RUDDICK RANCH INCORPORATED

264.90

SEEBASS FAMILY LLC

103.39

JOHN H & WENDY M THOMAS

103.13

TRADITION L P

214.40

V C T USA INC

150.52

CHARLES & KERRI F VAU

101.71

VINIFERA ASSOCIATES

111.27
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Map 1-3. Risk Category 1.3, AG40 Zoning (80 acres or greater)
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Map 1-4. Risk Category 1.3, AG40 Zoning (landownerships 80 acres or greater)
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Farmland Conversion Pressure in the Ukiah Valley
The City of Ukiah is currently experiencing a severe housing shortage. With little developable
land left within the city’s Sphere of Influence (SOI), pressure for farmland conversion in areas
outside of the 100 year flood zone will likely increase. As an example, a new 121 unit housing
development is being proposed for 23 acres of farmland within the city’s SOI (Map 1-5). The
owners of the property, Mendocino Farming Company, also own six adjacent agriculturally
zoned parcels. If the owners are successful in converting the 23 acres of farmland, the remaining
145 acres could be converted to high density development in the future. The farmland was
removed from Williamson Act contracts between 2014 and 2016. As is visible in Map 1-4, there
are a number of other areas outside of the 100 year flood zone where this scenario may occur in
the future.
Map 1-5. Farmland Conversion Pressure, Ukiah Valley
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Farmland at-risk, Risk Category 1.5
Mendocino County farmland within two miles of a Sphere of Influence or municipal service
boundary, or within two miles of an unincorporated area zoned for or containing residential
development with an average lot size less than two acres, is located primarily in the Sanel Valley
(Hopland), Redwood Valley, Potter Valley, Willits, and the Anderson Valley. The assessment
identified 70 parcels with potential for subdivision (e.g., 80 acres or greater), totaling 9,320 acres.
The majority of these parcels are currently enrolled in the Williamson Act.
There are an additional 175 parcels totaling 4,558 acres that could be merged based on
ownership and adjacency to form parcels large enough to protect through an agricultural
conservation easement. The assessment found that 71 percent of this farmland was enrolled in
the Williamson Act (see Table 1-7).
Table 1-7. Farmland at-risk, Risk Category 1.5

Farmland (AG40 zoning) at Risk of Conversion or Subdivision, Risk 1.5
Number of individual ownerships

51

Number of individual parcels

70

Total acreage

9,320 ac.

Acres in Williamson Act 2016

7,853 ac. (84%)

Additional Mergeable Farmland (based on ownership & adjacency)
Number of individual parcels

175

Total acreage

4,558 ac.

Acres in Williamson Act 2016

3,340 ac. (71%)

Farmland at-risk, Risk Category 2
Mendocino County farmland up to five miles from land developed or zoned for rural residential
use is located throughout valley bottomlands, including in Covelo, and a few parcels along the
coast. The assessment identified 25 parcels with potential for subdivision (e.g., 80 acres or
greater), totaling 6,130.96 acres. The majority of these parcels are currently enrolled in the
Williamson Act.
There are an additional 111 parcels totaling 2,607.43 acres that could be merged based on
ownership and adjacency to form parcels large enough to protect through an agricultural
conservation easement. The assessment found that 77 percent of this farmland was enrolled in
the Williamson Act (see Table 1-8).
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Table 1-8. Farmland at-risk, Risk Category 2

Farmland (AG40 zoning) at Risk of Conversion or Subdivision, Risk 2
Number of individual ownerships

25

Number of individual parcels

38

Total acreage

6,130 ac.

Acres in Williamson Act

5,554 ac. (90%)

Additional Mergeable Farmland (based on ownership & adjacency)
Number of individual parcels

111

Total acreage

2,607 ac.

Acres in Williamson Act

2,222 ac. (77%)

Next Phase of the Farmland At-Risk Assessment Study
There are numerous AG40 conforming parcels that may or may not be qualified for an agricultural
conservation easement (Table 1-9). An outreach strategy will be devised to assess potential for
conversion of these parcels based on Williamson Act participation and location of the parcel relative
to FEMA flood zones. Other strategies the county may consider could include a farmland mitigation
program to help raise local funds for easement acquisitions on larger properties.
Table 1-9. Farmland at-risk, Ukiah Valley AG40 Conforming (single parcels)

Farmland (AG40 zoning), Ukiah Valley, Parcel Size 40 ac. to 79.99 ac.
Number of individual ownerships

32

Number of individual parcels

53

Total acreage

2,760 ac.

Acres in Williamson Act

933 ac. (34%)
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Small-scale Row Crop Farms
In addition to assessing farmland at-risk of conversion, the assessment also included a GIS
assessment of where small-scale food production is occurring in the county. There is a concern
that increased pressure on agriculturally zoned lands due to legalization of cannabis cultivation
would negatively impact small-scale agriculture for food production. MCRCD staff worked with
the Food Policy Council through a mailing list of members to map the location of farms. The GIS
assessment showed that only 27 percent of existing farms are sited on agriculturally zoned
lands, while 19 percent were located on rangeland and 7 percent on forestland. A large
percentage of small-scale row crop farms (45%) are located in rural residential zoning districts
(Table 1-10).
Table 1-10. Location of Row Crop Farms by Zoning District
Zoning District

AG40
AG60
FL160
RC
RL160
RMR20
RMR40
RR1
RR10
RR2
RR5
RV
SR
Total

#ofParcels

23
2
6
1
17
8
4
6
5
2
11
1
5
91

Percent

25%
2%
7%
1%
19%
9%
4%
7%
5%
2%
12%
1%
5%
100%
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2. Farmland of Local Importance
All farmland is important when we reflect on the fact that California continues to lose an average
of 50,000 acres of agricultural land every year despite concerted efforts by local and state
government to preserve the State’s productive farmland. California’s Department of
Conservation (DOC) is the state agency tasked with tracking agricultural land use and land use
conversions. DOC’s Division of Land Resource Protection manages the Farmland Mapping and
Monitoring Program (FMMP) with provides biennial reports to the California Legislature on the
amount of land converted to or from agricultural use for every county in the State. FMMP maps
are provided to counties and can be downloaded from the DOC website. Details on FMMP
pertinent legislation and statutory authority are provided below.
In addition to tracking agricultural land use and land use conversion, the FMMP map data
characterizes farmland based on its importance to the State’s agricultural economy. Farmland
considered to be Prime, Unique or of Statewide Importance receives additional protections
through the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), and in some cases, requires developers
to mitigate for the loss of important farmlands.
Of the approximately 45,000 acres of productive farmland in Mendocino County, 27,730 acres
has been identified as Prime, Unique or of Statewide Importance based on the 2014 Farmland
Mapping and Monitoring Program map data. The majority of this “Important farmland” is
located in southern Mendocino County in areas anticipated to experience additional population
growth and urbanization over the next two decades.

Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program (FMMP), Pertinent Legislation and Statutory
Authority
Government Code Section 65570(b)
Requires the Department of Conservation to collect or acquire information on the amount of
land converted to or from agricultural use and to report this information to the Legislature. This
report is due biennially (every two years) on or before June 30 of every even-numbered year.

Public Resources Code Section 612
Requires the Department of Conservation to prepare, update, and maintain Important Farmland
Series Maps and other soils and land capability information.
Requires the Department of Conservation to prepare and maintain an automated map and data
base system (GIS) to record and report changes in the use of agricultural lands.
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Public Resources Code Section 21060.1 (California Environmental Quality Act; CEQA)
Defines agricultural land for the purposes of assessing CEQA environmental impacts using the
FMMP Important Farmland Map categories.

Business and Professions Code Section 11010
Requires Right to Farm disclosure on property within one mile of agricultural land as mapped by
FMMP.

California Farmlands of Importance Definitions
Prime Farmland is land which has the best combination of physical and chemical characteristics
for the production of crops. It has the soil quality, growing season, and moisture supply needed
to produce sustained high yields of crops when treated and managed, including water
management, according to current farming methods. Prime Farmland must have been used for
the production of irrigated crops at some time during the two update cycles prior to the
mapping date. It does not include publicly owned lands for which there is an adopted policy
preventing agricultural use.
Farmland of Statewide Importance is land other than Prime Farmland which has a good
combination of physical and chemical characteristics for the production of crops. It must have
been used for the production of irrigated crops at some time during the two update cycles prior
to the mapping date. It does not include publicly owned lands for which there is an adopted
policy preventing agricultural use. Farmland of Statewide Importance must meet specific criteria
related to soil properties.
Unique Farmland is land which does not meet the criteria for Prime Farmland or Farmland of
Statewide Importance, that has been used for the production of specific high economic value
crops at some time during the two update cycles prior to the mapping date. It has the special
combination of soil quality, location, growing season, and moisture supply needed to produce
sustained high quality and/or high yields of a specific crop when treated and managed
according to current farming methods. Examples of such crops may include oranges, olives,
avocados, rice, grapes, and cut flowers. It does not include publicly owned lands for which there
is an adopted policy preventing agricultural use.
Soil Candidate Listing for Prime Farmland and Farmland of Statewide Importance is a list of
soil mapping units that meet the criteria for Prime Farmland or Farmland of Statewide
Importance but that did not meet the irrigation requirement at the time the FMMP data was
collected.
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Farmland of Local Importance is land of importance to the local economy, as defined by each
county’s local advisory committee and adopted by its Board of Supervisors. Farmland of local
importance is either currently producing, or has the capacity of production; but does not meet
the criteria of Prime, Statewide or Unique Farmland. Authority to adopt or to recommend
changes to the category of Farmland of Local Importance rests with the Board of Supervisors in
each county.

County-level Farmland Protection Programs
In addition to more traditional farmland preservation tools such as agricultural zoning,
Williamson Act contracts, and agricultural conservation easements, counties and cities across
California have begun adopting farmland mitigation programs and ordinances. Farmland
mitigation programs typically require a 1:1 mitigation ratio for each acre of agricultural land
rezoned or changed to an urban use. As of 2015, nine cities and ten counties in California have
adopted or were in the process of adopting agricultural land mitigation policies. The types of
mitigation methods allowed include land dedication, agricultural conservation easements, in lieu
fees, and mitigation land banks.
Agricultural Zoning
The approximately 735,000 acres of privately held rangeland and 50,000 acres of farmland in
Mendocino County lie within agricultural zoning districts. The County zoning code includes two
primary agricultural districts—RL160 and AG40—where agriculture is explicitly encouraged and
protected. In addition, the County has a “right to farm” ordinance and requires buffers between
new development and existing agricultural operations. Very little agricultural land has been
converted or rezoned over the last decade.
Williamson Act Participation
Mendocino County landowners may participate in the Williamson Act through the Mendocino
County Code, Resource Preserves (Ordinance 3428). As of 2014, 18,674 acres of “important
farmland” were enrolled in Williamson Act contracts, representing approximately 62 percent of
all “important farmland” in the County. Between 2006 and 2014, an additional 216 acres were
enrolled; however, 272 acres went out of the Williamson Act in areas prone to development. A
GIS analysis of farmland in Williamson Act contracts determined that areas prone to
development had lower rates of enrollment than areas with less threat of conversion. The Ukiah
Valley and Redwood Valley had the lowest rates of enrollment, at 43 percent and 55 percent
respectively.
Of the 735,000 acres of privately held rangeland in the county, 43 percent were enrolled in
Williamson Act contracts as of 2014. Between 2006 and 2014, over 19,300 acres were dropped
from enrollment. This was most likely due to County monitoring efforts to ensure compliance
with minimum agricultural utilization standards, as well as the purchase of ranches for nonagricultural uses.
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Mendocino County Farmland of Local Importance
Of the 58 counties in California, Mendocino County is one of nine counties where the Board of
Supervisors has determined that, “there will be no Farmland of Local Importance.” In 2010, the
county’s local advisory committee reviewed farmland and soils data that could potentially
comprise a Farmland of Local Importance category. There was, however, opposition from a
number of individuals in the agricultural community and the effort was suspended. Since that
time, U.C. Farm Advisor Glen McGourty and NRCS Soil Scientist Eric Lundquist have mapped
farmland of local importance to the viticulture industry. An important task of the SALC planning
grant was to revisit adoption of Farmland of Local Importance for Mendocino County. Farmland
of importance to the viticulture industry was used in the analysis presented below, as was the
DOC Soil Candidate List.
Project staff met with the core planning team and the Executive Committee of the Mendocino
County Farm Bureau to review map data and to discuss potential benefits of adopting a
farmland of local importance category. Farm Bureau leadership was provided with Farmland of
Local Importance category definitions from other counties from around the state. As the
benefits of adopting such a category are still unclear, Farm Bureau leadership will be contacting
Agricultural Commissioners in other counties to learn more on potential benefits of adopting a
Farmland of Local Importance category to the agricultural community.
Recommended Farmland of Local Importance Definitions
All soils in the DOC Soil Candidate Listing for Prime Farmland and Farmland of Statewide
Importance that are currently in Rangeland 160 acre zoning districts or Agricultural 40 or 60 acre
zoning districts were presented to the local advisory group in 2017 as potential candidates for a
Farmland of Local Importance category, comprising a total of 33,941 acres of productive
farmland (Table 2-1). An additional 12,829 acres of farmland with soils known to be of
importance to the viticulture industry were also included.
Table 2-1. Total Acres of Potential Farmland of Local Importance, with Rangeland

Total Acres: RL160 & AG40/60 Zoning
12,828.77 Important Viticulture Soils
33,941.32 DOC Soil Candidate List
Due to concerns about possible petitions to cultivate cannabis in RL160 zoning districts, which is
currently prohibited for new cannabis operations, it was decided to review the map data
excluding agricultural lands in the RL160 zoning districts. Potential Farmland of Local
Importance excluding rangeland totals 24,239 acres (Table 2-2). The majority of this farmland is
currently beginning used for pasture or hay crops.
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Table 2-2. Total Acres of Potential Farmland of Local Importance, without Rangeland

Total Acres: AG40/60 Zoning
3,985.80 Important Viticulture Soils
20,253.35 DOC Soil Candidate List
Current concerns about land use changes and potential impacts to agricultural land primarily
revolve around cannabis cultivation. In particular, there is a concern that the legalization of
cannabis cultivation will significantly increase agricultural land values and lead to declines in
more traditional forms of agricultural production. Adoption of a Farmland of Local Importance
category is more likely to occur if this designation could be used to mitigate, in some way, these
impacts. Recognizing the importance of farmlands that support expansion of the viticulture
industry would also benefit Mendocino County’s agricultural economy. The County’s Farm
Bureau and agricultural support agencies and organizations are committed to further exploring
adoption of a Farmland of Local Importance category; however, this is predicated on a deeper
understanding of tangible benefits.

General Plan Update and Farmland Mitigation Program
During a core planning team meeting, County Supervisor Carre Brown indicated that a General
Plan update would likely not occur for another five to ten years, and further, that a separate
Agricultural Element was unnecessary as agriculture is already firmly embedded in the Natural
Resources Element of the General Plan. One could argue that the General Plan currently lacks
policy goals and objectives around cannabis cultivation and will likely need to be updated in the
near future. Impacts from the legalization of cannabis cultivation on agricultural resources, land
values, and on other sectors of the agricultural economy were not addressed in the 2016
Mitigated Negative Declaration prepared for the new medical cannabis ordinance.
Conceivably, the County will need to update the General Plan in the near future to address
legalization. At that time, a Farmland Mitigation Program could be useful is mitigating
significant negative impacts to the wider agricultural economy.
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3. Assessing Barriers to Participation in Agricultural Preservation Programs
Aside from zoning, the Williamson Act and agricultural conservation easements are the primary
mechanisms most widely used in California to preserve productive agricultural lands. Relatively
low rates of landowner participation in these voluntary programs, compared to neighboring
counties, suggest there are opportunities to increase participation within Mendocino County.
Stronger outreach and education efforts, capacity building for local land trusts, and increased
funding opportunities for agricultural conservation easements are key measures the County
should pursue to increase landowner adoption of agricultural preservation programs. As part of
the SALC planning grant, the following three tasks were identified as important components of a
sustainable agricultural lands conservation strategy in Mendocino County:
1. Conduct a survey of agricultural landowners to document and evaluate potential demand for
agricultural conservation easements, and to identify barriers to participation in the Williamson
Act.
2. Conduct an organizational capacity assessment of local land trusts to document their
willingness and ability to develop and manage agricultural conservation easement programs.
3. Facilitate deliberation on the possibility of a General Plan Update to include an Agricultural
Element and Farmland Mitigation Program.

Agricultural Landowner Survey
In September of 2017, a survey was mailed to 250 agricultural landowners throughout the
county. Only landowners with enough acreage to qualify for an agricultural conservation
easement were sent the survey. For example, if the agricultural operation was located in an
AG40 zoning district, landownership needed to be 80-acres at a minimum. The survey was
designed to guide future outreach and education efforts around agricultural conservation
easement programs. The survey was also designed to gauge participation levels in the
Williamson Act, and to identify any barriers to enrollment. A copy of the survey tool is provided
in Appendix I of this document. An introductory letter was included with the survey providing
basic information on the unique characteristics of agricultural conservation easements as part of
an initial outreach and education effort.
Of the 250 surveys sent, only nineteen landowners responded as of October 5th. The survey
included eleven questions. Survey results are provided in the following section of this report.
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Survey Results
While all the survey respondents had heard of agricultural conservation easements (ACEs), the
majority of respondents were unfamiliar with their unique characteristics and their value as an
agricultural preservation mechanism. For example, the majority of respondents were unaware
that an ACE keeps land in private/family ownership. An important finding of the survey was that
a full 74 percent of respondents showed a strong preference for preserving the agricultural
tradition on their land, yet only 58 percent responded that family members are interested in
continuing to work the land.
The first two questions of the survey were designed to gauge awareness of, and knowledge
about, agricultural conservation easements. Of the nineteen respondents, 40 percent indicated
they “know quite a bit” about agricultural conservation easements, while 60 percent “heard of,
but know very little.” The majority of respondents were aware, prior to the survey and
introductory letter, that conservation easements provide multiple financial benefits (53%), are
completely voluntary and permanent (58%), and typically limit development of the land (63%).
Fewer respondents, only 32 percent, were aware that 1) agricultural conservation easements
frequently include reserved rights for additional residential or farm-related development, such
as farmworker housing and agricultural infrastructure, and 2) do not require public access. Only
47 percent of respondents were aware that conservation easements keep land in private/family
ownership.

Before this survey were you aware of any of the following agricultural
conservation easement characteristics? Select all that apply
May provide multiple financial benefits

53%

Completely voluntary

58%

Does not require public access

32%

Typically limits development that has potential to negatively
impact agricultural production/conservation values

63%

Frequently includes reserved rights for additional residential
or farm-related development

32%

Keeps land in private/family ownership

47%

Permanent

58%

A third question was included to gauge opinions about potential risks associated with placing an
agricultural conservation easement on their farm or ranch. Seventy-four percent (74%) of
respondents were concerned about potential loss of land value as well as potential difficulty in
future sale of the property. Sixty-eight percent (68%) of respondents were concerned about loss
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of flexibility in farmland management options, while fifty-three percent were concerned about
loss of privacy.
Please select from the following options that represent your
opinions of the risks associated with an agricultural
conservation easement. Select all that apply
Concern about loss of flexibility in
farmland management options

68%

Potential loss of land value

74%

Potential difficulty in future sale of
the property

74%

Concern about loss of privacy

53%

Although 74 percent of respondents are interested in preserving the agricultural tradition of the
property, none of the respondents indicated that a succession plan was in place. Two
respondents did answer that they had begun working on a succession plan. Five of the nineteen
respondents indicated a willingness to lease agricultural land.
If leaving a legacy to future generations is a priority, please indicate
your level of planning for your land. Select all that apply
Interested in preserving the agricultural tradition
of our property

74%

Family members are interested in continuing to
work the land

58%

Family members have other plans and are not
interested in working the land

16%

We have started succession planning for our
farm/ranch

11%

We have a succession plan in place

0%

All options are on the table, including selling the
land in the future

37%

Would consider leasing agricultural property to
a younger farmer or rancher that is wanting to
start or expand an agricultural business

26%
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Williamson Act Participation
Of the nineteen respondents, 79 percent own land in a Williamson Act contract. Of the five
respondents not currently in a Williamson Act contract, three responded that property taxes are
already low or manageable. Only one did not know how to apply for a Williamson Act contract.
At least one respondent replied affirmatively to each of the following barriers: difficulties in
meeting minimum agricultural operations criteria; difficulties with reporting requirements; and
issues with limitations on non-compatible uses on the property.

Barriers to Williamson Act participation
(Respondents not currently in the Williamson Act only)
No. of
Respondents
Have not heard about the Williamson Act
Don’t know how to apply for a Williamson
Act contract
Property taxes are already low or
manageable
Difficulties in meeting minimum agricultural
operations criteria
Reporting requirements
Limitations on non-compatible uses on
property

1
3
1
1
1

Requests for additional information
Twelve of the nineteen respondents indicated they would like assistance identifying a land trust
to work with to preserve their agricultural land or for more information on participating in the
Williamson Act. These same twelve respondents are interested in attending workshops on
farmland conservation options. The Mendocino County Resource Conservation District will work
with the Mendocino County Farm Bureau, the Anderson Valley Land Trust, the Inland
Mendocino Land Trust, and the Mendocino Land Trust to host a series of workshops on
agricultural land conservation. Landowner contact information will be shared with land trust
representatives.
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Organizational Capacity Limitations of Local Land Trusts in Mendocino County
The organizational capacity assessment conducted for the SALC planning grant was done
informally over the course of the grant agreement through planning meetings and information
and resource sharing.

Assessment criteria include the following:












Desire to expand existing agricultural conservation easement program services;
Staffing capacity;
Staff expertise in agricultural best management practices;
Agricultural representation on governing board;
Partnerships with agricultural support agencies and organizations;
Landowner outreach strategy;
Stewardship Endowment;
Project development funding;
Cost-share funding strategy;
Planning data; and
Other resource limitations.

Project staff worked primarily with the Mendocino Land Trust (MLT) and the Anderson Valley
Land Trust (AVLT). Although a third local land trust, the Inland Mendocino County Land Trust,
has a presence in the county, they do not currently have a website or an office. Assessment
results are based on conversations with land trust staff and AVLT board members who function
as volunteer staff. Assessment criteria are based on the author’s 5.5 years of experience as
Stewardship Director at the Marin Agricultural Land Trust, the first and one of the most
accomplished agricultural land trusts in the United States.
As part of the SALC planning grant, Project staff assisted local land trusts with the following
capacity support:


Data creation and acquisitions, including a parcel-based GIS risk of conversion data layer
and landowner contact list;



Established GIS capacity at the Anderson Valley Land Trust;



Conducted a survey of agricultural landowners;



Facilitated development and approval of a new County policy to notify land trusts of any
county permitting, subdivision, or lot line adjustment applications received on
conservation easement encumbered properties;



Established a new working relationship between MCRCD and AVLT; and



Facilitated the establishment of an Oak Woodland Conservation Group.
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Anderson Valley Land Trust
Year Established:

1991

Service Area:

The Anderson Valley area and Navarro River
Watershed

Staff Resources:

Volunteer board; one half-time administrative paid
staff

No. of Conservation Easements:

27

Conservation Easement Acreage
(donated):

2,400

Conservation Easement Acreage
(purchased):

0

Types of conservation easements:

Working forestland and agricultural land; open-space

Land Trust Alliance Accreditation:

No

Mendocino Land Trust
Year Established:

1976

Service Area:

Mendocino County; Lake County

Staff Resources:

Six professional staff; one consultant

No. of Conservation Easements:

16

Conservation Easement Acreage
(donated):

2,514

Conservation Easement Acreage
(purchased):

3,793

Types of conservation easements:

Working forestland and agricultural land; openspace; trails

Land Trust Alliance Accreditation:

Yes
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Capacity Assessment Results
There are a number of key criteria necessary to building and sustaining an agricultural
conservation easement program (Table 3-1). First and foremost is having agriculturalists serving
on the governance board of the land trust. Of equal importance is having staff or access to
consultants with professional expertise in agricultural best management practices. These two
criteria are essential in helping to ensure a sufficient level of trust is created between the land
trust and the agricultural community. This is important as violations of an ACE can lead to
expensive legal disputes. Lack of familiarity with typical ranching and farming impacts to natural
resources can easily lead to conflicts between land trust staff and agriculturalists. Working
relationships with agricultural support organizations such as the USDA NRCS, U.C. Farm
Advisors, and the local Resource Conservation District can provide land trust staff with
invaluable technical assistance and potential funding for conservation easement landowners.
Table 3-1. Agricultural Conservation Easement Program Service Assessment Results

Assessment Criteria
Desire to expand existing
agricultural conservation
easement (ACE) program
services

AVLT
Strong interest in expanding ACE
program.

MLT
Actively expanding ACE
program.

Staffing capacity

Significant staffing limitations.
Volunteer board members act as
principal staff; however several
board members have appropriate
professional skills.
Limited staff expertise in
agricultural BMPs, but a
willingness to learn.

Six full-time professional
staff members. Hires
experienced consultant when
needed.

Staff expertise in agricultural
best management practices

Agricultural representation
on governing board

Partnerships with agricultural
support agencies and
organizations;

Lacks agricultural representative
though one board member has a
family farm and is active in the
local food movement; another
operates a vineyard.
Recognizes this is a need, but has
worked with the Farm Bureau
when hosting a Farm and Ranch
Succession Workshop; board
members attend County/State
meetings and network with
County/State agencies.

Limited staff expertise in
agricultural BMPs, but is
readily gaining experience
through monitoring its
current five agricultural
easements.
Lacks agricultural
representative, but is actively
seeking an agricultural
representative on its board.
MLT has an ongoing
relationship with the
Mendocino County Farm
Bureau, and enjoys many
related land use partnerships
with state agencies and
organizations.
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Assessment Criteria (cont.)
Landowner outreach
strategy;

AVLT
Focus is on Anderson Valley
landowners and the general
community.
$306,074.00
Does not have dedicated funding
for new easement acquisitions,
but is currently investigating
various grants and funding
resources. AVLT also has a fund
that is dedicated to help
landowners who lack funding to
do a stewardship endowment
donation for a CE.
Received a grant to complete a
study of the feasibility of a
Navarro River Water Trail.

MLT
Focus appears to be on the
coast and general
membership.
Unknown
While MLT does not have
dedicated funding for new
easement acquisitions, it
regularly investigates and
evaluates promising
conservation projects with
funding from operating
reserves.

Cost-share funding strategy

Relies on donations of easements
and funding support for the most
part.

Planning data; and

In need of more planning data,
but works closely with (and shares
an office with) the Navarro River
Resource Center/MCRCD and
carried out (through grants) an
extensive scientifically-based
study to publish the Navarro
River Watershed Restoration Plan
in 1998.
AVLT has a board member who
uses GIS professionally; staff is
training in GIS, and now has
access to new shared computer
with full GIS capacity.

Works with landowners to
find the best strategy for
funding. Seeks grants for
threatened or endangered
lands and donations from
landowners. MLT is looking
for large scale opportunities
for ag-easement funding.
MLT has an active GIS
planning database and is
working collaboratively with
CDFW and others to better
understand and participate
in landscape level
conservation projects.

Stewardship Endowment;
Project development
funding;

Other resource limitations

MLT is actively pursuing an
inland presence by
establishing a satellite office,
sharing space with a partner
agency.
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Current conservation easement holdings don’t tell the complete capacity story for the
Mendocino Land Trust. MLT will hold a 5,620 acre conservation easement on PG&E Retained
Lands within the Eel River Planning Unit in Lake County, once that transaction is complete. MLT
also has six additional easement projects underway, including two agricultural easements.
MLT has recently applied to the Department of Conservation’s Sustainable Agricultural Lands
Conservation Program (SALCP) for $1.5 million to purchase an agricultural easement on 135.5
acres of prime agricultural lands and lands of statewide importance in inland Mendocino
County, while receiving approximately $797,000 in estimated contributions from the landowner
towards this transaction.
MLT also holds property in fee and therefore understands land management of significant
acreage and public use from an owner’s perspective. In 2002, MLT raised $26 million to purchase
the 7,334-acre Big River property from Hawthorne Timber, and while that property was
immediately deeded to California State Parks, MLT maintains an active interest through
managing restoration projects on this property.
MLT owns and actively manages the 426-acre Noyo River Redwoods, site of old growth
redwood and forest restoration projects. MLT also owns 5 beach properties totaling 200 acres
and manages those properties for the enjoyment and benefit of the public.
The Mendocino Land Trust applies for many restoration project grants in the Noyo and Big River
watersheds each year totaling $2-3 million annually. MLT then actively manages those
restoration projects through to completion. MLT manages the Big River Noyo Watershed
Coalition, a gathering of state and federal agencies, non-profit groups and landowners, which
holds quarterly information sharing meetings.
Recommendations
1) Invite staff from the Department of Conservation’s Division of Land Resource Protection, the
Wildlife Conservation Board, and NRCS California’s ACE Program for a tour of the County’s
agricultural valleys to discuss ACE funding priorities and opportunities. Include the local
NRCS District Conservationist, U.C. Farm Advisors, Mendocino County Farm Bureau Executive
Director and President, and MCRCD staff on the tour. This will lead to needed partnership
building and will help with potential ACE agency cost-share.
2) Consider staff sharing or partnering more closely with MCRCD out of the Ukiah and
Boonville offices. This would address staffing limitations and provide much needed expertise
in agricultural BMPs, as well as building partnerships with agricultural support agencies.
MCRCD works with agricultural landowners in the Eel River, Russian River, and Navarro River
watersheds on restoration projects, agricultural BMP implementation, and conservation
planning. MCRCD staff could partner with local land trusts in sponsoring workshops of
agricultural conservation and connecting landowners with land trust staff.
3) Work with the Mendocino County Farm Bureau, County Planning and Building Services and
the Board of Supervisors to find funding for project development. For example, consider
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meeting with the County Real Estate Association to discuss a percentage increase in the
Documentation Transfer Tax to help fund an agricultural conservation easement staff person
either at the County or at one of the local land trusts.
4) Work with County Planning and Building Services to keep conservation easement APN data
updated in the County’s tracking system.
5) Work with MCRCD and the Oak Woodland Conservation Group to acquire conservation
planning data for the county.
6) Develop a collaborative, on-going Agricultural Lands Preservation workshop series with
agricultural support agencies and organizations.
7) Consider asking the Mendocino County Farm Bureau to recommend members for
appointment to the governance board of both land trusts.
8) County should consider allowing clustering of development on large ranches while using
covenants, conditions and restrictions (CC&Rs) to preserve rangeland in shared ownership.
This would forestall the need for public funding for agricultural conservation easements in
some cases.
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4. A Sustainable Agricultural Lands Strategy: Linking Land Management Practices to
GHG Reductions
In April 2015, Governor Jerry Brown issued Executive Order B-30-15, calling for a reduction in
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2030 and emphasizing the
need for California state agencies to address climate change mitigation in their planning and
investment decisions. Achieving the Governor’s GHG reduction goals will require accelerating
current strategies and pursuing innovative strategies across sectors. Current discussions around
funding priorities in the Cap-and-Trade Auction Proceeds Second Investment Plan (Fiscal Years
2016-17 through 2018-19) include a strong focus on natural resource conservation and
improved management strategies to achieve net climate benefits and carbon sequestration on
natural and working lands.
California's natural and working lands provide a wide range of critical ecosystem services,
including carbon sequestration in soils and woody biomass, water capture, supply and filtration,
and the provision of food, fiber, and wildlife habitat. Decision makers in Sacramento recognize
that achieving California’s GHG reduction goals will require an integrated, landscape-scale
approach to managing the State’s forests, wetlands, and agricultural lands—to maximize the
provision of ecological services necessary for maintaining a healthy environment and economy.
Sustainably managed agriculture lands have great potential to not only reduce emissions but
actually facilitate the sequestration of atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2) in agricultural products,
soil organic matter, and woody vegetation. In recognition of the many ecological services farms
and ranches provide, the State of California enacted the Cannella Environmental Farming Act of
1995, which states that “many farmers engage in practices that contribute to the well-being of
ecosystems, air quality, and wildlife and their habitat.” Unfortunately, many critical ecological
services currently lack economic market value, and are hence undersupplied. In fact, current
economic incentives often encourage conversion of “nonproductive” agricultural resources such
as forested areas and wetlands to production agriculture, for example.

Climate Action Planning and the Agricultural Sector
In response to the rapid pace of global climate change, resource conservation districts (RCDs)
across the state, in partnership with the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (USDA
NRCS) and other local organizations, are working to engage agricultural producers as ecosystem
stewards to provide on-farm ecological benefits, improve agricultural productivity, enhance
agroecosystem resilience, and mitigate global climate change through a planning and
implementation process known as “Carbon Farming.” In addition, resource conservation districts
and partners are working with county governments to incorporate climate beneficial agricultural
management programs into climate action planning efforts.
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Climate Action Planning in Mendocino County
Climate action plans are comprehensive roadmaps that outline the specific activities that a
county will undertake to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. Climate action plans build upon the
information gathered by greenhouse gas inventories and generally focus on those activities that
can achieve the relatively greatest emission reductions in the most cost effective manner
(http://www.ca-ilg.org/climate-action-plans). GHG emissions are quantified in terms of a carbon
dioxide equivalent (CO2e), a standard unit for measuring carbon footprints. This standard unit of
measurement expresses the impact of each different greenhouse gas in terms of the amount of
CO2 that would create the same amount of warming. The intended purpose of the following
analysis is to demonstrate to County decision makers the potential GHG reduction benefits of
investments in climatic beneficial land management practices as a critical component of a
climate action plan.
The County of Mendocino has already begun a formal climate action planning process by
conducting and maintaining a baseline inventory of GHG emissions in a number of key sectors.
The County completed its baseline inventory of Local Government Operations in 2010. A
Community-wide GHG emissions inventory was also completed in 2010, and provides estimates
of GHG emissions for the residential, commercial, transportation, water supply, and solid waste
sectors. A baseline inventory of emissions from the agricultural and forestry sectors of the
economy has not been initiated to date.
The County’s GHG inventories discussed below were produced by the Community Development
Commission of Mendocino County, Development and Sustainability Department, with assistance
from ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability USA. Inventories were conducted using the
“U.S. Community Protocol for Accounting and Reporting of Greenhouse Gas Emissions.” The
Community Protocol is the national standard for U.S. local governments to account for and
report on GHG emissions associated with their communities. The two inventories and
companion reports were prepared with funding from Pacific Gas and Electric Company’s
Government and Community Partnerships Program.
As illustrated in Table 4-1 below, in 2010, Local Government Operations alone emitted 22,823
metric tons of CO2e annually. Solid waste facilities emitted the highest level of emissions at 79
percent, followed by the County’s vehicle fleet at 8 percent, employee commute at 7 percent,
and buildings and facilities at 6 percent. Mendocino County no longer owns and operates the
solid waste landfill facilities; however, landfill emissions are on-going from decay of wastes
buried in years past.

31 | P a g e

Table 4-1. 2010 Emissions by Sector, Local Government Operations Only

Annual
Metric Tons
CO2e

Sector
Buildings and Facilities
Public Lighting
Water
Airport
Solid Waste Facilities
Vehicle Fleet
Employee Commute
Government-Generated Solid Waste
Totals

Percent of Total

1,386.0
33.0
5.0
2.0
18,070.0
1,733.0
1,565.0

6.07%
0.14%
0.02%
0.01%
79.17%
7.59%
6.86%

29.0

0.13%

22,823.0

100.00%

The 2010 Community-wide inventory focused on emissions over which the County of
Mendocino government has significant influence, and uses a “Significantly Influenced Activity
Emissions by Sector” framework. The total amount of significantly influenced emissions as
reported in 2010 was 632,186 metric tons CO2e. This figure will become the baseline for
setting an emissions reduction target and for comparisons to future emissions reductions in
the final climate action plan prepared for the county.
As shown in Figure 4-1, transportation is the largest contributor to emissions over which the
County of Mendocino has significant influence, emitting 489,806 metric tons of CO2e
annually. According to the report’s authors, this will be an important activity to focus efforts
on in developing a climate action plan. Residential electricity use and solid waste production
also account for a large percentage of significantly influenced activity emissions and will be
important to address. The County’s Community-wide inventory did not account for emissions
from the agricultural sector. In neighboring Sonoma and Napa counties, the agricultural
sector accounted for 7 percent and 11 percent of total county emissions, respectively.
The remainder of this analysis will focus on opportunities to store carbon in biological systems,
thereby helping to offset GHG emissions from other sectors of the economy. This approach is a
cornerstone of the Sustainable Agricultural Lands Strategy for the County of Mendocino. In
support of linking climate action planning to investments in biological carbon sequestration in
agricultural and natural systems, an Excel model was developed for the Project to run “What if”
scenarios on various levels of investment in agricultural conservation practices known to be
climate beneficial such as riparian forested buffer establishment, cover cropping, and compost
additions to pasture, vineyards, orchards and cropland. The results of the first model run
demonstrate that investments in the agricultural sector could offset all of the emissions from
Local Government Operations (Table 1) in year six of a ten year investment plan. Additionally,
within 10 years the additive and accumulated rates of biological carbon sequestration could
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offset all Local Government Operations as well as all County-wide emissions with the exception
of the Transportation/Mobile Sources sector (Figure 4-1).

Figure 4-1: 2010 Community-wide Significantly Influenced Activity Emissions by Sector (MTCO2e)

Opportunities for Biological Carbon Sequestration
Carbon can be beneficially stored long-term (decades to centuries or more) in soils and
vegetation through biological carbon sequestration. Enhancing agroecosystem carbon, whether
in plants or soil, is known to drive beneficial changes in other system attributes, including soil
water holding capacity, hydrological function, soil fertility, biodiversity, ecosystem resilience and
agricultural productivity.
Carbon entering the farm from the atmosphere ends up in one of three locations: in the
harvested portion of the crop, in the soil as soil organic matter, or in standing carbon stocks on
the farm, such as woody perennials or other permanent vegetation such as windbreaks or
riparian vegetation or other perennial vegetation. While all farming is completely dependent
upon atmospheric carbon dioxide in order to produce its products, different farming practices,
and different farm designs, can lead to very different amounts of carbon capture on the farm.
Carbon Farm Planning
A Carbon Farm Planning (CFP) process differs from other approaches to ranch and farm
planning by focusing on increasing the capacity of the farm or ranch to capture carbon and to
store it beneficially as soil organic matter and/or standing carbon stocks in permanent
vegetation. While most modern agricultural systems result in a gradual loss of carbon from the
farm system, the CFP process focuses farming activities and investments on a net increase in
farm-system carbon. By increasing the amount of photosynthetically captured carbon held, or
sequestered, in long-term carbon pools on the farm or ranch, such as soil organic matter,
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perennial plant roots and standing woody biomass, carbon farming results in a direct reduction
in the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.
On-farm carbon in all its forms (soil organic matter, living and dead plant and animal material),
represents embodied solar energy. As such, carbon provides the energy needed to drive onfarm processes, including the essential soil ecological processes that determine water and
nutrient availability for the growing crop. Carbon Farm Planning is similar to USDA NRCS
Conservation Planning, but uses carbon capture as the organizing principle around which the
Plan is constructed. This both simplifies the planning process and connects on-farm practices
directly with ecosystem processes, including climate change mitigation and increases in the
farm’s climate resilience, soil health and productivity.
Quantifying GHG Reduction Benefits at the Farm and County Scales
There are a number of emerging practice-based models that can provide estimates of the
annual GHG reduction benefits associated with implementing climate beneficial land
management practices, herein referred to as conservation practices. These models can be used
at the farm-scale as well as at various geographical or jurisdictional scales. The use of models
facilitates efforts to link investments in sustainable agricultural systems and conservation to
achieving measurable GHG reductions. The USDA’s COMET-Farm and COMET-Planner models
are now being used across California to estimate metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent
(CO2e) that would be avoided or sequestered from the atmosphere by implementing
conservation or climate beneficial land management practices.
Feasibility assessments and economic cost-to-benefit considerations are important components
in selecting investments in conservation practice implementation, as often these investments do
not immediately improve the bottom-line of an agricultural operation or correspond perfectly
with the primary resource concerns of a funding agency. To address this barrier to conservation
on working landscapes, the federal Farm Bill provides billions of dollars to agricultural
landowners across the country in the form of cost-share payments. The USDA NRCS manages
Farm Bill funding for conservation at the local and state levels.
The following analysis utilized USDA’s COMET-Planner model to quantify GHG reduction
opportunities on Mendocino County agricultural lands. COMET-Planner provides robust, and
conservative, estimates of on-farm increases in soil and biomass carbon impacts from a list of
over 30 USDA NRCS conservation practices. The model uses California-specific data for many of
these conservation practices. Calculations within the model are based on peer-reviewed research
and data from on-farm conservation practice utilization, and use nationally accepted, longestablished, peer-reviewed biogeochemical models to quantify carbon and nitrogen dynamics in
agroecosystems.
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Mendocino County Carbon Farm Planning Program
A primary goal of the County’s Sustainable Agricultural Lands Strategy has been to establish a
technical assistance and funding program to promote climate beneficial agriculture and link
county agricultural producers to emerging state and federal GHG reduction funding programs.
For example, as a direct result of the 2017 SALC planning grant, the Mendocino County
Resource Conservation District (MCRCD), together with its regional partners, established a
county and region-wide carbon farm planning program.
New carbon farm plan templates were developed for vineyard, orchard, cropland, and rangeland
operations. In addition, MCRCD leveraged the SALC planning grant to secure close to $400,000
in USDA Specialty Crop Block Grant funds to launch a Climate Beneficial Vineyard Management
Program in Mendocino, Sonoma and Napa counties. The funding is being used to support the
creation of a North Coast Region Soil Health Hub and website, completion of 30 soil health
assessments, eight vineyard carbon farm plans, nine demonstration trials, three conservation
tillage workshops and one regional workshop on using carbon calculation models.
Four carbon farm plans were developed as part of the SALC grant agreement:




Two vineyard operations, one in Anderson Valley and one in the Ukiah Valley;
A mixed row crop and sheep grazing operation on the Mendocino coast; and
A cattle grazing operation in Potter Valley.

Like the NRCS Conservation Planning Process, CFP begins with an overall inventory of natural
resource conditions on the farm or ranch. Through that process, opportunities for enhanced
carbon capture by both plants and soils are identified. Building this list of opportunities is a
brainstorming process and is as extensive as possible, including everything the farmer and the
planners can think of that could potentially sequester additional carbon on the farm. A map of
the farm is then developed, showing all potential carbon capture opportunities and practices
and their locations on the farm. Next, needs and goals of the farm and economic considerations
are used to filter the comprehensive list of options. Models, such as USDA’s COMET-Farm and
COMET-Planner, and empirical data sources are used to estimate tons of CO2e that would be
avoided or sequestered from the atmosphere on farm by implementing each practice.
Finally, practices are prioritized based on needs and goals of the farm and climate benefits
provided. Economic considerations may be used to filter the comprehensive list of options, and
funding mechanisms are identified, including; California’s GHG Reduction Fund investments,
CEQA mitigation dollars, USDA-NRCS cost-share, and other state and federal programs, along
with private funding. Projects are implemented as funding, technical assistance and farm
scheduling allow. Over time, the CFP is evaluated, and updated as needed to meet changing
farm objectives and implementation opportunities, using the fully implemented plan scenario as
a point of reference.
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Table 4-2. Example Anderson Valley Vineyard Carbon Farm Plan
Vineyard CO2e Reductions from Adoption of Climate

10 Years

Beneficial Agriculturall Practices from 2017-2037

20 Years

Metric Tons(MT) CO2e

Treatment Area

Tons CO2e

(Acres)

Acre/Year

0.5

0.30

0.8

1.65

Riparian Forest Buffer

5.0

5.80

159.5

319.00

Compost Application

70.0

4.42

309.5

619.05

Multi-story Cropping

1.5

0.80

6.6

13.20

Windbreak/shelterbelt establishment

0.8

4.50

19.8

39.60

Cover cropping

70.0

0.09

6.0

11.90

Conventional Tillage to No-till

35.0

0.15

28.6

57.29

Silvopasture

0.5

1.34

0.7

1.47

531.6

1063.2

NRCS Conservation Practice
Riparian Herbaceous Cover

TOTALS

GHG Reduction/
CO2 Sequestration

Table4-2 above provides an example of the types of opportunities to reduce GHG emissions and
sequester carbon on a typical Mendocino County vineyard for an estimated cost of $121,050.

A Sustainable Agricultural Lands Conservation Model for Mendocino County
Ideally, a sustainable agricultural lands strategy would entail valuing all of the ecosystem service
benefits associated with the county’s unique agricultural landscape. This level of valuation,
though critical, needs to occur at the site level, and is beyond the scope of this assessment.
However, strategies aimed at maintaining and enhancing carbon storage in agricultural systems
offer a wide range of additional environmental and economic “co-benefits,” such as increased
soil fertility and health; enhanced water quality and quantity; reduced flood impacts and erosion;
managed habitat for wildlife and beneficial insects; opportunities for bioenergy development,
waste diversion, and reduced energy demand, to name a few.
In order to prioritize among the many opportunities to enhance carbon benefits associated with
agricultural land management, decisions around feasibility and funding should always be
coupled with opportunities to maximize associated co-benefits. The jurisdictional (county-level)
accounting approach used in the following assessment was conducted based on a number of
key assumptions. Data to support the assessment was largely geospatial. Decisions about
feasibility, cost, and conservation practice selection and adoption rates were based on local
knowledge (i.e., NRCS conservation planners) and a 2017 survey of vineyard managers.
Model Results
The primary goal of the assessment was to quantify potential on-farm carbon capture and
storage opportunities over a 10-year time period. Practice implementation, as modeled, was
staggered over 10 years. Assessment results are in no way definitive and are simply intended as
a modeling approach for estimating potential GHG reduction benefits associated with
conservation practice implementation rates and available funding. The assumptions underlying
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the selection of conversation practices, treatable acres, and likely adoption rates are those of the
analyst and can be altered in the model to conduct “What-if” scenarios.
USDA’s COMET-Planner model was used to quantify GHG reduction benefits for most of the
conservation practices selected. The Compost Planner model (http://www.compostplanner.com/) was used to estimate carbon sequestration rates for compost application to
pasture, vineyards, orchards and row crops. This evaluation tool was designed to provide
California-specific estimates of net GHG impacts of compost application for CDFA’s Healthy Soils
Incentive Program. The tool was funded by California Climate Investments for fiscal year 20162017 and John Wick (private donor).
Modeled estimates of the GHG impacts of selected conservation practices indicate that climate
investments in Mendocino County’s agricultural sector could offset annually all of the baseline
emissions from the Local Government Operations sector (22, 823.00 Mt CO2e) within six years
of program initiation. By year ten, climate investments could offset annual emissions from all
other sectors of the economy with the exception of Transportation and Mobile Sources. Table 43 below lists the conservation practices, treatable area, and 10-year and 20-year GHG reduction
estimates for the model run.
Table 4-3. Conservation practices, treatable acres, and 10 year and 20 year GHG reduction estimates

Conservation Practice
Compost Application (25% of pasture)
Compost Application (75% of cropland)
Compost Application (75% of vineyards & orchards)
Conventional Tillage to No-tillage (20% of vineyards)
Convential Tillage to Reduced Tillage (20% of vineyards)
Permanent Cover Crop Establishment (10% of vineyards)
Cover Cropping (20% of vineyards)
Alley cropping (20% of orchards)
Vegetative Barriers
Riparian herbaceous cover
Riparian Restoration
Hedgerow Establishment
Silvopastoral practice on pastureland

Acres

Metric Tons
CO2e
Reduction
10 Years

Metric Tons
CO2e
Reduction
20 Years

5,291.8
121.5
14,995.5
3,561.4

126,438.1
537.2
66,306.6
2,914.6

252,876.3
1,074.3
132,613.3
5,829.3

3,561.4
25.0
3,561.4
437.4
50.0
250.0
250.0
40.0
50.0
TOTALS

269.2
192.5
302.7
612.4
88.0
412.5
7,975.0
990.0
368.5
207,407.4

538.5
385.0
605.4
1,224.7
176.0
825.0
15,950.0
1,980.0
737.0
414,814.8

A summary of conservation practices selected for the study and associated modeling
assumptions are provided in the following section of this report.
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NRCS Conservation Practices Selected for the Analysis
The jurisdictional GHG accounting model developed for the assessment is based on a number of
assumptions having to do with feasibility and cost factors. Conservation practices selected for
the assessment were based largely on current interest in those conservation practices, as
evidenced by indicators such as participation in the USDA NRCS Environmental Quality Incentive
Program (EQIP) and Mendocino County Resource Conservation District grant-funded programs,
as well as responses to periodic surveys conducted by U.C. Farm Advisors and the California
Sustainable Winegrowers Alliance.
Determination of treatable acreage for each conservation practice modeled was based on total
cropland acreage and estimated implementation costs for a 10-year time horizon. The total
estimated cost of implementing practices selected for the assessment is $24,455,450. Average
annual costs over a 10-year period would be $2,445,545 with landowners covering
approximately 46 percent of costs, NRCS EQIP providing an additional 25 percent in cost-share,
and the remainder funded through the State’s GHG Reduction Fund and other federal and state
grant programs (Table 4-4). These cost estimates are well within the range of current
investments in agricultural operations in Mendocino County.
Table 4-4. Estimated costs and funding source.
Funding Sources
Prop 1 and other Funds
GHG Reduction Fund
NRCS EQIP Funds
Landowner

Percent of
Total 10-year
Contribution
Costs
1%
$
325,000.00 $
27%
$ 6,775,125.00 $
25%
$ 6,151,362.50 $
46%
$ 11,203,962.50 $
Implementation Costs $ 24,455,450.00

Annual
32,500.00
677,512.50
615,136.25
1,120,396.25

$ 2,445,545.00

Cropland Management and Potential GHG Reduction Benefits

The main sources of GHG emissions associated with cropland management are carbon dioxide
losses from soils and nitrous oxide from use of nitrogen fertilizers (CAST 2011). Practices that
cause soil disturbance, such as tillage, may increase emissions of carbon dioxide from soil,
whereas practices that reduce soil disturbance or increase organic matter inputs may sequester
carbon in the soil (Ogle et al. 2005).
There are approximately 18,000 acres of agricultural land in winegrape production in Mendocino
County, with an additional 162 acres in truck, nursery and berry crops. Cropland management
conservation practices used in the model are primarily associated with vineyard management.
The main sources of GHG emissions associated with cropland management are carbon dioxide
losses from soils and nitrous oxide from use of nitrogen fertilizers. Practices that cause soil
disturbance, such as tillage, may increase emissions of carbon dioxide from soil, whereas
practices that reduce soil disturbance or increase organic matter inputs may sequester carbon in
the soil.
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1. Conventional Tillage to No-tillage (CPS 329) – 3,561 acres
DEFINITION: Limiting soil disturbance to manage the amount, orientation and distribution of
crop and plant residue on the soil surface year around.
Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Conventional Tillage to
No-Till (CPS 329)

Dry/semiarid
California data

0.15

ASSUMPTIONS: Based on a 2017 survey of Mendocino County vineyard managers and local
knowledge, a conservative estimate of 20 percent of vineyard acres converting from
conventional to no-till over the next decade was used in the model.
Conversion to no-till on 3,561 acres, engaging 356 new acres annually, would result in an
estimated 2,914.6 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (COMET-Planner
USDA, 2017).
2. Conventional Tillage to Reduced tillage or Alternate Row Tillage (CPS 345) – 3,561 acres
DEFINITION: Managing the amount, orientation and distribution of crop and other plant
residue on the soil surface year round while limiting the soil-disturbing activities used to grow
and harvest crops in systems where the field surface is tilled prior to planting.
Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Conventional Tillage to
Reduced Till (CPS 345)

Dry/semiarid
California data

0.08

ASSUMPTIONS: Based on a 2017 survey of Mendocino County vineyard managers and local
knowledge, a conservative estimate of 20 percent of vineyard acres converting from
conventional to reduced till over the next decade was used in the model.
Conversion to no-till on 3,561 acres, engaging 356 new acres annually, would result in an
estimated 269.2 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (COMET-Planner USDA,
2017).
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3. Cover Crops (CPS 340) – 3,561 acres
DEFINITION: Grasses, legumes, and forbs planted for seasonal vegetative cover.
Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Cover Crops
(CPS 340)

Dry/semiarid
California data

0.20

ASSUMPTIONS: Based on a 2017 survey of Mendocino County vineyard managers and local
knowledge, a conservative estimate of 20 percent of vineyard acres converting from
conventional to reduced till over the next decade was used in the model.
Conversion to no-till on 3,561 acres, engaging 356 new acres annually, would result in an
estimated 320.7 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (COMET-Planner USDA,
2017).
4. Compost Application (CPS 484) – 122 acres of cropland; 14,996 acres vineyard and
orchards; 5,291 acres of pasture.
DEFINITION: The use of compost in crop, vineyard, orchard, and pasture ecosystems offers the
most rapid means of directly increasing SOC, through direct additions of stable, beneficial soil
organic matter (SOM), enabling the rapid elevation of SOC to levels that would take decades or
more to achieve through agroecosystem management alone. Compost further provides
necessary plant nutrients in organic form, helping to displace the use of nutrient cycle-‐forcing
synthetic fertilizers, including nitrogen (N), a significant source of the potent GHG, N2O.
Compost also offers a means of transferring biomass and associated nutrients from areas of
excess to areas of deficit, greatly facilitating the recycling and balancing of nutrients at landscape
and regional scales.
Compost produced through a managed, aerobic process represents a particularly potent GHG
reduction strategy by: 1) avoiding production of short-‐lived climate pollutants (CH4, N2O and
black carbon) associated with alternative waste management strategies; 2) optimizing
conservation of photosynthetically fixed carbon within compost feedstocks via the controlled
decomposition ecology of the compost environment; 3) enabling direct application of beneficial
high-‐carbon amendments to soils; 4) displacing synthetic sources of nutrients and avoiding their
attendant water quality and GHG costs, and 5) minimizing agroecosystem nutrient losses,
including nitrous oxide (N2O) volatilization and nitrate (NO3) leaching, through the tightening of
soil nutrient cycles associated with increased soil organic carbon (Bowles et al 2015).
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Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Compost Addition
(Pasture)

Dry/semiarid
California data

4.34

ASSUMPTIONS: Though expensive, a one-time application of compost to grazing lands can
result in the long-term bioaccumulation of soil organic matter. The model assumes application
of compost to 25 percent of pastureland over a ten-year period.
Application of compost to 5,292 acres of pastureland, engaging 529 acres per year, would result
in an estimated 126,438 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (Compost
Planner, 2017).

Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Compost Addition
(Cropland)

Dry/semiarid
California data

4.42

ASSUMPTIONS: Unlike compost application to pastureland, compost additions to cropland is
additive and will not measurably bioaccumulate without implementation of other conservation
practices such as no-till or permanent cover crop establishment. The model assumes application
of compost to 75 percent of cropland over a ten-year period.
Application of compost to 122 acres of cropland, engaging 12 new acres per year, would result
in an estimated 537 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (Compost Planner,
2017).

41 | P a g e

Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Compost Addition
(Vineyards & Orchards)

Dry/semiarid
California data

4.42

ASSUMPTIONS: The model assumes application of compost to 75 percent of vineyard and
orchard acres over a ten-year period.
Application of compost to 14,996 acres of vineyard and orchard acreage, engaging 1497 new
acres annually, would result in an estimated 66,307 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10year period (Compost Planner, 2017).

Cropland to Perennial Herbaceous Cover and Potential GHG Reduction Benefits
NRCS conservation practices for conversion of annual cropland to perennial herbaceous cover
have multiple objectives that may include reducing soil erosion, improving water and air quality,
enhancing wildlife habitat, protecting crops from wind damage, stabilizing steep slopes, and/or
reducing sediment and contaminant loadings in runoff. Converting all or part of cropland fields
to perennial herbaceous cover may also have significant greenhouse gas benefits.
5. Permanent Cover Crop Establishment (CPS 327) – 25 acres
DEFINITION: Establishing and maintaining permanent vegetative cover.
Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Conservation
Cover
(CP 327)

Dry/semiarid
California data

1.40

ASSUMPTIONS: Based on a 2017 survey of Mendocino County vineyard managers and local
knowledge, a conservative estimate of 10 percent of vineyard acres converting to permanent
cover crop establishment over the next decade was used in the model.
Conversion to permanent cover crops on 25 acres would result in an estimated 193 metric tons
of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (COMET-Planner USDA, 2017).
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6. Vegetative Barriers (CP 601) – 50 acres
DEFINITION: Permanent strips of stiff, dense vegetation established along the general contour
of slopes or across concentrated flow areas.
Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Vegetative Barriers
(CP 601)

Dry/semiarid
California data

0.32

ASSUMPTIONS: The model assumes that 50 acres of land will be converted to vegetative
barriers.
Establishment of 50 acres of vegetative barriers on farmed land, engaging 5 new acres each year
would result in an estimated 88 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (COMETPlanner USDA, 2017).
7. Riparian Herbaceous Cover (CP 390) – 250 acres
DEFINITION: Herbaceous plants tolerant of intermittent flooding or saturated soils established
or managed as the dominant vegetation in the transitional zone habitats.
Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Riparian Herbaceous Cover
(CP 390)

Dry/semiarid
California data

0.30

ASSUMPTIONS: The majority of farming operations in Mendocino County occurs in fertile
valleys surrounded by steep topography. Opportunities to revegetate drainage swales and
ephemeral stream corridors occur throughout the county. The model assumes that 250 acres of
riparian herbaceous cover could conservatively be planted on valley floors.
Establishment of 250 acres of riparian herbaceous cover, engaging 25 new acres per year, would
result in an estimated 413 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (COMETPlanner USDA, 2017).
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Cropland to Woody Cover and Potential GHG Reduction Benefits
NRCS Conservation Practices that involve the conversion of conventionally tilled and fertilized
annual cropland to woody plants can be implemented for the control of erosion by wind or
water, the reduction of chemical runoff and leaching, and to provide or improve wildlife/insect
habitat. Additionally, perennial woody cover may have significant potential for carbon storage in
woody biomass and soils. Carbon sequestration rates in conservation cover with trees and
shrubs are estimated to be much greater than many other GHG mitigation opportunities on
farms, largely due to the high potential for carbon storage in woody biomass.
8. Hedgerow (CPS 422) – 40 acres
DEFINITION: Establishment of dense vegetation in a linear design to achieve a natural resource
conservation purpose. The design of a hedgerow or windbreak can include the following
benefits and purposes by increasing on-farm habitat, including food, cover, and corridors for
terrestrial wildlife; enhance pollen, nectar, and nesting habitat for pollinators; provide substrate
for predaceous and beneficial invertebrates as a component of integrated pest management;
intercept airborne chemical drift and odor movement; slow winds and reduce crop
evapotranspirative demand, screens and barriers to noise and dust, and act as an aesthetically
pleasing living fence.

Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Hedgerow/Windbreak
Planting
(CPS 422)

Dry/semiarid
California data

4.50

ASSUMPTIONS: Model assumes that 40 acres of hedgerows or windbreaks will be established
on vineyards and cropland over a ten-year time frame.
Establishment of 40 acres of hedgerows or windbreaks on farmed land, engaging 4 new acres
annually, would result in an estimated 990 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year
period (COMET-Planner USDA, 2017).
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9. Riparian Forest Buffer Establishment (CPS 390) –– 250 acres
DEFINITION: An area predominantly trees and/or shrubs located adjacent to and up- gradient
from watercourses or water bodies.
Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Riparian Forest Buffer
Establishment (CPS 391)

Dry/semiarid
California data

5.80

ASSUMPTIONS: The majority of farming operations in Mendocino County occur in fertile
valleys surrounded by steep topography. Opportunities to restore riparian forest buffers occur
throughout the county. The model assumes that 250 acres of riparian corridor could
optimistically be plant over a 10-year time frame.
Establishment of 250 acres of riparian forest buffer, engaging 25 new acres each year, would
result in an estimated 7,975 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (COMETPlanner USDA, 2017).
10. Alley Cropping (CPS 311) –– 437 acres
DEFINITION: sets of single or multiple rows with agronomic, horticultural crops or forages
produced in the alleys between the sets of woody plants that produce additional products.
Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Average (Range)
Alley Cropping
Dry/semiarid
1.62
(CPS 311)
California data
(0 – 1.62)

ASSUMPTIONS: The model assumes that 20 percent of orchards will be managed with alley
cropping over a 10-year time frame.
Establishing 437 acres of alley crops, engaging 438 new acres annually, would result in an
estimated 612 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (COMET-Planner USDA,
2014).
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Grazing lands and Potential GHG Reduction Benefits
Conservation objectives for grazing lands include improved forage/browse, improved soil and
water quality, reduced erosion and fire hazards, improved shade for livestock and cover for
wildlife, and increased carbon sequestration in biomass and soils.

11. Silvopastoral Establishment on Grazed Lands --50 acres
DEFINITION: Establishing trees and/or shrubs and compatible forages on the same acreage.
Approximate Carbon Sequestration and Greenhouse Gas Emission Reductions
Carbon Dioxide Equivalent
Practice
Climate zone
Metric Ton CO2e ac./yr.
Silvopasture Establishment
on Grazed Grasslands
(CP 381)

Dry/semiarid
California data

1.34

ASSUMPTIONS: The model assumes trees and shrubs will be planted within 50 acres of grazing
pastures over a 10-year time frame.
Establishment of shade trees on 50 acres of pasture, engaging 5 new acres annually, would
result in an estimated 367 metric tons of CO2e sequestered over a 10-year period (COMETPlanner USDA, 2017).
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5. Mendocino County Sustainable Agricultural Lands Strategy Recommendations
Mendocino County’s Sustainable Agricultural Lands Strategy planning process was intended to
establish a long-term framework for greater coordination and collaboration between all of the
agencies and organizations working on agricultural resource planning and conservation in the
county. The goal of the two-year planning process was to create a shared vision, closer working
partnerships, and additional shared tools and data for agricultural land use planning and policy
development.
The strategy framework articulated in this report is consistent with the Strategic Growth
Councils’ objectives: to improve air and water quality, protect natural resources and agricultural
lands, encourage greater infill and compact development, and assist state and local entities in
the planning of sustainable communities and meeting AB 32 goals of reducing GHG emissions
and increasing CO2 sequestration in soils and biomass.

Agricultural Lands Preservation
Development pressures and climate change impacts are twin threats to the long-term viability of
agriculture in Mendocino County. The recent legalization of cannabis cultivation will certainly
impact agricultural land values as well as impacting more traditional agricultural land uses. What
those impacts will be over the long-term are still uncertain. For example, struggling young
farmers may see cannabis cultivation as an opportunity to subsidize food production; while
some wineries are considering pairing local wines and cannabis. On the other hand, there is
fierce competition for leasable land and more traditional farmers (i.e., vineyards and orchards
etc.) may not be able to compete against cannabis entrepreneurs. There is also concern that
land will be taken out of agricultural production as cannabis producers do not need large
acreages.
Creating more climate resilient agricultural operations is also a top priority for the long-term
viability of agriculture in the county. The climate of Mendocino County’s interior valleys is
temperate with rains occurring in the winter, followed by a very hot, dry period extending from
May to October. The dry season has been aggravated by years of consecutive drought, with
little or no spring and fall rain. Spring frost protection during drought years also puts pressure
on water storage capacity for many producers, and alternatives such as wind machines have led
to community conflicts over the noise they generate.
According to a 2009 UCCE study on irrigated agriculture water needs and management in the
Upper Russian River Watershed, the availability of water for all rural and urban water users in
Mendocino County is an increasingly contentious and acute issue. Over-allocation of existing
water resources, coupled with increasing regulatory restrictions on surface water and
groundwater withdrawals is jeopardizing agricultural viability for numerous operations
throughout the county.
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Recommendations
The following recommendations are provided to set a path forward for sustaining and
enhancing agricultural viability and land conservation in Mendocino County.


Encourage the Mendocino County Board of Supervisors and Executive Office to explore
new policies and taxation options for agricultural land conservation such as property
transfer tax revenue, sales tax revenue, farmland mitigation development fees, and
cannabis cultivation fees etc.



Work with the Planning Commission to consider allowing large ranches to be subdivided
with clustered development and shared ownership of rangeland. Concerns around this
option could be addressed through strict covenants, conditions and restrictions and
County oversight.



Strong enforcement of Williamson Act contract provisions, as well as a strong outreach
effort for new agricultural landowners to ensure agricultural land is kept in agricultural
production.



Seek funding for an agricultural conservation easement staff person at the County or one
of the local land trusts to pursue public funding for new easement acquisitions.



Establish an Agricultural Lands Preservation Committee and technical advisory group
under the aegis of the Board of Supervisors.



Encourage the Agricultural Commissioner and U.C. Farm Advisors to host annual
workshops on agricultural conservation topics.



Conduct a GHG Emissions Inventory for the forestry and agriculture sectors and adopt a
Climate Action Plan for Mendocino County.



Pursue funding for climate investments in sustainable agricultural land management
practices.
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MENDOCINO COUNTY
RESOURCE CONSERVATION DISTRICT

Dear Mendocino County Agricultural Landowner,

Conserving Wild and Working
Landscapes since 1945

August 2017

We are writing to identify interest in potential agricultural conservation easement funding to preserve
agricultural land in agricultural production and ask that you complete and return the enclosed survey. You
can also fill out the survey online by following this link: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/AgPreservation
In 2014, the Mendocino County Agricultural Commissioner’s Office received a grant from the California
Department of Conservation to develop an Agricultural Lands Conservation Strategy. Since that time, the
Mendocino County Resource Conservation District (RCD) has been working with the Agricultural
Commissioner’s Office, the Farm Bureau, county Farm Advisors, the USDA Natural Resources Conservation
Service, and local land trusts to identify ways to better preserve the County’s agricultural lands and local
agricultural economy.
Aside from zoning, the Williamson Act and agricultural conservation easements are the primary
mechanisms most widely used in California to preserve productive agricultural lands. Relatively low rates
of landowner participation in these voluntary programs, compared to neighboring counties, suggest there
are opportunities to increase participation within Mendocino County through stronger outreach and
education efforts. As California continues to lose an average of 50,000 acres of agricultural land every
year, ongoing support for farmland conservation remains critical.
Over the coming decades, the State will potentially be investing well over $100M to protect agricultural
lands from subdivision and conversion through the purchase of agricultural conservation easements. The
cash value of an agricultural conservation easement can range from 35% to 50% of the market value of
the entire farm or ranch. Public funding for agricultural conservation easements is highly competitive and
requires working with a land trust to document the values of the land, identify risk of subdivision or
conversion, apply for the funding, and hold the conservation easement in perpetuity.
The purpose of an agricultural conservation easement is to keep agricultural land in agricultural
production. This is done through the sale and extinguishment of development rights. In most cases,
assessed parcels are merged and retain only one residential development right—often represented by the
existing farmstead. Often, however, an agricultural conservation easement makes allowances for new
ancillary agricultural structures and additional farmworker housing as needed.
We would greatly appreciate your participation in the following survey to help us assess whether or not
there is a strong demand for access to agricultural conservation easement funding here in Mendocino
County. We would also like to gain a greater understanding of the barriers to participation in the
Williamson Act. Please answer only those questions you are comfortable answering. All information
collected will be kept private and aggregated for any reporting purposes.

Sincerely,

Patricia Hickey
410 Jones Street, Suite C-

(707) 462-3664, ex 101

Agricultural Conservation Easement Survey
The purpose of this survey is to gauge interest in agricultural preservation programs.
Your responses will be kept confidential, unless you indicate otherwise.
This survey is also available at: https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/AgPreservation
1. How much do you know about agricultural conservation easements?
□ Never heard of them before this survey
□ Heard of, but know very little
□ Very little
□ I know quite a bit
□ I know a great deal
3. Do you have experience with agricultural conservation easements?
□ Yes
□ No
4. Are you familiar with any land trusts?
□ Yes
□ No
Names of known land trusts:

410 Jones Street, Suite C-

(707) 462-3664, ex 101

5. Before this survey were you aware of any of the following agricultural conservation
easement characteristics? Select all that apply
□ May provide multiple financial benefits
□ Completely voluntary
□ Does not require public access
□ Typically limits development that has potential to negatively impact agricultural
production/conservation values
□ Frequently includes reserved rights for additional residential or farm-related
development
□ Keeps land in private/family ownership
□ Permanent
6. Please select from the following options that represent your opinions of the risks
associated with an agricultural conservation easement. Select all that apply
□ Concern about loss of flexibility in farmland management options
□ Potential loss of land value
□ Potential difficulty in future sale of the property
□ Concern about loss of privacy
□ Family members not supportive
□ Other land partners not supportive
Other (please explain)

410 Jones Street, Suite C-

(707) 462-3664, ex 101

7. If leaving a legacy to future generations is a priority, please indicate your level of
planning for your land. Select all that apply
□ Interested in preserving the agricultural tradition of our property
□ Family members are interested in continuing to work the land
□ Family members have other plans and are not interested in working the land
□ We have started succession planning for our farm/ranch
□ We have a succession plan in place
□ All options are on the table, including selling the land in the future
□ Would consider leasing agricultural property to a younger farmer or rancher
that is wanting to start or expand an agricultural business
8. Do you own agricultural property that is included in a Williamson Act agricultural
preserve contract?
□ Yes
□ No
9. Please select any barriers to Williamson Act participation. Select all that apply
□ Have not heard about the Williamson Act
□ Don’t know how to apply for a Williamson Act contract
□ Property taxes are already low or manageable
□ Difficulties in meeting minimum agricultural operations criteria
□ Reporting requirements
□ Limitations on non-compatible uses on property
Other (please explain)

410 Jones Street, Suite C-

(707) 462-3664, ex 101

10. Would you like assistance identifying a land trust to work with to preserve your
agricultural land or for someone to help you with understanding the Williamson Act? If
yes, please include your contact information and indicate specific information that
would be beneficial to you in the box below.
Please include your contact information, if desired, and any additional information here:

11. Would you be interested in attending workshops on farmland conservation options?
□ Yes
□ No

Your responses will remain confidential!
Thank you for your time
Please contact me if you have any questions:
Patricia Hickey, Executive Director
707-462-3664 ex. 101
Patricia.hickey@mcrcd.org

410 Jones Street, Suite C-

(707) 462-3664, ex 101

