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Box 73856
Davis, CA 95617
October 13, 2011

California High-Speed Rail Authority
770 L Street, Suite 800
Sacramento, CA 95814

Ladies and Gentlemen:

American Farmland Trust (AFT) respectfully submits these, its comments on the Draft Environmental Impact Report for the Merced-to-Fresno segment of the California High Speed Rail System.

AFT’s interest in high-speed rail is primarily in minimizing the negative impact it will have on farmland and agriculture in the San Joaquin Valley. We fully support the idea of robust economic growth in the Valley, But we note that the economic engine of the region is, and is likely to remain, agriculture and believe that it is in the interest of everyone to assure that the industry remains healthy and that the resources on which it depends are not squandered. Our comments on the DEIR are offered in a spirit of cooperation with the intent of assuring that both the Authority and local governments in the Valley take full advantage of the potential of the high speed rail system to encourage compact, city-centered growth that conserves the region’s irreplaceable farmland.

The basic premise of the DEIR as it addresses future growth is that high-speed rail will serve as a magnet for development, enabling local communities to revitalize their downtowns and to reduce the loss of farmland to suburban development. The document notes that local general plans call for city-centered, compact growth that avoids farmland, some of them specifically relying on high-speed rail to promote this goal. (DEIR Summary, S-11; DEIR 3.18-4, et seq.)  It notes that research done for the Bay Area to Central Valley Program EIR shows that high-speed rail has helped concentrate growth around stations. (DEIR, 3.18-21) And it says that development associated with high-speed rail would result in less farmland conversion than the no-build alternative. (EIR, 3.18-23) Each of these statements is problematic. 

Though the general plans of local governments in the Valley are well intentioned with respect to compact growth and avoidance of farmland, it is questionable whether they are succeeding in fulfilling those intentions. AFT’s 2007 report, The Future Is Now: Central Valley Farmland at the Tipping Point, compared the language of city and county general plans with empirical measures of success in meeting their stated objectives. What it found was that, with respect to increasing densities and avoiding development of prime farmland, the performance of local governments fell short of the expectations embodied in their plans. Thus, the confidence that the DEIR places in local plans and policies as a means of preventing sprawl may be misplaced.

One searches in vain through the DEIR for a reference to the research that supports the statement that high-speed rail has helped concentrate growth.[footnoteRef:1] The one study AFT has been able to uncover – no doubt there are others – is at best inconclusive on this subject.[footnoteRef:2] It found that the dispersal of growth away from central cities slowed during the period that the TGV was inaugurated in France, but stopped short of concluding that high-speed rail was responsible for the shift. The data on which it relied show that, although city centers served by the TGV grew, the outlying area also grew, the latter absorbing 40 to 50 percent of the total population growth. Again, the confidence that the DEIR expresses that high-speed rail will result in compact, city-centered development, rather than more urban sprawl, is open to question. [1:  It could be the Economic Growth Report of Cambridge Systematics, Inc. (July 2003), which concluded, based on an examination of high-speed rail in France and elsewhere, that “even with HST service, the majority of people living, shopping or working in the station area will likely come from the surrounding community.”]  [2:  Stanke, B., High Speed Rail's Effect on Population Distribution in Secondary Urban Areas An Analysis of the French Urban Areas and Implications for the California Central Valley, San Jose State University, June 2009] 


The Cambridge Systematics study referred to in the footnote is also apparently the source of the statement that high-speed rail will save about 30,000 acres of farmland statewide compared with the no-build alternative. (DEIR 3.18-22) A closer inspection of the Cambridge study, however, reveals that in the San Joaquin Valley, the development associated with high-speed rail would actually increase farmland conversion by about 2,100 acres.[footnoteRef:3] (CS, Table 5.7) How this conclusion was reached isn’t exactly clear. But the discrepancy cast further doubt on the conclusion that high-speed rail will be a boon to San Joaquin Valley farmland. [3:  Tulare and Kern together would lose an additional 3,257 acres while the remaining counties would lose 1,090 fewer acres of farmland.] 


The DEIR also suggests that local governments in the region could adopt “more aggressive strategies” than those in their current plans to further improve the prospects that high speed rail will, indeed, promote high-density downtown development and, thus, take pressure off prime farmland around the cities. (DEIR 3.18-22) AFT wholehearted agrees and suggests that, in mitigation of the potential impact of high-speed rail on San Joaquin Valley farmland, the Authority should seek to enter into agreements with cities and counties where stations are to be located for the purpose of promoting such strategies.[footnoteRef:4] We also suggest that the Authority should set aside $10 million to finance the development and implementation of those strategies by the cities and counties, over and above the mitigation of the direct impact of the right-of-way in converting farmland. The direct impact, we suggest, should be mitigated by creating a mitigation bank that would enable advance mitigation for farmland losses due to the right-of-way acquisition, and serve as a revolving fund in conjunction with local government farmland mitigation programs. [4:  See strategies in the addendum to this comment letter.] 


In conclusion, AFT would like to reiterate that it supports high-speed rail – if and only if it will, indeed, contribute to a robust economy in the San Joaquin Valley without unduly harming agriculture or the resource base on which it depends. We would look forward to discussions with the Authority of the ideas and strategies suggested in this comment letter.

Respectfully,

[image: ]

Edward Thompson, Jr.
California Director


Addendum

AFT suggests that these are among the growth management strategies that could enable local communities to take advantage of high-speed rail to concentrate development in downtowns and save farmland:

· [bookmark: _GoBack]Urban growth boundaries for cities

· Monitoring of urban development density (proposed and actual) against benchmarks

· Ag mitigation programs in all jurisdictions based on density of development 

· Prohibition or significant limitation of rural residential development and new towns

· Reduction in spheres of influence that are unreasonably large (would accommodate anticipated population at higher densities for more than 20 years or general plan lifespan)

· City-county agreements under which development in unincorporated areas is limited in exchange for revenue sharing to fund county services

· Form-based codes and fast track approval to encourage mixed-use downtown development

· Agreements with developers share cost of market failure of higher density projects
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