
Table 1: Planning Tools

Name Description
How effective is this tool 

at achieving higher 
density in the cities?

How effective is this tool at 
helping agriculture remain 
economically viable as the 

County grows?

How effective is this tool 
in managing growth on 
unincorporated County 

lands?

How applicable 
is this tool to 

Sonoma 
County?

Ag/ Open Space/Watershed 
Zoning  

A special zoning district where only Agricultural or Open Space uses 
are permitted.

Highly Effective Highly Effective High

Urban Overlay Districts
This district is "overlaid" on existing zoning districts of a city, often 
encouraging highr density, mixed-use, and/or affordable 
development.

Highly Effective High

Rural Overlay Districts
This district is "overlaid" on existing zoning districts of unincorporated 
county land, often further regulating the nature of development 
permitted.

Highly Effective Highly Effective Medium

Urban Growth Boundaries
A boundary laid out in the General Plan which limits the extension of 
city utilities for a given time period. 

Highly Effective High

Rural Growth Boundaries
Similar to an Urban Growth Boundary, designed to keep new 
development within existing rural communities rather than allowing it 
to encroach on surrounding land uses.

Moderately Effective Highly Effective High

Agricultural Buffer Zones
Areas situated between commercial agriculture and other types of 
development to shield one from the other.

Moderately Effective Medium

Right to Farm Ordinances

These attempt to reduce complaints by urban and suburban dwellers 
about adjacent farming practices, they usually require that 
purchasers of adjacent land be notified of the nuisances of 
agriculture.

Highly Effective High

Mitigation Ordinances and 
Policies

Policies whereby a developer must permanently protect or pay a fee 
to permanently protect a number of ag or open space acres equal to 
or greater than the number of acres converted for development.

Moderately Effective Moderately Effective Medium

Hillside Protection Ordinances

A form of natural resource protection ordinance which can limit 
construction on slopes steeper than a given percent. This serves the 
dual purpose of maintaining scenic views and character and reducing 
run-off and erosion due to hillside development.

Moderately Effective Medium

Oak Protection Ordinances Ordinances protecting trees, specifically Oaks, within the community. Moderately Effective Medium

Stream Setback Ordinances

Ordinances which require development to be set back a minimum 
distance from creek banks according to the type of development and 
the size and flow of the creek. These regulations reduce run-off from 
development and allow for the maintenance of a riparian corridor 
along the waterway.

Moderately Effective Medium
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Reduced Fees and Density 
Bonuses

Reduced fees or additional density allowances offered to developers 
that build according to specific criteria, such as mixed use 
development, transit oriented development, affordable housing, or 
infill.

Moderately Effective Medium

Public/Private Urban Infill 
Partnerships

Partnerships between cities/ redevelopment agencies and 
developers to develop vacant or under-utilized sites in existing urban 
areas.  Public agency often commits land and/or funding.  Private 
developers develop site and buildings according to specific design/ 
use criteria.  Special policy allowances are also often allowed such 
as reduced parking requirements.

Highly Effective High

Williamson Act Contracts 

Allows landowners and counties voluntarily to enter into 10-year or 
20-year (Super Williamson Act) renewable contracts that limit the 
development opportunities for the land in exchange for lower 
property taxes. 

Highly Effective Moderately Effective High

Clustering

Allow or require that new development be clustered on one portion of 
a property, while leaving a large tract of environmentally sensitive or 
agricultural land intact on the remainder of the parcel. This remainder 
may be protected with a conservation easement.

Highly Effective Moderately Effective Medium

Transfer of Development Rights

These programs allow landowners to transfer the right to develop 
one parcel of land to a different parcel of land. Specific sending and 
receiving areas are designated and development rights or credits are 
bought and sold.

Moderately Effective Moderately Effective Moderately Effective Medium

Purchase of Development 
Rights/Purchase of 
Conservation Easements

A voluntary legal agreement between a landowner and a 
conservation agency in which the landowner sells or donates  the 
development rights of his land to the conservation agency.  The land 
then continues to be used by the owner for its original purposes. 

Highly Effective Moderately Effective High
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INTRODUCTION 

At its meeting on July 9, 2003, the Sonoma County Land Use Audit Steering Committee posed 
five questions to be answered in this approaches and tools memo: 

1. How can we encourage higher density in the cities? 

2. How can we help agriculture remain economically viable as the County grows? 

3. How do we manage growth on unincorporated County land? 

4. As the county grows, how do we approach changing the Urban Growth Boundaries? 

5. Where have new towns appeared and what are the driving factors behind them?  

To answer these questions and assist the Steering Committee with determining which approaches 
and tools can most effectively address the issues of sprawl, the loss of open space and agricultural 
land, and diminishing agricultural viability, we have organized this memo into three sections: 

1. PLANNING TOOLS, CASE STUDIES AND LESSONS LEARNED ................................... PAGE 2 

This section will address the first four questions listed above. Each planning tool will be defined. 
(Planning tools include regulations, policies, and incentives). Whether or not the tool is currently 
in use in Sonoma County will be discussed as will its successful use in other communities. 
Lessons learned from Sonoma County and other communities will be identified and the tool’s 
ability to successfully increase density, discourage sprawl or improve agricultural viability will be 
evaluated. Table 1 summarizes the information contained in this section. 

2. OTHER ISSUES: NEW TOWNS AND VOTER INITIATIVES ........................................ PAGE 24 

This section will address two additional issues which stand apart from the others. The first issue 
involves the Steering Committee’s fifth question - Where have new towns appeared and what are 
the driving factors behind them?  Rural growth can occur at the edge of existing urban areas, in a 
dispersed form in rural areas, or can be within the format of a new town. “New Towns” take 
many forms including mixed-use areas that emulate existing cities and residential subdivisions. 
New towns created under the umbrella of new urbanism such as Seaside, Florida as well as those 
created for other reasons will be discussed. Lessons learned from these new town developments 
will be identified. 

The second issue concerns voter initiatives. Although not a policy tool in and of themselves, voter 
initiatives are often used California to cement the use of a tool, such as urban growth boundaries, 
through a vote of the people rather than through the decision-making process of elected officials 
Voter initiatives will be described and recent voter initiatives will be discussed.  
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3. NEXT STEPS ......................................................................................................... PAGE 29 

This section will discuss what will be done with the information contained in this memo and the 
feedback needed from the Steering Committee at the August 13th Meeting.  

1. PLANNING TOOLS, SUCCESS STORIES AND LESSONS LEARNED  

This section will look at the variety of tools available to encourage greater urban densities, direct 
rural growth and development, and support agricultural viability. The tools fall into three general 
categories – (1) policies and ordinances, (2) financial incentives, and (3) clustering and transfer 
and purchase of development rights.  

Policies and Ordinances include ag/open space/watershed zoning; urban and rural overlay 
districts; urban and rural growth boundaries; agricultural buffer zones; right to farm ordinances, 
mitigation ordinances; and resource protection ordinances including hillside ordinances, stream 
setback ordinances and oak protection ordinances. 

Financial Incentives include reduced fees and density bonuses, public/private urban infill 
partnerships, and Williamson Act contracts. 

Clustering and Transfer and Purchase of Development Rights includes clustering, Transfer of 
Development Rights programs and Purchase of Development Rights/Purchase of Conservation 
Easement programs. 

Table 1: Planning Tools provides a summary of each of the tools discussed in this section and 
identifies how effective it is in achieving the steering committee’s three desired outcomes – 
encouraging infill and higher densities in the cities, assuring agricultural viability, and managing 
growth on unincorporated lands. The table also provides a preliminary indication of how effective 
this tool might be if it were used in Sonoma County. 

POLICIES AND ORDINANCES 

AGRICULTURAL, OPEN SPACE AND WATERSHED ZONING 

One method of protecting agricultural, open space, and watershed lands is to create zoning 
districts that favor these uses. The zoning ordinance designates specific areas where agriculture, 
open space and/or watershed protection is the favored use. Other land uses such as commercial 
and industrial uses, unless they support the primary use, are discouraged. Minimum lot sizes are 
large, usually ranging from 40 acres to 320 acres and residential densities are limited. Permitted 
uses as well as conditional uses are generally identified. In the case of agricultural zoning, the 
most restrictive ordinances prohibit uses that might be incompatible with agricultural operations. 
Urban amenities such as sewer and municipal water services generally do not extend to these 
lands.  
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Sonoma County’s land use and zoning categories that pertain specifically to ag include Diverse 
Agriculture (DA), Land Extensive Agriculture (LEA), Land Intensive Agriculture (LIA) and 
Resources and Rural Development (RRD). Densities range from 1 unit/10 acres to 1 unit/320 
acres. All of these zoning categories have provisions for clustering development (see page 20) 
and the placement of a protective easement over the undeveloped portion of the parcel. The 
Sonoma County agricultural zoning categories with permitted densities of 1unit/10 acres are too 
high to protect agriculture and open space. If there is demand for development at these densities 
land is consumed quickly and agricultural land is lost and agriculture becomes less viable.  

Napa County has two categories of ag zoning - Agricultural Reserve (AR) and Agricultural 
Watershed Open Space (AWOS). In the AR zone the minimum parcel size is 40 acres and in the 
AWOS the minimum parcel size is 160 acres. Land uses are restricted to those compatible with 
agriculture and watershed protection. Agricultural protection in Napa County has been 
strengthened by two voter initiatives (voter initiatives in general are described in section 2). 
These two measures – Measure J and Measure A greatly increase the probability of the ag and 
watershed zoning being effective. Measure J requires a vote of the people on any General Plan 
amendment taking lands out of the AWOS or AR designation. Measure A limits housing growth 
in the unincorporated county.  

In the absence of voter initiatives to protect zoning, there are a number of other ways of 
strengthening ag, open space, and watershed zoning. These include establishing criteria for 
rezoning. Criteria established in different jurisdictions include:  

• Proving that the property is better suited for a use other than its currently zoned use (Spokane, 
WA);  

• Proving that rezoning does not establish a use that conflicts with current agricultural (or 
conservation) uses (Spokane, WA); 

• Prohibiting the rezoning of prime soils (Black Hawk County, IA);  

• Requiring that the rezoning application be accompanied by a petition supporting the rezoning 
signed by the owners of at least 50% of the land within the tract to be rezoned (Scott County, 
IA); and ` 

• Including an agricultural nuisance disclaimer with the deed of the rezoned property 
(Marathon County, Wisconsin). 

Annexation of lands to the adjacent cities is often a greater threat to agricultural, open space and 
watershed lands than is County rezoning. In these cases, the local LAFCo can choose to 
implement the two policies which guide annexation of agricultural lands – 1) that development is 
guided away from prime agricultural lands, and 2) that development within an agency’s sphere of 
influence should be encouraged prior to any annexation. LAFCo’s in certain counties are less 
willing to grant annexations onto agricultural lands than others. For example, the Marin County 
LAFCo has a policy that gives it the authority to deny annexation of productive agricultural land 
that is zoned as agriculture.  
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When done properly with provisions to protect from zoning changes, ag and open space zoning is 
a highly effective tool for supporting agricultural viability and managing growth on 
unincorporated lands. This zoning practice, if enforced firmly over time,  may also have the 
indirect benefit of encouraging infill development by taking land at the urban fringe off the 
market. 

Lessons Learned: 

• As a stand-alone tool, ag, open space and watershed zoning works best when there is little 
pressure for development, land values are low, and agriculture is the dominant land use. As 
development pressures increase and land values increase beyond their value for farming, 
zoning must be combined with other tools to protect agriculture. 

• Large lot zoning (greater than 40 acres) is more effective in protecting ag, open space and 
watershed lands. Large lot sizes also help maintain viable commercial agriculture. 

• Zoning as a sole tool to protect agriculture is a fragile choice as oftentimes zoning can be 
changed by a majority vote of the Board of Supervisors. Ag zoning can be strengthened 
significantly if changes to the ag, open space or watershed zoning require a vote of the 
people.  

• In the absence of voter initiatives that restrict zoning changes, strict criteria for rezoning are 
successful in limiting rezoning applications. 

• To make ag/open space/watershed zoning more effective, and flexible it can be combined 
with a number of other tools including clustering, transfer of development rights, purchase of 
conservation easements, and overlay districts.  

• Annexation of lands is often a greater threat to agricultural, open space and watershed lands 
than is rezoning. In these cases, strong LAFCo policies can help reduce the threat of 
annexation. 

URBAN OVERLAY DISTRICTS OR ZONES 

Urban overlay zoning involves placing additional requirements on portions of existing zoning 
districts. These standards are more permissive in some ways, for example allowing for higher 
density development, but stricter in other ways, discouraging certain design characteristics. In 
urban areas, this technique is appropriate for focussing specific types of development in a certain 
location of an urban area, such as around a transit station. Urban overlay districts can require 
increased densities and mixed use development, as well as specific building and street design 
requirements.  

Examples of urban overlay zones include those used to promote mixed-use development near 
urban centers. The City of Palo Alto, CA has used several designations of overlays in its 
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downtown area to encourage commercial areas, pedestrian shopping, and provide for parking, and 
other amenities. Additionally, municipalities can use overlay zones in existing low density, single 
use areas to encourage mixed-use or higher density development. For example, the city of 
Encinitas, CA uses overlay zones in combination with Specific Plans to allow for greater density 
in certain areas of the city. An overlay zone may be used near a certain intersection or street 
which is served by transit, in order to increase the amount of jobs and housing to support that 
transit corridor. The City of San Diego uses an “Urban Village Overlay Zone” to promote 
compact, transit oriented development. Overlay zones can also be used to allow affordable 
housing as a use by right in areas selected by the community, regardless of the current zoning. In 
the City of Santa Cruz, there is a specific overlay zone which “denotes that affordable housing 
priority site regulations apply.” Overlay zoning can place requirements on the design of new 
construction and additions to existing buildings so that they are compatible with the 
neighborhood's building types and character. The City of Carson, CA uses a Design Overlay 
Zone to ensure extra review of site plans prior to construction in scenic areas of the city. Overlay 
zoning can also be an effective tool for communities to use in protecting specific resources from 
development pressures (e.g. historic buildings). 

The city of Santa Rosa has a Planned Unit Development Combining District (PD) designated in 
its general plan that encourages infill development, mixed use and increased densities. The 
objectives of the PD combining district include: 

• developing or enlarging commercial districts in close proximity to residential areas; 

• permitting clusters of multiple-unit residential developments in appropriate locations within 
single-family residential zones; 

• protecting the appearance and character of areas of public interest or high visibility such as 
civic centers, public buildings and grounds, parks, monument areas, and features, natural or 
manmade, of local or historical significance; 

• permit the development of infill sites of three acres or less in the low density residential 
category at densities up to 15 dwelling units/acre as long as infrastructure is sufficient to 
support that density and the project is compatible (but not necessarily identical) with the 
surrounding residential neighborhood in terms of building mass, setbacks, and landscaping.  

Overlay districts are effective for encouraging infill development. To the extent that overlay 
districts in urban areas allow for more development in these areas, some growth is directed away 
from rural areas, indirectly supporting efforts to limit sprawl onto agricultural and open space 
lands. 

Lessons Learned: 

• Urban Overlay Districts help cities encourage the type of development they seek in different 
areas. They are an effective complement to Specific and Area Plans. 
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• Urban Overlay Districts can often be combined with developer incentives to better achieve 
the goal of the district. This is especially true where mixed use or increased densities are the 
goal of the overlay district.  

RURAL OVERLAY DISTRICTS OR ZONES 

Similar to Urban Overlay Districts, Rural Overlay Districts or Overlay Zoning places additional 
standards in addition to the zoning code on specific areas. This technique is often used to protect 
environmentally sensitive areas with geographic boundaries that do not coincide with the 
underlying zoning district. For example watershed protection overlay zone might include 
requirements such as: 

• prohibition of certain uses;  

• reduced densities;  

• limits on amounts of impervious surface;  

• special requirements for septic systems;  

• strict control of hazardous and toxic materials storage and management; or  

• special stormwater and waste disposal provisions 

Tillamook County in Oregon uses a designated Shoreland Overlay Zone to preserve its coastline 
and marine estuaries from development and from the disposal of dredged material. By applying 
specific development restrictions and mandating certain conservation and restoration activities, 
Tilamook County has prevented severe damage to its coastal land due to development and 
dredging. 

Whatcom County in Washington has created an Agriculture Protection Overlay Zone which 
applies to all the land in two of its Rural Residential zoning categories. This Overlay Zone has 
provisions to encourage and support agricultural uses on the fringe of suburban communities and 
provides for clustering to further protect agricultural lands. Ag protection overlay zones often 
include provisions similar to a right-to-farm ordinance 

Sonoma County uses a variety of Combining Districts, which serve essentially the same function 
as Overlay Districts. The County has combining districts for Floodplains, Scenic Resources, 
Parking, and Traffic Sensitive Areas, among others.  

Lessons Learned: 

• Rural Overlay Districts help counties enforce the environmental goals of their general plans 
and help protect natural resources within these zones. 

• Rural Overlay Districts are often be combined with clustering provisions Hillside Protection 
Ordinances, Stream Setbacks, and Oak Preservation Ordinances for greater effectiveness. 
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URBAN GROWTH BOUNDARIES (UGBS) 

Urban Growth Boundaries define areas within which future development should proceed and 
provide long-term protection to the agricultural, natural resource, and open space areas beyond 
the boundary.  In California, the Urban Growth boundaries are generally included in a 
jurisdictions general plan and last approximately twenty years. 

Most counties in California have some sort of UGB requirement for their incorporated cities and 
towns as it is an effective tool for planning and directing urban growth. Areas worth noting for 
effective use of UGBs include Santa Cruz, Contra Costa and Alameda Counties, San Mateo, San 
Jose, Pleasanton, and Modesto.  

Ventura County, California, was one of the first counties to establish Urban Growth Boundaries 
through voter initiative. The 1998 SOAR (Save Open Space and Agricultural Resources) 
initiatives in the five cities of Ventura County limited the land available for conversion to urban 
uses for the following 20 years.  

Ventura County’s current rate of urbanization is much lower and its current densities are 
significantly higher than the national average. Several studies have been done analyzing the 
population, urbanization, density, and farmland conversion statistics of Ventura County, with 
rather mixed results. A study done by the Solimar Research Group based in Ventura stated that 
their growth rates have not significantly changed compared to the years prior to the SOAR 
initiatives. Another study performed by the Reason Institute for Public Policy in cooperation with 
the Solimar Research Group found that “despite the passage of Save Open Space and Agricultural 
Resources (SOAR) growth management initiatives, most cities in Ventura County had not 
amended their plans or their project approval processes to allow greater density within the 
boundaries of their municipalities. Quite the contrary, projects being approved in the cities were 
likely to have lower densities than the general plans theoretically allowed.” This indicates that 
UGB’s alone are not as effective as when they are paired with Area and Specific Plans, and that 
the zoning code must be updated to reflect the need for higher densities. The aversion to density 
most likely comes from developers, as they may find higher densities more difficult to market to 
the public. 

In Sonoma County, eight of the nine cities in Sonoma County have urban growth boundaries – 
Cotati (approved by voters in 1998), Healdsburg (1996), Petaluma (1998), Rohnert Park (1996, 
2000), Santa Rosa (1996), Sebastopol (1996), Sonoma (2000), and Windsor (1998). Cloverdale is 
the only city without a voter approved Urban Growth Boundary. UGBs adopted by initiative such 
as those in Santa Rosa, Healdsburg and Sebastopol established boundaries that cannot be changed 
for twenty years without a vote of the people. UGBs adopted only as part of a city’s general plan 
can be changed or repealed at any time by a majority of the city council. Those adopted by 
initiative cannot be repealed or changed except by a majority vote of the people. 

Under the current regulations, each Sonoma County city with a UGB will undertake its own 
process to expand the UGB prior to its expiration. Although each city is somewhat different, the 
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general process to update the UGB is to update the city’s general plan and include the UGB 
update in the General Plan.  

PORTLAND OREGON’S EXPANSION OF THE URBAN GROWTH BOUNDARY 

Portland, Oregon’s UGB has been in place since the 1970’s and has been renewed several times. 
Portland is a unique case study because it is a large metropolitan area that encompasses three 
counties and 26 cities. Although certain aspects of Portland’s UGB are not germane to this 
discussion, its urban growth boundary expansion process is relevant and is discussed below. 

 “Portland's urban growth boundary was created as part of Oregon's statewide land-use program 
in the early 1970s. Under the program requirements, all Oregon cities must adopt and maintain a 
UGB large enough to accommodate expected growth over a 20-year period. The Portland UGB is 
managed by the Metro Council (Metro), the only directly elected regional government in the U.S. 
Adopted in 1979, the Portland UGB contains approximately 369 square miles (about 236,000 
acres). It encompasses 24 cities, the urban portions of Washington, Multnomah, and Clackamas 
counties, and as of February 2000, about 1.3 million residents.” 

Metro is required by state law to add land to the boundary if Metro demonstrates "need," where 
need is based on population and employment forecasts and an evaluation of capacity within the 
existing UGB. More specifically, Metro must assure that the UGB contains a 20-year land supply 
and must provide such assurance every five years. Once need has been demonstrated, the area 
selected for inclusion within the boundary must be shown to be superior to other areas. 

During the past two decades, Metro has moved the boundary about three dozen times. Most 
moves were quite small — 20 acres or less. On December 17, 1998, the Metro Council authorized 
the first general expansion of the UGB. This expansion involved 3,527 acres that created enough 
room for approximately 23,000 housing units and 14,000 jobs. In 1999, the Metro Council voted 
to include another 377 acres to help balance the number of homes and jobs in one particular area. 
This totals approximately 5,000-acres in 20 years. 

The most recent and largest addition to the urban growth boundary – 18,700 acres – was 
authorized in July, 2003. This review of Portland’s UGB and residential land supply took 
approximately two years to complete and involved two separate analyses. The first analysis, used 
in-house planning staff to determine whether or not there was a twenty year supply of residential 
land within the UGB. The second analysis used outside consultants to evaluate all the lands 
within one mile of the UGB in order to define “expandable” land. The evaluation of the 
surrounding one mile of land evaluated numerous criteria including slope, soils, agricultural 
value, and other criteria to determine where expansion should occur. 

Once the general amount of land needed and the areas most suitable for expansion were 
identified, the surrounding communities and the cities not included in the Portland Metropolitan 
area had an opportunity to comment on and help shape the boundaries. Once this was complete, 
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the Metro Council held a series of public hearings to take public comment on the findings and 
recommendations.  

Once the Metro Council made its final recommendations, the plan was reviewed at the state level 
by Oregon’s Land Conservation and Development Commission (LCDC). The LCDC is tasked 
with making sure that jurisdictions follow current land use laws and develop the 
recommendations legally. The LCDC was also very involved in Portland’s process of expanding 
its UGB.  

The LCDC approved this most recent UGB expansion of 18,700 acres in June 2003. This acreage 
is three times larger than all the previous UGB expansions combined but is planned to 
accommodate the projected 38,000 housing units needed over the next 20 years. A study 
addressing land supply for new jobs is still underway and is expected to be completed in 2004.  

The Urban Growth Boundary regulations governing Portland and other Oregon cities are 
supported by a strong position at the state level, and it is the state that requires reevaluation of the 
UGB every five years and also approves the revisions to the UGB. Planners for Metro also 
attribute some of the success of this most recent expansion effort to the commitment of a reporter 
from the Oregonian, the Public Paper. The reporter was able to write about complex land use laws 
and decisions clearly and understandably. Her ongoing coverage of the expansion process and the 
number of people her articles reached is considered a very important part of the success of the 
expansion. Adjustments are being sought, however, and the Portland metropolitan area is 
currently petitioning the LCDC to change the UGB reevaluation regulation to every seven years 
as the process is to lengthy and costly to the state and to Metro Council to conduct every five 
years. 

At one point Portland had also designated Urban Reserves, areas where the city would expand 
after it filled the 20-year UGB. The most recent Urban Reserve proposal included an expansion of 
over 18,000 acres, much of it on prime farmland. The urban reserve program was backed by 
developers and attorneys. However, Metro’s decision to designate urban reserves was challenged, 
and lost, in court and the concept was discarded in favor of the existing more comprehensive look 
at the UGB. Although developers and speculators are often those most opposed to UGBs, some 
developers support UGBs because they provide predictability – land to build on without costly 
rezoning and NIMBY battles. 

Lessons Learned:  

• Urban Growth Boundaries are a widely used tool that effectively direct growth into a 
specified area. Their over all effect depends in a large part upon the size of the UGB and 
other policy tools implemented. A very large UGB, for example, may make little difference 
to the spread of development while a very tight UGB implemented without policies 
supporting infill and density could result in escalating land and housing prices. 
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•  When combined with infill and density-promoting policies and zoning, appropriately-sized 
UGBs can support efficient use of existing infrastructure, increased urban densities, reduced 
commute times and traffic congestion, and agricultural and environmental protection. 

• When expanding the UGBs it is important to conduct a thorough evaluation of all the lands 
surrounding the city. If UGBs are expanded into good farming areas, farmland preservation 
efforts could be compromised. 

RURAL GROWTH BOUNDARIES 

Similar to an urban growth boundary, rural growth boundaries are designed to keep new 
development within existing rural communities rather than allowing it to encroach on surrounding 
areas. Rural growth boundaries are not as extensively used as urban growth boundaries but are 
being used more frequently in selected areas across the country where unincorporated 
communities are expanding in an unplanned manner.  

The Coconino County, Arizona Comprehensive Plan employs urban growth boundaries around 
Flagstaff, its major city, and has also instituted rural growth boundaries around the 
unincorporated communities in the county. Monterey County also added rural growth boundaries 
in its most recent General Plan update. The plan identified the existing developed rural areas, 
defined the development that would be allowed within the boundaries, and also defined the 
appropriate lands uses for rural areas outside of the rural growth boundaries. Sonoma County 
does not have rural growth boundaries around the unincorporated communities. 

RGBs control growth on unincorporated county lands. Secondary effects of rural growth 
boundaries are that they encourage infill development in rural communities and they help to keep 
agriculture viable.  

Lessons Learned:  

• Rural Growth Boundaries are not as common as their urban counterparts, but have the same 
advantages. 

• Growth predictions for rural communities may be more difficult to establish than for urban 
areas. 

• RGBs should be considered in combination with buffer zones and right to farm ordinances to 
further protect agriculture.  

AGRICULTURAL BUFFER ZONES  

Agricultural buffers separate agriculture from urban uses and are used to reduce conflicts between 
urban and agricultural land uses; and to reduce the actual or perceived impacts on residents (spray 
drift, noise, odor, dust) and on agricultural operations (theft, trespass, restrictions on farming 
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practices). Depending on their design, buffers can also provide associated visual, recreational, and 
wildlife habitat benefits.  

Agricultural buffer zones can prohibit or provide public access. If public access is prohibited, the 
buffer could include non-nuisance agricultural uses such as drainage channels, detention ponds, 
natural areas, and utility corridors. If public access is included in the buffer, trails and walking 
paths could be included. Concerns with publicly accessible buffers includes trespassing and theft. 

In the Agricultural Resources Element of the Sonoma County General Plan, the Permit and 
Resource Management Department has written the following:  

“Policy AR-4c: [The County shall] Protect agricultural operations by establishing a buffer 
between the agricultural land use and the residential use at the urban fringe adjacent to an 
agricultural land use category. Buffers shall generally be defined as a physical separation of 
100 to 200' and/or may be a topographic feature, a substantial tree stand, water course or 
similar feature. In some circumstances a landscaped berm may provide the buffer. The buffer 
shall occur on the parcel for which a permit is sought and shall favor protection of the 
maximum amount of farmable land.” 

Other counties which employ buffer zones include Colusa, Contra Costa, Mendocino, and Santa 
Cruz. Buffer zones are a popular complement to Right to Farm Ordinances as buffer zones further 
reduce the chance of grievances against the farmer by separating agricultural and residential uses. 
If the buffer zone is created on the farmers land, there may be some resistance from the 
agricultural community as buffer zones can be perceived as a taking of farmable land.  

Buffer zones are an effective tool for helping agriculture to stay viable. They do not directly 
influence either infill development or sprawl. 

Lessons Learned: 

• In order to support agriculture, the requirement to provide the buffer should be imposed on 
residential developments. Buffers should be sufficiently wide to protect the farming operation 
from lawn fertilizers, playing children, and other conflicts. At the same time, they should not 
require large land commitments from residential property owners.  

• Buffers that allow for public access must address how the farmer is protected from trespass 
and theft. 

• In all cases, responsibility for maintaining the buffer should be well-defined. 

• Buffer zones complement Right to Farm Ordinances. 

 

RIGHT TO FARM ORDINANCE 

Like a disclosure statement included with the purchase of property, right-to-farm ordinances 
require that all purchasers of land in agriculturally zoned areas are notified of the side effects of 
agriculture and makes them aware of the right of the farmer to continue these activities. These 
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types of ordinances attempt to reduce complaints by new urban and suburban dwellers about 
adjacent farming practices. Right-to-farm laws are in place in all 50 states and serve the purpose 
of strengthening the legal position of framers when neighbors sue them for nuisance and to 
protect farmers from anti-nuisance ordinances and unreasonable controls on farming operations. 
In California, the California Agricultural Protection Act serves to protect both agriculture and 
agricultural processing from neighbors deeming that these activities are a nuisance. These 
policies have generally cut down on the number of nuisance suits brought against farmers by 
neighboring rural or suburban homeowners. 

Sonoma County has in place a right to farm ordinance which states that "legal and properly 
conducted agricultural operations on agricultural land will not be considered a nuisance under the 
Sonoma County Code" and "ensures that people are informed of the consequences of living in a 
right-to-farm county."  Further, the ordinance also cautions that anyone who lives on or uses 
property near (within 300 feet) an agricultural operation "may at times be subject to--without 
limitation--noise, odors, fumes, dust, smoke, insects, operation of machinery during any time of 
day or night, storage and disposal of manure, and ground or aerial application of fertilizers, soil 
amendments, seeds, and pesticides."  In addition, the Right to Farm Ordinance protects the 
processing of agricultural products on site. This covers everything from wine production and sale 
to the processing of manure for proper disposal. 

In other locales, right-to-farm ordinances include provisions such as allowing the court to award 
legal fees to farmers in the case of a frivolous lawsuit and requiring mediation of disputes before 
a lawsuit is filed. 

A Right to Farm Ordinance helps to keep agriculture viable along borders with rural residential 
and urban development. Right-to-farm ordinances do not help encourage infill development nor 
do they help prevent conversion of agricultural land to other land uses, although these may be 
indirect benefits. 

Lessons Learned:  

• Right to Farm Ordinances do not eliminate conflicts between farmers and neighboring land 
owners, they simply provide the farmers with a legal defense for their actions. 

• Right to farm ordinances illustrate to newcomers and urban dwellers that the local 
government supports agriculture, despite the inconveniences it may cause. 

• A Right to Process clause permits farmers to process their own products if desired, reducing 
their reliance on larger processing facilities which could be outside of the county. The 
concern with the right-to-process is that the scale of processing facilities can be incompatible 
with the surrounding rural/agricultural area and created significant impacts such as increased 
traffic and runoff. 
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• Right to Farm ordinances can be met with community disapproval if land is being converted 
to agriculture from another use. There may be environmental or community impacts to keep 
in mind when designing the ordinance. 

• Right to Farm ordinances may indirectly limit a farmers costs as they are less likely to be 
engaged in a costly lawsuit. 

MITIGATION ORDINANCES AND POLICIES 

Mitigation ordinances can be used for both agricultural lands and environmentally sensitive lands 
with wetland mitigation being the most common environmental mitigation program. Mitigation 
programs involve protecting farmland or open space by providing equivalent or greater farm 
acreage elsewhere when agricultural land or open space is converted to other uses, or paying a fee 
when farmland or open space land is converted to other uses. The fee can then be used to 
purchase the land in fee or to purchase easements over lands in a specified area.  

One of the first farmland mitigation programs was enacted in Davis, California in 1995. This 
ordinance requires developers to permanently protect one acre of farmland for every acre of 
agricultural land they convert to other uses. Developers can place an agricultural conservation 
easement on farmland in another part of the city or pay a fee to satisfy mitigation. Other 
communities with farmland mitigation ordinances include Brentwood and Monterey County, CA. 

Many states have wetlands mitigation policies or ordinances in effect. The state of Oregon has a 
policy which first requires all development requesting to fill a wetland to provide evidence that 
the developer has exhausted every opportunity to avoid damage to the wetlands. If this is the case, 
the developer must then provide a mitigation service in return for receiving their permit to fill the 
wetlands. Mitigation may consist of creation, restoration, or enhancement of a wetlands. The ratio 
of acres filled to acres created is 1:1, filled to restored is 1.5:1, and filled to enhanced is 3:1. 

In Sonoma County, mitigation is generally required for certain projects, imposed by federal or 
state agencies, and is determined on a project by project basis. There are currently no County 
policies requiring mitigation for agricultural or open space land conversion or development. 

Mitigation ordinances are moderately effective at helping some of the agriculture in an area 
remain economically viable and are also moderately effective at managing growth on 
unincorporated county lands. Mitigation ordinances do not help achieve higher densities in the 
cities. 

Lessons Learned:  

• Mitigation ordinances are based upon the acknowledgment that development of agricultural 
and open space lands is occurring and cannot be stopped. Mitigation ordinances help preserve 
some agricultural land in designated areas but mitigation ordinances are a second choice 
solution with the first choice being protection of ag and open space lands from development. 
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Other tools such as ag zoning, urban growth boundaries, rural growth boundaries, transfer of 
development rights, etc are much more proactive in terms of protecting ag and open space 
lands. 

• Mitigation ordinances are generally well accepted politically and are financially feasible to 
implement. They are especially effective within UGBs where agriculture cannot remain 
viable as the community grows. 

• In order to be effective, Mitigation Ordinances must be administered properly. Ideally the 
land set aside should be equal in size, quality, and if possible, form, to the land that has been 
developed. A specific mitigation area should be identified to provide for greater agricultural 
viability.  

• If a developer pays a fee as mitigation, it is crucial to the success of the program that this fee 
be applied as soon as possible to the purchase of an easement or title of appropriate land. 

HILLSIDE PROTECTION ORDINANCES 

Hillside protection ordinances protect natural resources by limiting construction on slopes steeper 
than a given percent. This serves the dual purpose of maintaining scenic views and character and 
reducing run-off and erosion due to hillside development. 

Sonoma County currently has a Hillside Protection Ordinance in place which protects more than 
111,000 acres of land. At the county level, this ordinance is focused primarily on vineyard 
development and erosion control. The city of Healdsburg uses a Hillside Combining District to 
protect hillsides and views from development. This approach could help the County to avoid 
commercial and residential development that could negatively impact views along transportation 
corridors. Napa County has also adopted a Hillside Protection Ordinance to maintain its views 
and character while also solving erosion problems due to hillside development. 

Hillside Protection Ordinances help to maintain open space but depending on their conditions can 
ultimately be undesirable for agriculture as they can limit planting or grazing on steep slopes. It is 
not effective at increasing urban densities or discouraging rural and suburban sprawl.  

Lessons Learned:  

• While they are initially conceived as a method to lessen the erosion associated with 
development, Hillside Protection Ordinances can also serve as an effective method for 
preserving open space and scenic views. 

• Hillside Protection Ordinances can also be effective at limiting urban expansion and 
maintaining islands of open space within cities. 

• Care should be taken to ensure that these ordinances apply to residential development and 
other types of erosion-causing activities, not only to vineyards. 
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OAK PROTECTION ORDINANCES 

Oak protection ordinances recognize the economic, social and ecological importance of trees, 
specifically oaks, within the community and most importantly, the historical significance of oaks 
in California and the need for preservation.  

The focus of these ordinances, in order to be successful, should be on the appropriate 
management of the oak or oak woodland resource, not simply on regulation. The focus needs to 
be broad and the ordinance itself should be drafted with the help of professionals who understand 
the best possible management practices for these trees. 

The County of Santa Barbara began working on an Oak Tree Protection and Regeneration 
Program in 1999, and in April of 2003 adopted a supplement to the Conservation Element of their 
Comprehensive Plan addressing the need to protect oaks and oak woodlands without unduly 
limiting the creation of productive agricultural land. Mitigation and replanting requirements seek 
to ensure that no net loss of oak trees occurs within the County, and the use of incentives and 
education by the program seeks to increase the existing numbers. Farmers are discouraged from 
removing oaks, but small allowances provide for their removal. Thresholds are set for self-
certified compliance with regeneration, the need for a management plan, and the need for a 
discretionary permit. The Oak Tree Protection and Regeneration Program applies to all 
agricultural and mountainous lands in the County that are outside of the coastal zone and to urban 
boundaries. 

Lessons Learned: 

• Oak Protection Ordinances can have a greater impact on the agricultural community than on 
others. When drafting an oak ordinance, care should be taken to avoid a large burden being 
placed on existing and new agricultural development. 

• By focussing on management rather than simply regulation, these ordinances can be effective 
without becoming overly complex and burdensome. 

STREAMSIDE SETBACK ORDINANCES 

Streamside Setback Ordinances require all development to be set back a minimum distance from 
creek banks according to the type of development and the size and flow of the creek. These 
regulations prevent excessive run-off from development and allow for the maintenance of a 
riparian corridor along the waterway. 

As part of its Coastal Zoning Ordinance, Sonoma County mandates setbacks from riparian 
corridors using the Biotic Resources Combining District. This district is overlaid on all creek and 
river corridors and requires setbacks ranging from 50 feet in urban areas to 200 feet along the 
Russian River. Because setbacks can serve to increase lot sizes, they can work to disperse or 
discourage rural development. 
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Other counties with streamside setback requirements include Napa, Mendocino, Santa Clara, 
Monterey, and Humbolt. In many of these counties, passing the ordinance was difficult due to 
public dissent and political battles. While setbacks can discourage rural development on sensitive 
lands, they can, in some cases, result in a loss of useable agricultural land. This has become an 
issue in Napa County where the battle over setback distance has recently been renewed by groups 
who are advocating for increased setbacks. Farmers and vintners are resistant to this movement as 
it would limit their plantable land.  

Streamside setbacks are an environmental protection tool. They can help to protect sensitive land 
and water courses from development and can maintain the feeling of open space in a rapidly 
growing area. Because they help to discourage all types of development along riparian corridors, 
they can help limit the expansion of rural communities and fringe developments. 

Lessons Learned: 

• Streamside Setbacks can be difficult to pass through the county legislature. In order to be 
truly effective, they must constitute a large portion of land and this can cause resistance from 
landowners. 

• These ordinances can help to maintain riparian corridors, providing a visual break and may 
also serve as buffers between ag and non-ag land uses. 

FINANCIAL INCENTIVES 

REDUCED FEES AND DENSITY BONUSES 

In order to direct growth towards specific locations within a city, incentives can be offered to 
developers if they meet the city’s requirements for development location and/or type. Incentives 
include reduced fees for development or being able to build at a greater density than allowed by 
zoning (density bonuses).  

The most frequent use of density bonuses is to encourage affordable housing. In the state of 
California, jurisdictions are required to offer either density bonuses or tax breaks to developers 
who build affordable housing as at least 20% of their proposed development. Most cities in 
California have density bonus programs in place for affordable housing. Density bonuses have 
also been used in the state of Maryland to encourage the development of energy efficient homes. 
In Thurston County, Washington landowners/developers receive a density bonus if they cluster 
development on rural lands.  

A recent state bill in New Jersey provided reimbursement of 75 percent of the cost to clean up 
brownfields if developers build housing on old industrial tracts. Brownfields are sites where reuse 
or redevelopment might be complicated by the presence of hazardous wastes. 

In Sonoma County, the City of Windsor, with its Downtown Specific Plan instituted incentives 
for developers and retailers to locate in the newly created downtown business district. They found 
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that simply offering reduced or waived fees was highly effective for enlivening their downtown 
area.  

Reduced fees and density bonuses can be highly effective at helping to achieve higher urban 
densities. Indirect benefits of managing growth in the unincorporated county may include a 
reduction in development of agricultural and open space land.  

Lessons Learned 
• Incentives must be financially attractive to developers in order to lure them away from 

cheaper, flat rural lands that are often easier to develop.  

• Incentives work best when combined with overlay zoning or districts that clearly identify 
what types of development are desired and where. They can also be more effective if they are 
combined with urban growth boundaries. 

• Incentives for increased densities and development in existing neighborhoods come with 
“NIMBY” issues. Already settled residents often do not want increased densities and new 
development in their neighborhood. This can be combated in several ways, such as  –
involvement of the community in the design and development of infill projects, locating infill 
projects in underutilized, non-residential locations, and demonstrating the reduced 
infrastructure cost and tax burden that can be associated with a more concentrated use of 
existing water, sewer and transportation systems. 

PUBLIC/PRIVATE URBAN INFILL PARTNERSHIPS 

Public/Private Urban Infill Partnerships are collaborative arrangements between public agencies 
and private entities (developers) in which resources and information are shared in order to 
achieve a particular public purpose. They specify joint rights and responsibilities and imply the 
sharing of risks, costs or assets, allowing the partners to reach common goals. Such partnerships 
are used to develop vacant or under utilized sites in existing urban areas achieving the goal of 
urban infill. The public agency often contributes land and/or funding. Private developers develop 
the site and buildings according to specific design and use criteria. Incentives are often offered to 
the developer.  

This type of redevelopment is most successful when it is accomplished at a scale and with design 
features that are compatible with the existing and surrounding neighborhoods. By forming 
partnerships with private investors and developers, cities and counties can achieve their infill 
goals and conserve land on the urban fringe. 

In San Diego, the Centre City Development Corporation (CCDC) is the agency that coordinates 
all the public/private partnerships necessary for successful redevelopment in Downtown. They are 
responsible for strategic planning, design approval, land acquisition, public improvements and 
public financing for downtown redevelopment projects. To date they have undertaken well over 
100 projects with various private developers in eight different districts. These projects have 
ranged from residential condominiums and public plazas, to retail and restaurant districts, parking 
garages and ship terminals. The individual projects all fall under one of two umbrella projects 
designed to inject new investment into Center City area and the Horton Plaza. These two project 
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plans provide a framework for specific redevelopment sites. The CCDC monitors and assists its 
private partners throughout the design and construction process, to ensure that projects are well-
funded through completion, built in accordance with design guidelines, fill a public need, and 
abide by all applicable city codes and ordinances. 

In general, infill projects must meet strict design standards set by the jurisdiction. These standards 
are intended to help retain the character of the area through physical design elements, vegetation, 
pedestrian access (in urban core areas), and parking requirements, and the composition of the 
development. For example, many urban infill projects require or provide incentives for the 
development of moderate- or low-income housing.   

One tool that cities can use to provide financing for redevelopment projects is tax increment 
financing. Tax increment financing is a system whereby property values in a particular 
redevelopment area are frozen at a certain level; as redevelopment occurs and property values 
rise, the taxes or the increased values are funneled back into more redevelopment projects in that 
area. Tax increment financing is built on the concept that new value will be created by 
redevelopment of an area, and that the future value can be used to finance part of the activities 
needed now to create new value.  

The key piece of public-sector financing for redevelopment of Minneapolis' Johnson Street 
Quarry was revenue from the local TIF district — expected to bring in $10.3 million over the 
project's life. In Wyandotte, Michigan, city officials financed a portion of the $5.2-million 
redevelopment at BASF's South Works with TIF district revenues, which, by 1994, provided $5 
million annually. All TIFs sunset after a set period of time and the taxes they generate return to 
the city. If there are other taxing entities receiving funds from the TIF area, they will receive a 
budget windfall as the taxes from the TIF area are distributed to them at the increased rate. 

Lessons Learned: 

• Urban infill public/private partnerships can work to generate income for both the 
municipality and the developer. 

• Providing appropriate density or other incentives to developers can lessen the need for the 
city or county to invest fiscal assets in the project. 

• TIFs work well to generate income and keep local taxes working locally. 

 

WILLIAMSON ACT CONTRACTS  

The Williamson Act, also known as the California Land Conservation Act of 1965, allows 
landowners and counties to voluntarily enter into 10-year renewable contracts that limit the 
development on the landowners agricultural land in exchange for lower property taxes.  

The Super Williamson Act, established in 1998, provides for the establishment of Farmland 
Security Zones (FSZ). Under the Super Williamson Act, landowners can receive an additional 35 
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percent tax reduction in the land's value for property tax purposes. This additional tax reduction 
can be earned only if farmers and ranchers keep their property in the conservation program for at 
least 20 years. FSZ contracts are comparable to the Williamson Act contracts in that each year 
another year is added to the agreement unless the landowner or county does not renew the 
contract. The FSZ legislation prohibits the annexation of land enrolled in a 20-year contract to a 
city, or a special district that provides non-agricultural services, or for use as a public school site. 
Currently 19 California counties, including Sonoma and Marin have adopted this FSZ program.  

Acres of land in Sonoma County under contract and acres for non-renewed contracts to be 
provided on 8/13/03.  

Williamson Act contracts are highly effective at maintaining agricultural viability as the county 
grows. They are also highly effective at managing growth in the unincorporated county, although 
this is an indirect benefit of the Williamson Act. Williamson Act contracts may drive 
development and density towards the urban areas but this would be an indirect benefit 

Lessons Learned:  

• Williamson Act contracts are impermanent. Often developers will not only pay the farmer for 
his land but will pay the fee for him to terminate the Williamson Act contract. This is a 
concern in counties where agriculture is not able to compete financially with housing and 
development restrictions on agricultural lands are limited or nonexistent.  

CLUSTERING AND TRANSFER AND PURCHASE OF DEVELOPMENT RIGHTS 

CLUSTERING 

Clustering is a policy that allows or requires new development to be clustered on one portion of a 
property, leaving a large tract of environmentally sensitive or agricultural land intact on the 
remainder of the parcel. This remainder is often protected with a conservation easement. 
Clustering differs from a Transfer of Development Rights Program because development occurs 
on the property itself. With TDR development the development rights are sent from the original 
property to an entirely difference piece of land (the receiving site). 

Communities that employ cluster techniques include Larkspur and National City, CA, and Palm 
Beach, FL. They have used clusterings of residential units or commercial development to 
conserve open space, wildlife habitat, and agriculture. 

Boulder County, Colorado has had a clustering program in place since 1978. Called Non-Urban 
Planned Unit Developments (NUPUD), the concept has been relatively successful at reducing 
large developments on the urban fringe. 

The Sonoma County General Plan includes recommendations for clustering within the County’s 
Community Separators and Scenic Landscape Units. Clustering is recommended to minimize the 
visual impact of the development. 
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Clustering is moderately effective at managing growth on unincorporated County lands and in 
helping agriculture remain economically viable. It does not help achieve higher urban densities.  

Lessons Learned:   

• Clustering must be supervised closely by the County Planning Department in order to assure 
it is not used as a guise for building denser subdivisions on county land.  

• Although they create a smaller development footprint, such developments can still have 
negative impacts on traffic, water quality, viewsheds, and habitat. 

• Clustering may exacerbate ag/residential interface problems. Agricultural buffers and other 
tools should be used to minimize conflicts between these uses.  

TRANSFER OF DEVELOPMENT RIGHTS 

Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) programs often seek to use market forces to 
simultaneously promote conservation in high value natural, agricultural, and open space areas 
while encouraging higher density development in selected urban areas. Transfer of development 
rights (TDR) programs allow landowners to transfer the right to develop one parcel of land to a 
different parcel of land. TDR programs are often utilized in conjunction with other land 
conservation techniques, including clustering, increased density, and conservation easements. 

In a TDR program, a community identifies an area within its boundaries which it would like to 
see protected from development (the sending zone) and another area where the community 
desires more urban style development (the receiving zone). Landowners in the sending zone are 
allocated a number of development credits that can be sold to developers, speculators, or the 
community itself. In return for selling their development credits, the landowner in the sending 
zone agrees to place a permanent conservation easement on his or her land. Meanwhile, the 
purchaser of the development credits can apply them to develop at a higher density than 
otherwise allowed on property within the receiving zone.  

The two most well known TDR programs are located in Montgomery County, Maryland and in 
the New Jersey Pinelands. Additional programs include King County, Washington and the 1997 
Minnesota legislation that allows local units of government to develop and utilize TDR programs. 
This resulted in Minnesota's first formal Transfer of Development Rights program in Chisago 
County. The county adopted its TDR ordinance in 2000, but no transfers have yet been made. 

Montgomery County is a largely agricultural county located near Washington, D.C. The TDR 
program there was established in 1980 and to date has protected under easement over 48,000 
acres out of a sending area of 91,000 acres. Prior to 1980, the county lost an average of 3,500 
acres of farmland per year to development. In the first decade following the establishment of the 
TDR program, the county lost a total of 3,000 acres to development, a drop of approximately 92 
percent. 
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The New Jersey Pinelands, an environmentally unique and sensitive area of about one million 
acres, was targeted for protection through The New Jersey Pinelands Protection Act of 1979. The 
Pinelands Commission, the regional land use authority, established a TDR program in 1980. 
Between 1982 and 1999, the New Jersey Pinelands Commission protected close to 20,000 acres 
of land through the TDR program.  

The King County Transfer of Development Rights Program is voluntary but sending sites must be 
certified by King County. Sending sites must meet certain criteria and provide a public benefit. 

Sonoma County does not have a TDR program in place.  

TDRs are intended to keep large, preferably contiguous parcels out of development by promoting 
the exchange of  rights on one lot for rights on another. If well-established and implemented TDR 
programs can be an effective method for conserving agricultural land and open space and 
promoting higher density development in cities. 

Lessons Learned 
• TDR programs are complex and administratively challenging, requiring the local unit of 

government to make a strong commitment to administering a potentially complicated 
program and educating its citizens and potential developers. TDR programs must be 
combined with strong comprehensive planning and local controls in order to be successful. 

• Interjurisdictional TDR programs, such as those between the county and a city, are more 
difficult to establish than those within a single jurisdiction (city to city or county to county 
transfers). The addition of the need for inter-jurisdictional cooperation on top of the other 
complexities adds an additional hurdle to program establishment. 

• TDR programs can focus growth in urban areas where services such as sewer, water and 
transportation exist or can be readily provided. 

• TDR programs can help control rural sprawl by transferring the development rights from 
these lands to areas more appropriate for development.  

 

PURCHASE OF DEVELOPMENT RIGHTS/PURCHASE OF CONSERVATION EASEMENTS 

Under a Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) program (also known as Purchase of 
Conservation Easements) a landowner voluntarily sells his or her rights to develop a parcel of 
land to a public agency or a nonprofit organization such as a land trust interested in natural 
resource conservation. The landowner retains all other ownership rights attached to the land, as 
well as other agreed upon rights, such as the right to continue agricultural operations, and a 
conservation easement is placed on the land and recorded on the title. The landowner also 
receives certain tax benefits depending on how the transaction is structured. The buyer essentially 
purchases the right to develop the land and retires that right permanently, thereby assuring that 
development will not occur on that particular property. 



SONOMA COUNTY LAND USE AUDIT 
8 AUGUST 2003 DRAFT APPROACHES AND TOOLS MEMO 
 

ECONOMIC AND PLANNING SYSTEMS        PAGE 22 

Conservation easement programs can also be donation based such as that run by the Land Trust of 
Napa County. Other local examples of purchase of conservation easement programs are those of 
the Solano Land Trust and the Marin Agricultural Land Trust. 

The Sonoma County Agricultural Preservation and Open Space District (SCAPOSD) purchases 
conservation easement from landowners throughout the county based upon its adopted 
Acquisition Strategy. To date, the SCAPOSD has preserved over 56,000 acres of agricultural and 
open space land. The SCAPOSD is funded by a 1/4% sales tax that funds the purchase of 
development rights on the lands it preserves. This preserved land represents 5% of the County’s 
total land area. If protection efforts continue at the current pace, the SCAPOSD could potentially 
double its land holdings over the coming 10 years protecting 10% of the counties land by 2010. It 
is essential that the SCAPOSD funding be renewed in 2010 in order to continue protection of 
valuable and productive agricultural land, sensitive Natural Resources, and Public Access 
Recreation land for the citizens of Sonoma County. 

Since its creation in 1990 through 2001, SCAPOSD has preserved 17,535 acres of Agricultural 
land; 6,819 acres of Greenbelt lands; 25,778 acres of Natural Resource land; and 2,724.1 acres of 
Public Access Recreation land. These acquisitions are a combination of Conservation Easements 
and Fee Purchases. SCAPOSD monitors easements and fee purchases and may transfer a fee 
purchase to another land conservation Agency. 

In areas that are particularly environmentally sensitive or crucial to community separators, the use 
of a fee purchase may be advisable if an easement cannot be agreed upon. Because some open 
space and agricultural lands are used to curtail growth and provide visual relief, their protection 
may be more critical to the County’s character than other otherwise equally valuable lands. 
SCAPOSD has used both fee and easement purchase to protect community separators and ensure 
their permanent protection. 

The purchase of development rights (conservation easements) is very effective at preserving long 
term agricultural viability and reducing growth and development on unincorporated county land. 
Conservation easements do not promote infill development. 

Lessons Learned 
• In areas with high growth pressure, the cost of a PDR program can be high as the difference 

between development value and conservation value is large. In certain parts of Sonoma 
County this is the case. Napa County runs a donation-based program for this reason. 

• The purchase of conservation easements is a tool that can be combined with zoning and most 
of the tools discussed in this memo to achieve enhanced ag and open space protection.
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2. OTHER ISSUES: NEW TOWNS AND VOTER INITIATIVES 

NEW TOWNS AND MASTERPLANNED COMMUNITIES 

NEW TOWNS 

New towns are cities in which all aspects of development are determined before construction 
begins. Most new towns are large-scale, mixed-land-use developments that have socially diverse 
populations and conform to a single master plan. Most new towns seek to produce a range of 
valuable social, environmental, and economic benefits that more conventional, less 
comprehensively planned developments are not likely to achieve.  

The New Town movement dates back to the early 20th century and the British “Garden City” 
movement that was a reaction against the dirty, crowded cities associated with the Industrial 
Revolution. Garden Cities were located well away from the urban centers, contained open land, 
and limited commercial and industrial activities.  

Following the example of British Garden Cities, Radburn, New Jersey, was constructed 
beginning in 1929. It was followed by government sponsored "greenbelt" towns: Greenhills, 
Ohio; Greendale, Wisconsin; and Greenbelt, Maryland. After World War II, Park Forest, Illinois 
and Levittown, New York joined the list of American New Towns. 

The current era of New Town development began in 1962 with the creation of Reston, Virginia. 
Reston, integrates physical components (roads, utilities and housing); social components 
(education, health care, recreation, religion and civic organizations); and economic components 
(industry and commercial centers). These modern Planned Communities also provided housing 
for a variety of income levels and allowed the residents to participate in the governance of the 
city. It was the failure to provide a sound economic base which hurt many of the earlier New 
Towns but which has enabled Reston to flourish. 

Other new towns developed in the 1960s and 1970s include Anaheim, Culver City and Foster 
City, California; Columbia and Greenbelt, Maryland; Lake Havasu, Arizona; and The 
Woodlands, Texas.  

MASTERPLANNED RESIDENTIAL  COMMUNITIES 

Many housing developments created over the past 30 years abandoned the new town principles 
and became masterplanned residential communities – primarily residential subdivisions that 
lacked the services, walkability, and the mix of uses that were included in new towns like Reston. 
These masterplanned communities were generally built on agricultural or open space lands a 
distance from the city using the same rationale as the Garden City movement fifty years earlier – 
to get away from the dirty, crowded, and increasingly crime-ridden inner cities. These 
masterplanned communities consumed tremendous amounts of land. Housing was developed on 
large lots, and residents were required to drive to work, to the store, and often to schools. Streets 
lacked any hierarchical definition and most streets ended in the dreaded cul-de-sac. The 
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communities built on this model are too numerous to mention but the continuing march of these 
communities across the landscape gave rise to the term “sprawl”. Masterplanned communities 
continue to be constructed today on agricultural lands throughout the United States. One needs to 
look no farther than Contra Costa county for numerous examples of masterplanned communities. 

NEW URBANISM 

The New Urbanist planning movement surfaced in the 1980s and suggested an alternative to the 
1960s and 1970s masterplanned communities and the sprawling suburban development 
characterized by large front yards, wide, featureless streets, and house fronts dominated by garage 
doors. The goal of New Urbanist communities is to feature narrow, tree lined streets connecting 
homes to numerous parks and public amenities, shops, and offices. Compactness, walkability, a 
mix of uses, transit orientation, and increased densities are the goals of these communities. 
Housing options are often varied within one neighborhood with the aim of encouraging people of 
different backgrounds and income levels to share public spaces. Architectural styles are 
reminiscent of the traditional urban neighborhood. Front porches are often included to encourage 
neighbor interaction, and mature trees are planted along streets and in parks to provide the shade 
and privacy typical of an established community. 

The first New Urbanist community to be constructed was Seaside, Florida. Since the 
establishment of Seaside in 1984, many other new communities, built on new urbanist principles 
have been constructed. These include Kentlands, Maryland; Prospect, Colorado; Laguna West, 
Sacramento; CA.; and Merced Villages in Merced, CA.  

New urbanist communities are not without the problems that have affected earlier forms of new 
towns and residential subdivisions. These include: 

• Sprawl. Most new urbanist communities are influenced by the same factors that dictate the 
location and timing of traditional masterplanned communities – that is cost. Therefore, 
although these communities may include new urbanist principles within them, they are often 
located a distance away from the urban edge, where land values are lower. This contributes to 
sprawl, increased infrastructure costs, and congestion as residents commute to and from 
work.  

• Higher Housing Costs. Many new urbanist communities, whether or not they contribute to 
sprawl, are extremely popular with consumers. Although there are generally a variety of 
housing styles, from apartments to detached single family homes, most are priced at the high 
to extreme high end compared to housing in other nearby communities. Affordable housing is 
almost completely absent in many of these communities.  

• Auto Oriented Community. Most new urbanist communities lack the industry and corporate 
investment to provide employment to their residents. This leads to more cars onthe roads 
during peak commute times. This is exacerbated by those new urbanist communities located a 
significant distance from job centers and urban areas.  
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RECENT NEW TOWN DEVELOPMENTS 

Mountain House in San Joaquin County is a 7.5-square-mile new town for 44,000 people and 
22,000 jobs. While the new town of Mountain House has plans for a significant munber of 
residential units, it is not designed to be a bedroom community. Instead, developers will seek to 
develop a downtown and a large business park along with the infrastructure for thousands of new 
homes. Developers have attempted to provide a jobs-housing balance within the community in 
order to avoid the impacts of commuting on the county’s roads. However, many residents are 
concerned about the impact such a sizable development will have on traffic and services in the 
county and uncertainty exists as to whether there will be a good match between residents’ skills 
and the jobs available.  

LESSONS LEARNED 

• New towns and masterplanned communities are constructed based on a financial decision by 
a developer. 

• The farther a new town or masterplanned community is from existing development, the more 
the project will cost the county. Costs can be direct – infrastructure and roads –  or indirect – 
traffic congestion, unintended development of transit corridors, air and water pollution, etc. 
Generally speaking, if new towns/masterplanned communities are to be built on 
unincorporated lands, it is more cost effective to do the development at the urban fringe.  

• Masterplanned communities that do not supply jobs that meet the skills of residents increase 
traffic on county roads and are likely to induce development along the transit corridors 
between the new community and the work destinations. 

• Open space is neither more or less at risk from new town development than it is from the 
development of masterplanned communities.. 

• New towns/masterplanned communities built using selected principles of new urbanism can 
be located on flat agricultural lands and can be equally bad at contributing to sprawl and loss 
of ag lands and open space as those communities that do not incorporate new urbanist 
principles. 

• New Urbanist principles have been employed not only in new towns and masterplanned 
communities, which are the subjects of this section, but also in the redevelopment of many 
downtowns and suburban areas. These include downtown redevelopment plans for Denver, 
Fort Collins, CO and Baton Rouge, LA. New urbanist principles were also employed in the 
reuse plan for Bay Meadows in San Mateo; CA; for the first brownfield redevelopment 
project in Oregon – Millpond Village in Astoria; and to the Crossings in Mountain View, CA 
– a transit oriented development. As Sonoma County considers encouraging infill 
development, employing new urbanist principles would be an excellent complement to this. 

• If Sonoma County is to consider the possibility of developing a new town to accommodate 
projected growth, the new town must include housing, jobs, schools, shopping and all of the 
amenities that will keep the residents of this new town in the new town – not commuting to 
work and play throughout the county. It cannot simply be a masterplanned residential 
community. 

• There may be various infrastructure restrictions on the construction of any new town in 
Sonoma County. Water supply in particular is a limitation to be considered as surface water 
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supplies are already more than fully contracted to the existing cities and communities. 
Likewise, ground water is controlled almost exclusively by Santa Rosa and Rohnert Park. 
Sewage disposal, solid waste management, and new road construction should also be taken 
into account when considering the construction of a new town. 

VOTER INITIATIVES 

When zoning, general plan policies, and incentives fail to achieve the results desired by the 
public, the public often turns to the voter sponsored initiative process to achieve the agricultural 
and open space protection efforts it desires. Northern California has several examples of 
successful voter-sponsored initiatives that have achieved long term protection of agricultural and 
open space lands. These include Measures A and J in Napa County and the Orderly Growth 
Initiative in Solano County. Each of these is described below. 

In November, 1990 Napa County voters approved Measure J, which required that any amendment 
to the General Plan that attempted to reduce minimum parcel size on lands designated as either 
Agriculture Watershed Open Space (AWOS) or Agricultural Reserve (AR) would require a vote 
of the people. The minimum parcel size is 160 acres on AWOS lands and 40 acres on AR. 
Measure J expires December 31, 2020. Maintaining large agriculturally viable parcels strengthens 
the potential for large parcels to remain in agricultural use. This policy will be re-visited prior to 
2020 and most likely during the next update of the Land Use Element of the General Plan. 

The Napa County General Plan also incorporated a limitation on annual growth of 1%, pursuant 
to Measure A, a citizen initiative passed in November, 1980. Measure A established strict 
numerical allocation of housing by type for which building permits could be issued in a given 
year. In 2000, 109 houses a year could be built outside Napa's five cities, according to Measure 
A. Measure A as adopted in 1980, expired on December 31, 2000. In November, 2000 the Board 
of Supervisors extended Measure A until December 31, 2020. The flaw of Measure A, as with 
similar measures in other communities, is that it allows less development than is required by the 
state housing element, putting Napa County’s Housing Element out of compliance and limiting its 
ability to access certain state funds.  

Solano County’s Orderly Growth Initiative was first passed by Solano County voters in 1984. In 
1995 it was adopted by the Board of Supervisors as an amendment to the Solano County general 
Plan. On lands designated “Agriculture” and “Open Space”, the Orderly Growth Initiative 
restricts re-designation of these lands and restricts the density of residential and other 
development on these lands. To change a general plan designation in these areas requires a 
countywide vote. Since adopted, the Initiative has successfully kept urban development within 
designated urban areas, prevented leapfrog development and the development of new towns 
outside of municipal areas, and prevented piecemeal County General Plan amendments that 
would allow development on agricultural land. The initiative expires in 2010 at which time a 
petition will need to be circulated and submitted either for adoption by the Board of Supervisors 
of for placement on the ballot for a countywide vote. 
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In Ventura County, the 1998 voter initiative to “Save Open Space and Agricultural Resources” 
locked the County’s five cities into twenty-year Urban Growth Boundaries. In the case of Ventura 
County this process has been successful. However such a measure railed in Sonoma County 
(Rural Heritage Initiative) indicating that voter initiatives can not only fail but create serious 
differences of opinion on how best to prevent sprawl. Voter initiatives can be an effective method 
of understanding public opinion, but are not necessarily the most efficient form or land use 
decision making. 

LESSONS LEARNED 

• Voter initiatives provide a powerful tool for the citizens to protect open space and agricultural 
lands. They are often the result of tremendous frustration with local government and can send 
a clear message to policymakers about what the voters really desire. Many of the tools 
discussed in this section such as UGBs, RGBs, and ag and open space zoning have been 
successfully place on the ballot by initiative.  

• Misinformation can easily sway the public opinion in an election. Voter initiatives take the 
research and planning for land use decisions out of the hands of elected officials and planning 
departments. 
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3. NEXT STEPS 

At the upcoming Steering Committee on Wednesday August 13th, we plan to take comments on 
this memo and ask the Steering Committee to prioritize the tools and policies that it thinks are 
most viable for use in Sonoma County. In the draft Sonoma County Land Use Audit we will 
identify recommendations and actions to be taken to carry these policies and tools forward and 
begin the process of implementing them in Sonoma County. 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 


