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How to boost Stanislaus County housing
and protect farms at the same time
By Matt Beekman
and Jeani Ferrari

December 08, 2020
The Modesto Bee

Recent election
results will lead to
significant turnover
of leadership in Stanislaus County. Most cities here are
cash-strapped. We are just at the beginning of a pension
crisis that will be a financial drain on our cities for the foreseeable future.
There is a direct correlation with the fiscal health of a city
and land-use decisions. Low-density residential development on newly converted farmland does not generate
adequate revenue to mitigate its full impact on city services and infrastructure. By comparison, agricultural land,
commercial/industrial property, and residential infill that is
dense, transit-oriented,
and utilizes existing infrastructure typically will
generate adequate revenue for corresponding
municipal services and
infrastructure requirements.

before an election is concerning in and of itself; the lack of
acknowledgment of the fiscal impact of their decision will
be even more consequential.
A recent webinar, “From Wall Street to Main Street,” addressed how the pandemic is giving Modesto an opportunity to attract new residents as movement out of more
expensive regions accelerates. The article alluded to Bay
Area workers looking for affordable housing and a rural
lifestyle, and to escape traffic congestion, crime and the
high cost of living. For this discussion to be framed only as
an “opportunity” gives no consideration to the negative
ramifications that come with rapid residential growth.
For decades, many of our elected officials in Stanislaus
County have kicked the can down the road regarding protecting our world-class farmland that supports our worldclass agricultural economy.

Patterson’s recent move
to switch to building
housing in an already
designated successful
industrial area is unfortunate because it will
have an adverse impact
financially on the city and
our county. The lack of
transparency and contracted timeline in which the Planning San Joaquin County has permanently secured 2,300 acres
Commission and City Council conducted themselves right of productive farmland in conservation easements.
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Patterson Council makes controversial decision
on rezoning. Why it could cost the city $20M
By Kristin Lam
The Modesto Bee
November 18, 2020
The Patterson City Council on Tuesday redistricted industrial land for residential and commercial use, going against
requests from Stanislaus County, the school district and
every resident who gave public comments.
By also moving forward with a development agreement
for the Baldwin Ranch North Project, the council prepared
to violate a 16-year-old deal with the county designed to
promote industrial growth.
The proposed Baldwin Ranch North Project lies between
Sperry Avenue, Baldwin Road and the Delta Mendota Canal and covers 131 of the 814
acres that the city and county
designated for the West Patterson Business Park Master
Development Plan. In 2004,
Patterson signed an agreement saying it would owe the
county about $20 million if the
city approved development inconsistent with the plan, which
laid out usages such as warehousing and distribution and
low-intensity manufacturing.

time window. During the nearly three-hour-long discussion,
Goldstein repeatedly referenced how Section 5.8 of the
development agreement requires the developer to pay the
county all fees and reimbursements for violating the 2004
deal.
“I understand there’s agreement, but cities do have the
legal latitude to govern within their own boundaries,”
Council Member Dominic Farinha said. “It’s certainly
understandable that over time, things do change and with
new information, circumstances and needs a city has, they
have to make changes from time to time.”
Stanislaus County, Patterson school districts raise
concerns County Supervisor Jim DeMartini, whose district
includes Patterson, criticized the speed at which the city

Voting unanimously Tuesday, the council rezoned 32.9
acres for general commercial
purposes and 98.5 acres for
medium density housing,
where the project developer
has proposed building 448
residential lots. The council also passed the first reading of
an ordinance approving a development agreement for the
Baldwin Ranch North Project 5-0, but the soonest it could
vote on the second reading is at the next regular meeting
on Dec. 1, Patterson City Attorney Nubia Goldstein said. It
would take 30 days for the ordinance to go into effect after
the second vote, Goldstein added.

processed the development application. In public comments, DeMartini said the city gave the county insufficient
time to respond, including when the Planning Commission
held a special meeting on Nov. 5 and approved rezoning
the land. The county believes that the proposed project
site near I-5 is the city’s best industrial land, DeMartini said,
and housing can be built elsewhere.

Both Stanislaus County and Patterson Unified School district officials asked the council to delay voting by 30 days
for more time to discuss and assess the issues, but project
applicant Joseph Hollowell told the council he has a short

“We don’t want to have this kind of conflict and wind up
in court over this,” DeMartini said. “I just really wish you
would postpone this and take a little better look at this, at
least on the residential part of this.”
Continued page 3
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Yolo County has permanently secured over 11,000 acres
with a 2:1 farmland mitigation policy; it has a thriving
economy and viable housing options. Merced County has
over 10,000 acres of farm and grazing land in conservation
easements. Stanislaus County, with some of the world’s
best soils and a world-class agricultural infrastructure, has
only 300 acres of productive farmland secured.
Our elected officials must place greater emphasis on
where we can infill and repurpose, and where can we build
up, rather than out. This will be a financial benefit to our
cities and also result in a better diversity of housing to
meet consumer demand while staying in a city’s current
footprint.
Modesto’s Downtown Master Plan is an excellent example
of infill development that can provide more affordable
housing, leverage existing infrastructure, and provide quality of life features like walking paths and proximity to parks
and restaurants as well as mass transit. Dense, transitoriented development is much more likely to generate
adequate revenue for the city services and infrastructure it
will require.

As our elected leaders plan for our future, the conversation
must also include practical Urban Limit Lines. Twelve counties and forty-eight cities in the Bay Area have Urban Limit
Lines to protect farmland and important resources.
Stanislaus County has a gross farm income between $3 billion and $4 billion annually. That doesn’t represent the total
economic output, which is over $7 billion. Preserving our
farmland preserves our tax base, preserves a world class
job generator, preserves a significant economic multiplier,
preserves our ability to recharge our aquifers, and preserves our ability to feed our population and much of the
nation.
Redeveloped, rejuvenated communities existing amid
world-class agricultural land is an achievable goal. Our
elected officials need to understand that this is fiscally
imperative, now and for the future.
Matt Beekman and Jeani Ferrari are members of the
advocacy committee of Turlock-based Farmland Working
Group.
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Instead of adding an addendum to the 2001 environmental impact report for West Patterson Projects,
DeMartini said the city should have required a new
report. But Grant Gruber of First Carbon Solutions, the
environmental consultant for the Baldwin Ranch North
Project, said researchers concluded the land use change
would either reduce or have the same impacts on factors
such as traffic, air quality and water.
When it comes to educational consequences, the
proposed project could increase Patterson Unified
School District’s student population by 50%, Assistant
Superintendent Jeff Menge said. He likewise said the
school district had insufficient time to review the project
information. In response to questions from the council,
Hollowell said the developer has already identified two
possible school sites and will pay school district fees as
required by law.
About four Patterson residents also raised concerns
about approving the project and rezoning in public comments. No participants in the virtual meeting spoke in
support of the project other than Hollowell, city staff and
the council. Resident Sean Hansen called attention to
the fact that two new city council members will be sworn
in after election results are certified; Council Member
Dennis McCord is poised to rise to mayor.

“I feel that we should delay the approval for these new
council members to come in and get up to speed,”
Hansen said. “It doesn’t look good that it appears we’re
rushing it.”
The council did make two amendments to the development agreement: adding $500 per unit for an additional
affordable housing fee and providing alternatives to a
proposed basin green space. The amendments were requested by Farinha and McCord, respectively.
In the 2004 agreement with Stanislaus County, Goldstein
said there is no provision requiring Patterson directly pay
the fees versus a third party like the Baldwin Ranch North
Project covering the payments. The city agreed to reimburse the county about $10 million plus interest for construction costs for Baldwin and Sperry Roads as well as pay
a $10 million fine for violating the agreement, according to
a letter the county wrote the city. After approving development inconsistent with the plan, the county wrote that the
city has 30 days to make the payments.
Patterson and county officials on Tuesday said they are still
discussing the agreement, but depending on how the they
define the approval date, the payment may be due at the
end of this year.

What are Urban Limit Lines ?
An Urban Limit Line (ULL) separates urban areas from the surrounding natural and agricultural lands, or greenbelts.
It puts a limit on how far out a city can expand. ULL’s are often set for a specified period of time, such as 20 years.
Different cities may call these barriers by different names, such as “urban growth boundaries” or simply “growth
boundaries,” but they serve the same purpose of stopping sprawl development and encouraging sustainable growth
practices.

Sprawl is an expensive proposition
As housing prices escalate, some are quick to blame smart growth and UGBs, and say that expanding our cities
into open space and agricultural lands will solve our affordable housing crisis. The evidence doesn’t support this
view; rather, multiple studies show that sprawl is far more expensive than smart growth. A 2015 study found that
sprawl costs America over $1 trillion, and can increase per-capita land consumption by up to 80% and car use by
up to 60%.
Providing water, sewer, roads, and other services to far-flung neighborhoods is very costly for local governments.
Smart growth allows more affordable housing types at increased densities, reduces land requirements per
household, has lower public service costs, and reduces transportation costs. The higher housing prices that
residents may pay will be offset by lower transportation costs, energy costs, and better access to jobs, services, and
amenities in more centralized locations.

Sprawl residents pay more for public services
Sprawl requires more expensive public services than smart growth. For example, a new development on the outskirts
of a city requires police and fire services. Because this development is more distant, more officers may need to
be working at a time to cover the additional area. The further a home is from a fire station, the higher its property
insurance rates to address a low fire rating.
Similarly, the costs of municipal services also rise as sprawl increases. Denser communities pay less to provide
infrastructure and services including water, roads, solid waste, libraries, parks and recreation, governance, and more. A
city’s annual average household cost for public services is $1,416 in high-density areas, and up to a whopping $3,462 in
sprawling areas.

Sprawl causes more traffic
Building or expanding roads to serve new or existing sprawl only increases congestion through “induced demand.”
Adding road capacity encourages people to take longer trips or more trips by car. A recent $1 billion infrastructure
investment to widen I-405 in Los Angeles resulted in commute times one minute slower than before the widening This
in turn only lengthens driver’s commutes. Drivers with a 30-minute commute will spend on average 87 hours dealing
with traffic delays over the course of one year. That’s over 31⁄2 days of sitting in congestion. Furthermore, the estimated
annual costs per household to provide roads in the most sprawled communities averaged $804.74 in comparison to
$19.87 in the highest density communities.

California ULLs/UGBs
Cities that have adopted ULLs/UGBs tend to grow at slower rates, both in terms of land area and population. Between
1990 and 2000, the total land area of municipalities with growth boundaries expanded at a rate approximately 5
percent slower than that of other California cities. This implies that open space and farmland are slightly less likely
to be developed outside of ULL/UGB-adopting communities. Similarly, cities that have adopted growth boundaries
experience less population growth – about 13 percent less.

Message from the Chair - Worth Repeating
Stanislaus County’s largest city, Modesto.
Our efforts fell short by 215 votes.

Lori Wolf
Our non-profit organization is as focused today
as it was twenty years
ago, educating and
advocating for the long term preservation
of farmland in our local region. As Rudy
Platzek would say, “it’s the steady drip” —
FWG’s persistence, presence and perseverance. We worked to pass the countywide initiative, Measure E, that directed
residential growth into cities, stood with
the Wood Colony community to stop annexation into Modesto and helped put to
rest the county’s “Salida Now!” In 2015,
our efforts were on an urban limit line for

Dozens of towns and several counties to
our north and south are protecting farmland as well as growing healthy, compact
cities with urban limit lines (sometimes
called an UGB, urban growth boundary).
Farmland Working Group has no paid
staff, it never has. We depend upon donations to support our work, including our
highly regarded newsletter.
It’s that time of year when we ask that you
support FWG with a generous end-ofyear donation.

Please Take a Moment to Support Our Work
with an End of Year Tax Deductible Donation!

WE ARE WATCHING…
City of Newman
www.cityofnewman.com
The Newman City Council approved an
annexation referral to Stanislaus County
Local Commission (LAFCO) at their
October 13th meeting. This is the City’s
second attempt to submit an annexation
for the Northwest Newman Master Plan.
The initial plan was rejected by voters
in a special election on August 25th
with 12.5% voters supporting and 87.5%
rejecting the proposal.
The City has pared its annexation
proposal to 65 acres from the initial plan
consisting of 121 acres west of Highway
33. Of particular concern is that this recent
proposal would create an unincorporated
island area within the city making the
efficient provision of public services
problematic.
Jarett Martin, General Manager of Central
California Irrigation District (CCID), raised
this concern at the City Council meeting
stating “the issue is that this is not
consistent with public districts and being
contiguous.

This would create an island within
my district surrounded by the City
of Newman.” At the same meeting,
Stanislaus County Supervisor and LAFCO
Chair Jim Demartini also made public
comments to the effect that the island
creation would not be consistent with
LAFCO policy. To be continued…
City of Patterson
www.ci.patterson.ca.us
Despite a three-hour public comment
period where local residents, school
district and county officials raised a variety
of concerns, Patterson’s lame duck City
Council approved an amendment to the
city’s general plan that would rezone 131.4
acres from Light Industrial to Residential
located south of Sperry Avenue and west
of Baldwin Road. The annexation of the
property rezoned occurred in 2005 prior
to Stanislaus County LAFCO adopting
its Agricultural Preservation Policy for
residential annexations and therefore
will not be subject to any mitigation
requirements.
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D E CE M B ER IS MEM BER S HIP MO N TH
Please Take a Moment to Support Our Work
with an End of Year Tax Deductible Donation!
We need your support — Become a member today!
Farmland
Protection
Smart—
Growth
Advocacy
is OURtoday!
MISSION!
We need
your and
support
Become
a member

Farmland Protection and Smart Growth Advocacy is OUR MISSION!

Our Wi sh for 2021
• Stabilization of urban edges
• Permanent protection of farmland
• Long-term sustainability of agriculture
“...Clearly, California will soon need to choose if it wants an agricultural or an urban
Central Valley. The stakes are enormous and the challenge to the state is daunting.
To save the Valley from the fate of urbanization, it is now time to start thinking
that the Valley’s urban boundaries can eventually be stabilized in order to secure a
significant portion of our nation’s future food supply...”
Rudy Platzek (1930 - 2017)

