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Stanislaus’ elected officials settle
for their current General Plan goals
— essentially setting the status
quo as a goal.
OPINIONS – The Modesto Bee
November 14, 2008

Here’s what we wrote in this space two years ago
this month:

“The local councils of governments in the eight coun-
ties of the San Joaquin Valley have begun an ambitious,
yet promising, effort to map a better future for valley resi-
dents. The goal is to draw up a San Joaquin Valley
Blueprint that would be adopted – and followed – by all
of the valley’s counties: San Joaquin, Stanislaus,
Merced, Madera, Fresno, Kings, Tulare and Kern.”

Ah, we were so naïve. We thought elected officials —  
we hesitate in this instance, to call them leaders – in 
Stanislaus County would want to think regionally and
wisely on where to put the 3 million additional people the
valley is expected to have over the next 40 years.

But when it comes to land-use planning, Stanislaus
officials don’t like being told what to do, especially by the
state. They say they want to protect farmland and re-
duce traffic congestion, and they frequently blame their
predecessors for poor planning.

But when decision time came, county supervisors and
representatives from each of the nine cities – who com-
prise the Stanislaus Council of Governments policy
board – would not agree on a goal for more housing
units per acre, even a moderate goal of having 27 per-
cent of new housing be multifamily.

Instead, they unanimously agreed Wednesday that
their “preferred conceptual growth scenario” for the
county is what is contained in their existing General
Plans. That’s what they’ll submit to a valleywide summit
in late January.

The Blueprint Process offered an opportunity to move
beyond provincial thinking. The plan was for widespread
community input in identifying the values and the visions
shared by valley residents. In some counties that hap-
pened, but not in Stanislaus County, largely because
most elected officials have no passion for it.

Stanislaus officials spent – or, as one might conclude,
wasted – nearly $300,000 of the state’s money on this
exercise. They also wasted the time of residents who
attended workshops and meetings believing that their
input might lead to change.

Ironically, immediately after approving a growth con-
cept that calls for the status quo, the same officials voted
to participate in the fourth year of the Blueprint Process,
meaning they’re signing on to the application for more
money. You don’t need money for changes you don’t
intend to make.

Stanislaus’ conclusion will be disappointing to the
valley counties that have taken the Blueprint Process
seriously and have set aggressive goals for increasing
housing densities. And, Stanislaus’ status quo goal may
not be acceptable to the state, which has in the past two
years passed laws requiring better planning to reduce air
pollution and traffic congestion.

Under the guise of maintaining local control, Stanislaus
officials brushed aside the opportunity to exhibit vision,
instead opting for narrow and short-term thinking. Not
only was it disappointing, it also is a huge disservice to 
our county and the entire valley.

IF YOU WANT TO KNOW YOUR PAST,
LOOK INTO YOUR PRESENT CONDITIONS.
IF YOU WANT TO KNOW YOUR FUTURE,
LOOK INTO YOUR PRESENT ACTIONS.

Buddhist Saying 



MMeerrcceedd CCoouunnttyy
www.co.merced.ca.us

The County completed 15 public
meetings at 15 different locations
for their general plan update proc-
ess. The next step is staff review of
public input and Council review.
The Alternatives Report can be
downloaded for the General Plan
Update at: www.co.merced.ca.us/
gpu/document.html

CCiittyy ooff MMeerrcceedd
www.cityofmerced.org 
 
High Speed Rail (HSR) is expected
to contribute considerably to jobs
and smart growth with the plan-
ning and construction of a new
downtown station. The Merced
HSR station is expected to cause
economic revitalization to the
downtown. Better use of existing
infrastructure leads to less sprawl.

CCiittyy ooff LLiivviinnggssttoonn
www.livingstoncity.com 
 
The City Council in October ap-
proved an exponential growth pat-
tern when they approved an EIR
and General Plan that is clearly not
intended to promote smart growth.   

 
SSttaanniissllaauuss CCoouunnttyy
www.co.stanislaus.ca.us

The lawsuit by the Building Indus-
try Association of Central Califor-
nia, against the County’s farmland
mitigation ordinance, continues
through the court process with an
expected ruling in January or Feb-
ruary 2009.

CCiittyy ooff MMooddeessttoo
www.modestogov.com

Citizen input from two workshops
regarding farmland mitigation poli-
cies is under staff review and rec-

ommendations are expected for the
City Council by year’s end.

CCiittyy ooff RRiivveerrbbaannkk
www.riverbank.org

The City Council held a public hear-
ing on November 24, 2008 regard-
ing farmland mitigation policy for
their General Plan update.  Consid-
ering the Council comments we can
expect the update not to have lan-
guage that will specifically cause
farmland to be protected. To pro-
tect farmland will require project
by project oversight to insure full
mitigation for impacts on farmland.

GGrraaddiinngg SSmmaarrtt GGrroowwtthh
iinn tthhee VVaalllleeyy

To see how your community was
rated visit the Modesto Bee at:
www.modbee.com/smartgrowth
See the summary below for city
growth in Stanislaus County.

WE ARE WATCHING…WE ARE WATCHING…



C ommunities across the country are facing tre-
mendous challenges. Many of our towns and

cities are growing faster than we can manage while
others are looking for ways to jumpstart or restart
stalled growth. Shortsighted planning often sacri-
fices the long-term fiscal health of our communities
-- starving our established downtown businesses, 
overlooking existing investments in our older com-
munities, eating up our farms and open spaces
and damaging our environment while driving up the
cost of housing and transportation and creating
health and safety issues for seniors and for chil-
dren.

Smart growth brings the benefits of more jobs, a
broader tax base, reasonably priced housing and a
healthy economy with fewer of the costs of poorly
planned development. We can rebuild our existing
communities and design new ones so that our chil-
dren can grow up in healthy environments where

they can safely walk to school or to the corner
store to get a Popsicle.

Getting there from where we are today can look
like an overwhelming task. The good news is that a
lot of the job can be done simply by allowing walk-
able, mixed-use development to happen. Remov-
ing regulatory obstacles is the first step in leveling
the playing field so that development that meets
our community’s goals has an easier time than less
well-planned growth. But many community leaders
are overwhelmed by the tasks of changing the ex-
isting development patterns, overhauling outdated 
plans and rewriting laws and regulations.

As you begin the work of reviewing and revising
your policies, standards, codes and zoning, re-
member that your role is NOT to be the keepers of
the rulebooks but to be a steward of your commu-
nity's future.

San Joaquin Valley Blueprint Summit
January 26, 2009 * 9:00 a.m.-3:00 p.m. * Fresno Convention Center
REGISTER ONLINE www.valleyblueprint.org

The San Joaquin Valley Blueprint brings together people from all eight San Joaquin Valley Counties - people like you
who can make a difference. Be a part of history in the making and attend the upcoming San Joaquin Valley Blue-
print Summit. This summit will be an opportunity for everyone concerned with the future of our region to come together to
d e c i d e t h e p u b l i c ' s r e c o m m e n d a t i o n f o r t h e r e g i o n a l  B l u e p r i n t  s c e n a r i o .

Mark your calendar now and make sure you have the chance to voice your vision during this unprecedented regional
planning process.

Smart growth seeks to achieve these seven goals :

Healthier, Safer Communities * Protecting the Environment * Better Access, Less Traffic
Thriving Cities, Suburbs And Towns * Shared Benefits * Lower Costs, Lower Taxes

Keeping Open Space Open

The Smart Growth Leadership Institute Get a smart growth toolkit available online at www.smartgrowthtoolkit.net   

What is Smart Growth?



• What is happening next?
In February 2009 there will be Public Scop-
ing meetings in Merced and Madera for input
regarding placement of the downtown
Merced HSR station and concerns such as
the route corridor on/near Union Pacific right-
of-way.

• Are there other projects involved with HSR in
our area?

Yes. One of the preferred sites for a HSR
Maintenance Yard is the former Castle Air
Force Base near Atwater. This would bring
many good paying jobs to the area.

• Where will we be able to travel from Merced
by HSR when Phase I is completed?

The downtown Merced Station will allow pas-
sengers to travel the entire length of the first
route to/from downtown San Francisco and
to/from downtown Los Angeles. 
 

• How quick will HSR be?
The Central Valley trains are projected to run
at speeds in excess of 200 mph.
Examples of travel times:
Merced to San Francisco 1 hr 14 min
Merced to Bakersfield 52 min
Bakersfield to Los Angeles 54 min

www. farmlandworkinggroup.org

California High Speed Rail Preferred Northern Route

No station 
between
Gilroy & 
Merced

Long distances
between stations
reduces sprawl.

Questions & Answers

Imagine a Central Valley with double
the population in 50 years. But we 

don’t need to double sprawl. The High
Speed Rail (HSR) injects billions of dollars
into our economy with new jobs and dra-
matically improves the way we travel.

Because the HSR stations are to be in our 
downtowns we will see more revitalization
and better use of existing urban areas.
For too long our regional transportation
has been severely limited to few airline
services and getting out of the valley re-
quires long drives to international airports.

High Speed Rail will help reduce conges-
tion on our major freeway corridors and
allow our freight products to move faster.



About the Blueprint
The eight counties of the Central Valley – San Joaquin, Stanislaus, Merced, Madera,
Fresno, Kings, Tulare and Kern – have embarked on a program to enhance regional and
local-decision making through the involvement of all segments of the population as well as 
critical stakeholders in the valley communities. That’s government
speak for “Let’s get together and talk about what we need to make
our little piece of the world a better place.”

Supported by a $2 million grant from the State of California and a
$500,000 matching grant from the San Joaquin Valley Pollution
Control District, each of the eight counties will receive approximately
$325,000 to conduct their piece of the program.

When the pieces are assembled into a valley-wide view, the
“blueprint” that should emerge is one that will suggest how to foster
more efficient land use patterns, which support improved mobility
and reduce dependency on single-occupant vehicle trips; accommo-
date an adequate supply of housing for all in-
comes; reduce impacts on valuable habitat,
productive farmland and air quality; increases
resource efficiency and results in safe and vi-
brant neighborhoods.

Merced County Association of Governments is 
the lead agency for the eight-county effort and
will collaborate with the other counties and the
Great Valley Center in Modesto as the program
moves forward.

What is the Goal of the Blueprint Process?
Many valley residents, agricultural interests, and community leaders feel there is a need to 
develop a vision for the valley that is long term and geographically broad. The goal of the
SJV Blueprint is to develop a 2050 vision for the valley that is created and shared by its
residents. The vision should be realistic and include the policy and program tools that will
be incentives to local governments, business, and agriculture to implement the vision, not
leave it on a shelf.

FWG
Executive

Board

President
Jeani Ferrari 

Vice President
Chance Carrico 

Treasurer 
 Audie Dahlgren

Secretary
JoAnn DiGiovanni

Directors
Denny Jackman

Gail Ferrari Martin
Rudy Platzek 
Ana Ringsted

Advisory
Board

Tim Byrd
Deidre Kelsey

Vance Kennedy, PhD
Garrad Marsh

Al Sokolow, PhD
Diana Westmoreland

Pedroso 

Many thanks
to our sponsors for

underwriting
the cost of

FWG’s newsletter:

Dave Wilson
Nursery

Bank of America
E. & J. Gallo  

Winery

The Blueprint Process is an un-
precedented effort to bring together
public and private leaders and re-

sources to make a difference for the San Joaquin Valley and the future of 
California. The Partnership Board includes 26 members appointed by the
Governor, local boards made up of County Councils of Government (COGs),

Professional Planners and Blueprint Regional Advisory Committee (BRAC) members repre-
senting the eight counties. I serve on Stanislaus County’s five-member BRAC. Over the
past three years we met 6 times throughout the valley.

From mounds of written information, power point presentations and countless speakers, the
64 members of the BRAC have developed preferred scenarios and specific goals. Much
work has been accomplished by this diverse group. I am encouraged by the many counties
that established growth scenarios that leave behind status quo planning and create long-
range plans for a viable and vibrant future. There are many planning issues that must be
addressed: preservation of agriculture, impact on air quality, need for water storage, land
use and mobility issues, patterns of growth and alternative energy sources.

As this is a bottoms-up process, the local community forums involve local citizens. Each 
county has scheduled Blueprint Community Workshops that draw citizens from every area of
the county. What I have learned from the bottoms-up Blueprint Process is that growth must
be addressed now. Long-range plans must not be circumvented by short-term and short-
sighted local political choices. We still have time to choose our future.

President’s Message
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Our wishes for 2009 Our wishes for 2009 Our wishes for 2009

Our wishes for 2009 Our wishes for 2009 Our wishes for 2009

December
IS MEMBERSHIP MONTH

FARMLAND MITIGATION POLICIES FOR EVERY CITY ● BUFFERS BE-
TWEEN EVERY CITY ● SMART GROWTH IN EVERY CITY ● STANISLAUS
ELECTED OFFICIALS RESPECTING CITIZEN INPUT ● MERCED ELECTED
OFFICIALS RESPECTING CITIZEN INPUT ● MORE EFFICIENT LAND USE
WITHIN OUR CITIES ● MORE AFFORDABLE HOUSING ● WALKABLE COM-
MUNITIES ● CLEAN AIR ● MORE AND REAL REGIONAL PLANNING ●
CLEAN WATER ● REAL FARMLAND PROTECTION ● FARMLAND FOR-
EVER IN OUR FUTURE ● RESPECT OUR HERITAGE ● FARMLAND MITIGA-
TION POLICIES FOR EVERY CITY ● BUFFERS BETWEEN EVERY CITY ●
SMART GROWTH IN EVERY CITY ● STANISLAUS ELECTED OFFICIALS
RESPECTING CITIZEN INPUT ● MERCED ELECTED OFFICIALS RESPECT-
ING CITIZEN INPUT ● MORE EFFICIENT LAND USE WITHIN OUR CITIES ●
MORE AFFORDABLE HOUSING ● WALKABLE COMMUNITIES ● CLEAN
AIR ● MORE AND REAL REGIONAL PLANNING ● CLEAN WATER ● REAL


