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3.14 Agricultural Farmland  
3.14.1 Introduction 
This section describes agricultural farmland 
resources, including Important Farmland (see Section 
3.14.1.1, Definition of Terminology, for definition of 
Important Farmland) and farmland protected by the 
Williamson Act, in the San Jose to Central Valley Wye 
Project Extent (project extent or project) resource 
study area (RSA), where agricultural farmland is most 
susceptible to conversion to nonagricultural uses as a 
result of potential direct or indirect impacts from the 
construction and operation of the project.  

Agricultural Farmland—Key Issues 

Direct impacts on Important Farmland 

• Temporary use of Important Farmland 
during construction 

• Permanent conversion of Important 
Farmland to nonagricultural uses 

Indirect impacts on Important Farmland 

• Permanent creation of remnant parcels of 
Important Farmland during construction 

• Temporary and permanent disruption of 
agricultural infrastructure affecting 
Important Farmland during construction 

• Permanent interference with aerial 
spraying activities for Important Farmland 
during construction 

• Permanent wind-induced impacts on 
Important Farmland during operations 

 

• Potential interference with 
implementation of Williamson Act 
contracts 

 

There are no agricultural conservation easements or 
forest lands in the RSA; therefore, they are not 
discussed further in this section.  
The San Jose to Merced Project Section Agricultural 
Farmland Technical Report (Authority 2019) provides 
additional technical details for agricultural farmland 
resources.  

The following appendices in Volume 2 of this Draft 
environmental impact report (EIR)/environmental 
impact statement (EIS) provide additional details on 
agricultural farmland resources:  

• Appendix 2-D, Applicable Design Standards, 
describes the relevant design standards for this project.  

• Appendix 2-E, Project Impact Avoidance and Minimization Features, provides the list of all 
impact avoidance and minimization features (IAMF) incorporated into the project. 

• Appendix 2-J, Regional and Local Plans and Policies, provides a list by resource of all 
applicable regional and local plans and policies.  

• Appendix 2-K, Policy Consistency Analysis, provides a summary by resource of project 
inconsistencies and reconciliations with local plans and policies. 

• Appendix 3.14-A, Parcels Containing Important Farmland in the San Jose to Central Valley 
Wye Project Resource Study Area, provides a list of parcels in the RSA containing Important 
Farmland.  

• Appendix 3.14-B, Results and Findings of Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Pursuant to 
Farmland Preservation Policy Act, provides an assessment prepared jointly by the Natural 
Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and the California High-Speed Rail Authority 
(Authority) of the potential conversion impacts on farmland and farm support services.  

• Appendix 3.14-C, Remnant Parcel Analysis, provides a list and mapbooks showing remnant 
parcels that each alternative would create and an analysis of the viability of each remnant 
parcel for remaining in agricultural use, based on its configuration, adjacency to other 
agricultural parcels, and other criteria described in Section 3.14.4, Methods for Evaluating 
Impacts.  

• Appendix 3.14-D, Induced Wind Impacts: Effects on Pollination; Blossoms and Dust, provides 
an analysis of potential impacts of increased wind speed adjacent to the high-speed rail 
(HSR) right-of-way. 

• Appendix 3.14-E, Williamson Act Compliance Data, provides (1) a summary of acres and 
number of parcels under Williamson Act contract that would be removed from agricultural 







Section 3.14 Agricultural Farmland 

 

April 2020 California High-Speed Rail Authority 

3.14-4 | Page San Jose to Merced Project Section Draft EIR/EIS 

agricultural conservation easement. There are currently no agricultural conservation easements 
in the RSA.  

3.14.2 Laws, Regulations, and Orders 
Federal and state laws, regulations, and orders applicable to agricultural farmland resources 
affected by the project are presented in this section. The Authority would implement the HSR 
system, including the project, in compliance with all federal and state regulations. Regional and 
local plans and policies relevant to agricultural farmland considered in the preparation of this 
analysis are provided in Volume 2, Appendix 2-J. 

3.14.2.1 Federal 
Farmland Protection Policy Act of 1981 (7 U.S.C. §§ 4201–4209 and 7 C.F.R. Part 658) 
The Farmland Protection Policy Act (FPPA) is intended to protect farmland and requires federal 
agencies to coordinate with the NRCS if their activities may irreversibly convert farmland to 
nonagricultural use, either directly or indirectly. The stated purpose of the FPPA is to “minimize 
the extent to which federal programs contribute to the unnecessary conversion of farmland to 
nonagricultural uses.” The FPPA requires federal agencies to examine potential direct and 
indirect effects of a proposed action and its alternatives on farmland before approving any activity 
that would convert farmland to nonagricultural use. The U.S. Department of Agriculture issues 
regulations to implement the FPPA. 

For the purpose of FPPA, Important Farmland includes Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, and 
Farmland of Statewide or Local Importance, as defined by Section 1540(c)(1) of the FPPA. 
Classification standards differ from state to state; each state may set its own criteria for 
classification in each category. Federal farmland classification criteria may differ from those 
developed by the DOC, which are described in Section 3.14.2.2, State. State farmland subject to 
FPPA requirements includes forest land, pastureland, cropland, or other land but does not include 
water or urban built-up land. 

The FPPA exempts the following land types: 

• Soil types not suitable for crops, such as rocky terrain or sand dunes. 

• Sites where the project’s right-of-way is entirely within a delineated urban area and the 
project requires no prime or unique farmland, nor any farmland of statewide or local 
importance. 

• Farmland that has already been converted to industrial, residential, or commercial use or is 
used for recreational activity. 

The FPPA applies to projects and programs sponsored or financed in whole or in part by the 
federal government. FPPA implementing regulations identify requirements to ensure that federal 
programs, to the extent practical, are compatible with state, local, and private programs and 
policies to protect farmland. The FPPA requires a rating of farmland conversion impacts based on 
Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) criteria identified in 7 C.F.R. Section 658.5. These 
criteria are addressed through completion of a Farmland Conversion Impact Rating for Corridor 
Type Projects form (NRCS-CPA-106), which requires input from both the federal agency involved 
and from NRCS. 

Land and Resource Management Plans 
The San Luis Reservoir State Recreation Area Resource Management Plan (USBR and 
California Department of Parks and Recreation 2013) sets forth management goals for the 
various lands and waters in its plan area, which covers 27,000 acres near the San Luis Reservoir 
and Los Banos over a range of resource types. Agricultural and forestry resources are not 
managed by the plan. Under the required National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) environmental analysis, the plan was found to have 
no impact on agricultural resources. 
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agricultural land, and housing considerations. Once adopted, the strategy is incorporated into the 
region’s regional transportation plan. 

3.14.2.3 Regional and Local 
At the local level, counties and cities adopt local agricultural zoning consistent with the limitations 
on nonagricultural use established by the state law. Volume 2, Appendix 2-J lists the regional and 
local plans and describes the policies adopted by the cities and counties in the RSA that were 
identified and considered in the preparation of this analysis.  

3.14.3 Consistency with Plans and Laws  
As indicated in Section 3.1.3.3, Consistency with Plans and Laws, the CEQA and Council on 
Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations require a discussion of inconsistencies or conflicts 
between a proposed undertaking and federal, state, regional, or local plans and laws. 
Accordingly, this Draft EIR/EIS describes the inconsistency of the project alternatives with federal, 
state, regional, and local plans and laws to provide planning context. 

There are a number of federal and state laws and implementing regulations, listed in Section 
3.14.2.1, Federal, and Section 3.14.2.2, State, that direct the identification and preservation of 
land particularly suitable for agricultural use. There are also several adopted federal and state 
management plans and programs that pertain to agricultural resources and are applicable to this 
Draft EIR/EIS. The following federal and state requirements were considered in this analysis: 

• Federal and state acts and laws that promote identification and preservation of land that is 
particularly well suited for agricultural use include the federal FPPA and the state FMMP. The 
federal FPPA uses the NRCS LESA procedure to determine a farmland conversion impact 
rating for a proposed project. The state FMMP maps and classifies agricultural land 
according to its characteristics under the FPPA, including land identified as Important 
Farmland under the FMMP. 

• State acts and laws that protect agricultural land through landowner contract include the 
Williamson Act and the California Farmland Conservancy Program Act. 

The Authority, as the lead agency proposing to construct and operate the HSR system, is 
required to comply with all federal and state laws and regulations and to secure all applicable 
federal and state permits prior to initiating construction on the selected alternative. Therefore, 
there would be no inconsistencies between the project alternatives and these federal and state 
laws and regulations. 

The Authority is not required to comply with local land use and zoning regulations; however, it has 
endeavored to design and construct the project so that it is compatible with land use and zoning 
regulations. For example, the project alternatives incorporate IAMFs to minimize the amount of 
agricultural land that would be converted from agricultural use to nonagricultural use. Analysts 
reviewed 22 plans and 113 local and regional goals, objectives, policies, and ordinances. The 
project alternatives would be consistent with all but 24 of the total 89 goals, objectives, policies, 
and ordinances set forth in the following regional and local plans and laws. The project 
alternatives would be inconsistent with the following plans and policies: 

• Plan Bay Area 2040 (ABAG and MTC 2017)—Goal Open Space and Agricultural 
Preservation. Construction of the project would permanently convert Important Farmland for 
operational infrastructure. 

• Santa Clara County General Plan, 1995–2010 (County of Santa Clara 1994)—Policies C-
RC37, C-RC 40, R-GD 1.1, R-GD 3e, R-RC 40b, R-RC 57c, R-LU 8, SC 14.4, R-RC 61, R-
LU 11, R-LU 3. Construction of the project would permanently convert Important Farmland for 
operational infrastructure; not serve as an agricultural use; and not provide direct or indirect 
support to agricultural farmland. 

• Santa Clara County Code of Ordinances (2018)—Construction of the project would 
permanently convert Important Farmland for operational infrastructure. 
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• Envision San José 2040 (City of San Jose 2011)—Policies LU-20.1, LU-20.9. Construction 
of the project would permanently convert Important Farmland for operational infrastructure. 

• Morgan Hill 2035 General Plan (City of Morgan Hill 2016)— Policy NRE-1.4. Construction of 
the project would permanently convert Important Farmland for operational infrastructure. 

• Morgan Hill ZA-14-11 Agricultural Mitigation Ordinance (2015)—Policy 1. Construction of 
the project would permanently convert Important Farmland for operational infrastructure. 

• Gilroy 2020 General Plan (City of Gilroy 2002)— Policy 4.02. Construction of the project 
would permanently convert Important Farmland for operational infrastructure. 

• 2035 San Benito County General Plan (County of San Benito 2015)—Policies LU-3.2, LU-
3.12, NCR-1.1. Construction of the project would permanently convert Important Farmland for 
operational infrastructure. 

• 2030 Merced County General Plan (County of Merced 2013)—Policy AG-2.16. Construction 
of the project would permanently convert Important Farmland for operational infrastructure. 

• City of Los Banos 2030 General Plan Update (City of Los Banos 2009)—Policy POSR-G-
8, POSR-I-28. Construction of the project would permanently convert Important Farmland for 
operational infrastructure. 

Volume 2, Appendix 2-K further details the project’s inconsistency with these local and regional 
agricultural policies. It also includes a discussion of approaches the Authority has committed to 
take to reconcile any inconsistency as well as the rationale for carrying forth the project where it 
remains inconsistent with the policy despite these approaches. 

3.14.4 Methods for Evaluating Impacts 
The evaluation of impacts on agricultural farmland resources is a requirement of NEPA and 
CEQA. The following sections summarize the RSAs and the methods used to determine the 
impacts of construction and operations on agricultural farmland resources. As summarized in 
Section 3.14.1, Introduction, other resource sections in this Draft EIR/EIS provide additional 
information related to agricultural farmland resources. 

3.14.4.1 Definition of Resource Study Area 
The RSA constitutes the geographic boundaries within which the environmental investigations 
specific to each resource topic were conducted. The RSA for impacts on agricultural farmland 
encompasses the areas where direct and indirect impacts would result in conversion of Important 
Farmland to a nonagricultural use. Direct impacts include temporary use, which would occur in 
the temporary construction easements (TCE) for the alternatives, and permanent conversion of 
Important Farmland, which would be confined to the project footprint where construction and 
operations of the project would occur, including associated communications network upgrades. 
Temporary impacts related to disruption of agricultural infrastructure serving Important Farmland 
would occur in and adjacent to the TCEs. Indirect impacts would increase the amount of 
Important Farmland conversion beyond that needed for use in the project footprint, such as by 
creation of remnant parcels of Important Farmland, impacts on aerial pesticide applications 
related to construction of communication towers, and impacts of HSR-generated wind on insect 
pollination or aerial pesticide applications. Therefore, the RSA comprises the project footprint for 
each project alternative and additional areas beyond the project footprint where potential 
conversion of Important Farmland would occur.  

3.14.4.2 Impact Avoidance and Minimization Features 
IAMFs are project features that are considered to be part of the project and are included as 
applicable in each of the alternatives for purposes of the environmental impact analysis. The full 
text of the IAMFs that are applicable to the project is provided in Volume 2, Appendix 2-E. The 
following IAMFs are applicable to the agricultural farmland analysis: 

• AG-IAMF#1: Restoration of Important Farmland Used for Temporary Staging Areas 
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– Permanent interference with aerial spraying activities for Important Farmland from 
construction 

– Permanent wind-induced impacts on Important Farmland during operations  

Important Farmland Temporary Use and Permanent Conversion 

To calculate the acreage of direct temporary use of Important Farmland for each project 
alternative, the spatial data were overlaid with the area of construction disturbance under each 
alternative (Volume 2, Appendix 3.14-A). 

To calculate the acreage of direct permanent conversion of Important Farmland for each project 
alternative, the spatial data were overlaid with the project footprint, assuming that all Important 
Farmland in the project footprint would be permanently converted to a nonagricultural use. 

Land Evaluation and Site Assessment 

As stated in Section 3.14.2.1, the FPPA requires federal agencies to coordinate with the NRCS if 
their activities may irreversibly convert farmland to other uses, either directly or indirectly. 
Accordingly, the Authority has consulted with the NRCS to conduct LESA to determine the 
farmland conversion impact rating. This rating indicates the degree of direct and indirect 
permanent farmland conversion based on a range of factors. In accordance with the FPPA, Form 
NRCS-CPA-106 was completed with NRCS staff help for all four alternatives and for each county 
to determine the farmland conversion impact rating (Volume 2, Appendix 3.14-B). Table 3.14-1 
shows the criteria evaluated in Form NRCS-CPA-106 for each type of impact. 

Table 3.14-1 Criteria Evaluated in Form NRCS-CPA-106 for LESA 

Issue Criteria on Form 
Conversion of important 
farmland 

(A), (C) Total acres of Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance, and 
Not Prime Farmland (as categorized by NRCS) to be directly converted 
(quantitative) 

(1) Area in nonurban use: portion of the area within a radius of 1.0 mile of the 
proposed project corridor that is currently in nonurban use (quantitative) 

(2) Perimeter in nonurban use: length of the perimeter of the proposed project 
corridor that is currently in nonurban use (quantitative) 

(3) Percent of corridor being farmed: percentage of the proposed project corridor 
that has been in agricultural production for more than 5 of the past 10 years 
(qualitative) 

(5) Size of present farm unit compared to average: size of average farm unit in 
the project corridor compared to average farm size in the respective county 
(quantitative) 

Conversion of land protected 
by state and local government 

(4) Protection provided by state and local government: total acres of land 
protected by Williamson Act, to be converted, and acreage of remainder parcels 
(quantitative) 

Creation of severed and 
remnant parcels 

(6) Creation of nonfarmable farmland: the acreage of nonviable severed and 
remnant parcels created (quantitative) 

Current availability of farm 
support services 

(7) Availability of farm support services: current availability of farm suppliers, 
equipment dealers, processing and storage facilities, etc. (qualitative) 

Current on-farm investments (8) On-farm investments: presence of substantial and well maintained on-farm 
investments such as barns, irrigation, drainage, fruit trees, or other permanent 
capital fixtures (quantitative) 
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determine whether an EIS will be required; NEPA requires that an EIS is prepared when the 
proposed federal action (project) as a whole has the potential to “significantly affect the quality of 
the human environment.” Accordingly, Section 3.14.9, CEQA Significance Conclusions, 
summarizes the significance of the environmental impacts on agricultural lands for each project 
alternative. For this analysis, the project would result in a significant impact on agricultural 
farmland if it would:  

• Convert Important Farmland to a nonagricultural use.  

• Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a Williamson Act contract in a manner that 
would result in conversion of Important Farmland to nonagricultural use.  

• Involve other changes in the existing environment that, because of their location or nature, 
could result in conversion of Important Farmland to nonagricultural use. 

3.14.5 Affected Environment 
This section describes the affected environment for agricultural farmland resources in Santa 
Clara, San Benito, and Merced Counties and in the RSA by subsection. This information provides 
the context for the environmental analysis and evaluation of impacts. 

3.14.5.1 Regional Setting 
Some of California’s most productive agricultural lands, both Important Farmland and Grazing 
Land, are in the project vicinity. Table 3.14-2 shows the proportion of Important Farmland and 
Grazing Land (as a rough indicator of total agricultural land) with respect to urban land and other 
land uses in Santa Clara, San Benito, and Merced Counties in 2014. Figure 3.14-1 illustrates the 
distribution of Important Farmland and Grazing Land as well as urban land and other agricultural 
uses in Santa Clara, San Benito, and Merced Counties in 2014.  

Table 3.14-2 Total Acreage and Agricultural Land Acreage in Santa Clara, San Benito, and 
Merced Counties (2014) 

Type of Land 
Santa Clara 

County 
San Benito 

County Merced County 
County acreage total 835,228 889,407 1,265,634 

Important Farmland 26,613 54,728 600,940 

Grazing land 393,535 616,957 556,966 

Agricultural land acreage total1 420,154 671,685 1,157,906 

Percentage of overall acreage in agricultural use 50.3 75.5 91.4 
Sources: DOC 2014a, 2014b, 2014c 
1 The sum of FMMP Important Farmland and FMMP Grazing Land acreages was used as a rough indicator of total agricultural land acreage. 
FMMP = Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program 

The Santa Clara Valley extends from the southern part of San Francisco Bay to Hollister in Santa 
Clara County. Before it became known as Silicon Valley, it was an agricultural center producing 
row crops and orchard crops, as well as the largest producer of canned and dried fruit in the 
world (NPS 2018). While the northern part of Santa Clara Valley has been built up with high-tech 
industry and accompanying office parks and residential areas, southern Santa Clara Valley 
remains agricultural in nature (County of Santa Clara 2016). Crops include nursery crops, 
mushrooms, and bell peppers in the highest-ranked spots, with additional production of cherries, 
grapes, walnuts, garlic, other vegetable crops, field crops, and livestock and poultry (County of 
Santa Clara 2015). Despite a total economic production value of over $1.6 billion annually, in the 
past 20 years, more than 45 percent of Santa Clara County’s farmland has been lost, and much 
of the remaining approximately 26,600 acres of Important Farmland are at risk of conversion to 
nonagricultural uses because of land development (County of Santa Clara 2018).  
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Note: This information is contained in the San Jose to Merced Agricultural Farmland Technical Report within Table 5-1, Total Acreage and Agricultural Land Acreage in Santa Clara, San Benito, and Merced Counties, 2014 
and Table 5-2 Important Farmland in Santa Clara, San Benito, and Merced Counties in 2002 and 2014 (acres) 
Source: DOC 2014a JANUARY 2018 

Figure 3.14-1 Agricultural Lands in Santa Clara, San Benito, and Merced Counties
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Table 3.14-3 Important Farmland in Santa Clara, San Benito, and Merced Counties in 2002 
and 2014 (acres) 

Type of Land 

Santa Clara County San Benito County Merced County 

2002 2014 
Percent 
Change 2002 2014 

Percent 
Change 2002 2014 

Percent 
Change 

Prime Farmland 28,816 15,691 -46 33,617 26,981 -20 286,054 271,912 -5 

Farmland of 
Statewide 
Importance 

4,244 3,383 -20 8,987 6,913 -23 158,405 154,502 -3 

Unique Farmland 1,404 2,440 74 1,548 2,261 46 100,749 112,301 12 

Farmland of 
Local Importance 

7,711 5,105 -34 32,948 18,573 -44 41,772 62,225 49 

Important 
Farmland 
TOTAL 

42,175 26,619 -37 77,094 54,728 -29 586,980 600,940 2 

Grazing land 388,696 393,535 1 675,949 671,685 -1 1,165,872 1,157,906 -1 

Urban and Built-
Up Land 

185,129 189,386 2 7,438 8,061 8 33,090 39,183 18 

 

Over the 12-year period, Santa Clara County saw an overall 37 percent loss in Important Farmland, 
partially accounted for by urban development and increase in Grazing Land (DOC 2015a). San 
Benito County saw an overall 29 percent loss in Important Farmland, partially accounted for by 
urban development (DOC 2015b). Merced County saw an overall increase in Important Farmland 
generally because of newly irrigated field and row crops and plantings in marginal soils. For 
example, almond orchards have expanded into areas previously unplanted because of the high 
value for their crops (Food and Agriculture Organization Regional Office for Europe 1997). Notably, 
Prime Farmland and Farmland of Statewide Importance declined, while Unique Farmland and 
Farmland of Local Importance increased. The two latter categories do not have the same quality 
requirements for soil and water availability as Prime and Statewide Importance. 

Parcel Size 

Parcels of Important Farmland in the RSA range in size from less than 1 acre of Farmland of 
Statewide Importance in the Morgan Hill and Gilroy Subsection to a maximum of 610 acres of Prime 
Farmland in the Pacheco Pass Subsection. The median size of parcels in each subsection ranges 
from 5 acres in the Monterey Corridor Subsection to 97 acres in the Pacheco Pass Subsection. 
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Note: This information is contained in the San Jose to Merced Agricultural Farmland Technical Report within Table 5-11 Farmlands Protected by 
Williamson Act Contract in the Resource Study Area lists total acreages of Williamson Act farmland.  
Source: County of Santa Clara 2015a  JANUARY 2018 

Figure 3.14-3a Farmland Protected under Williamson Act in the Monterey Corridor 
Subsection  
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3.14.6 Environmental Consequences 
3.14.6.1 Overview 
This section discusses the potential direct or indirect impacts on agricultural farmland resources 
that could result from construction and operations of the project alternatives.  

The project alternatives would include IAMFs (see Volume 2, Appendix 2-E) that would avoid or 
minimize impacts as a result of project construction or operation.  

IAMFs differ from mitigation measures in that they are part of the project and would be included 
by the Authority as binding commitments in the project approval. In contrast, mitigation measures 
may be available to further reduce, compensate for, or offset project impacts that the analysis 
identifies under NEPA or concludes are significant under CEQA. 

3.14.6.2 Important Farmland and Williamson Act Contract Lands 
Construction and operations of the project alternatives would result in temporary and permanent 
direct and indirect impacts on Important Farmland. Impacts would include temporary use of 
Important Farmland, permanent conversion of Important Farmland to nonagricultural use, 
permanent creation of remnant parcels of Important Farmland, temporary and permanent 
disruptions of agricultural infrastructure serving Important Farmland, impacts on Important 
Farmland as a result of changes in aerial spraying patterns, and wind-induced impacts as a result 
of HSR wake at the edge of the HSR right-of-way. Additionally, construction of the project 
alternatives would reduce acreage of land under Williamson Act contract and would create 
remnant parcels of farmland currently under Williamson Act contract that may be too small, 
according to county policy, to continue under contract. 

No Project Impacts 
The population in the three-county region is expected to grow at an annual rate of 0.9 percent 
through 2040 (Section 3.18.5.3, Population). Development in the region to accommodate the 
population increase would continue under the No Project Alternative and result in associated 
direct and indirect impacts on agricultural farmland. The No Project Alternative considers the 
effects of conditions forecast by current plans for land use and transportation near the project 
extent, including planned improvements to the highway, aviation, conventional passenger rail, 
and freight rail through the 2040 planning horizon for the environmental analysis, if the project is 
not built. With no project, there would be more vehicle miles traveled, resulting in increased 
pressure to improve capacity for all transportation modes throughout the area. The Authority 
estimates that additional highway and airport projects (up to 4,300 highway lane miles, 115 
airport gates, and four airport runways) would be planned and constructed to achieve equivalent 
capacity and relieve this increased pressure (Authority 2012).  

Planned and other reasonably foreseeable projects anticipated to be built by 2040 include 
residential, commercial, industrial, recreational, and transportation development. Specifically, 
future development projects in Santa Clara, San Benito, and Merced Counties include 
implementation of general and specific plans throughout the counties, resource management 
plans, solar farm projects, water transfer programs, commercial development plans, quarry 
projects, and reclamation plans. Planned and other reasonably foreseeable projects under the No 
Project Alternative also include such transportation projects as reconstruction of interchanges; 
overcrossing construction; bridge replacements; road widenings and lane additions, including 
high-occupancy vehicle or express lanes; road realignment and extensions; recreational 
bike/pedestrian trail construction; and transit projects such as train and HSR projects and, in 
Santa Clara County, train electrification, bus rapid transit, and light rail. Pressure to convert 
Important Farmland as a result of these types of development activities is anticipated to continue 
in the three-county region—approximately half of Santa Clara’s remaining 27,000 acres of 
farmland is at immediate risk of development (County of Santa Clara 2018), and Merced County 
anticipates conversion as a result of a high projected population growth of 8 percent between 
2010 and 2018 (CDOF 2018). These future development activities would continue the historical 
trend of agricultural conversion and urbanization in the region.  
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3.14.7 Mitigation Measures 
The Authority has developed mitigation measures that would be implemented to address direct 
and indirect impacts on Important Farmland that would result in permanent conversion of 
Important Farmland to a nonagricultural use, generated by project construction and operations. 
The mitigation measures described in this section would be implemented with the objective of 
conserving Important Farmland. Mitigation ratios would determine the amount of Important 
Farmland that must be conserved given an acreage of land directly or indirectly affected, as 
provided in AG-MM#1.  

AG-MM#1: Conserve Important Farmland (Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide 
Importance, Farmland of Local Importance, and Unique Farmland)  
The Authority has entered into an agreement with the DOC California Farmland Conservancy 
Program to implement agricultural land mitigation for the HSR system. The Authority would fund 
the California Farmland Conservancy Program’s work to identify suitable agricultural land for 
mitigation of impacts and to fund the purchase of agricultural conservation easements from willing 
sellers. The performance standards for this measure are to preserve Important Farmland in an 
amount commensurate with the quantity and quality of converted farmlands in the same 
agricultural regions as the impacts occur, at a replacement ratio of not less than 1:1 for lands that 
are permanently converted to nonagricultural use by the project. 

In addition to mitigation for Important Farmlands that are permanently converted to 
nonagricultural use, the Authority would fund the purchase of an additional increment of acreage 
for agricultural conservation easements at a ratio of not less than 0.5:1 for Important Farmland 
within a 25-foot-wide area adjacent to permanently fenced HSR infrastructure. The Authority 
would document implementation of this measure through annual issuance of a compliance 
memorandum. Mitigation implemented under this measure would be consistent with and would 
help advance mitigation commitments at the program level, including mitigation intended to 
address the conversion of Important Farmland. 
Figure 3.14-4 illustrates how mitigation ratios would be applied to parcels of Important Farmland 
affected by the project. 
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 AUGUST 2016 

Figure 3.14-4 Important Farmland Remnant Parcels and 
Important Farmland Mitigation Ratios 

AG-MM#2: Minimize the Area of Important Farmland (Prime Farmland, Farmland of 
Statewide Importance, Farmland of Local Importance, and Unique Farmland) Required for 
HSR Guideway 
To minimize direct and indirect impacts on Important Farmland resulting in permanent conversion 
of Important Farmland to nonagricultural use, mitigation would restrict the project footprint to the 
minimum dimensions and area required to operate and maintain the aerial guideway. The 
Authority would design the permanent right-of-way so that it would not exceed the dimensions or 
area required to operate and maintain the aerial guideway, specifically 40 feet on either side of 
the track centerline, with the exception of the proposed viaduct section near Casa de Fruta, 
between stations 3220 and 4250, where permanent right-of-way must be 45 feet on either side of 
the track centerline, in order to minimize the area of Important Farmland permanently converted 
to nonagricultural use by the project.  

AG-MM#3: Evaluate Modified Access to Remnant Parcels with Landowner Input 
Prior to construction where partial property acquisitions would result in division of agricultural 
parcels by the HSR alignment or facilities (i.e., severed parcels), the Authority would evaluate 
potential for modified access with the property owner’s input to allow continued use of agricultural 
lands and facilities. Any such access would remain within the approved project footprint. Modified 
access could include the design of overcrossings or undercrossings to allow farm equipment 
passage. The contractor would prepare a technical memorandum for Authority review and 
approval detailing the contractor’s outreach to affected property owners, evaluation results, and 



 Section 3.14 Agricultural Farmland 

 

California High-Speed Rail Authority  April 2020 

San Jose to Merced Project Section Draft EIR/EIS Page | 3.14-43 

what measures were implemented to address severed parcels. Any modified access would 
remain within the existing footprint.  

AG-MM#4: Relocate and Reconnect Drainage Facilities before Disconnecting Original 
Facilities 
Where relocating an agricultural drainage facility on Important Farmland within the project 
footprint would be necessary, the contractor would verify the replaced facility is operational prior 
to disconnecting the original facility, where feasible. The Authority would coordinate with 
landowners during preliminary engineering for design-build procurement or during final design for 
construction to determine drainage facility relocation preferences that would reduce impacts on 
continued operation of drainage facilities. These relocation preferences would be included in the 
construction contract and include proximity to and clearance from existing infrastructure, access, 
slope, and the ability to stay within public road rights-of-way or existing easements, where 
feasible. The construction contractor would document all relocations in a memorandum for 
Authority review and approval. Relocation of the drainage facility would be coordinated with 
landowners and would remain within the existing project footprint.  

AG-MM#5: Avoid Infrastructure Serving Important Farmland near Casa de Fruta (from 
Station 3148+60 to Station 3154) 
In order to avoid impacts on irrigation infrastructure on Important Farmland, the Authority would 
convert the embankment to an aerial guideway near Casa de Fruta (from Station 3148+60 to 
Station 3154). The Authority would implement this design refinement, consistent with 
geotechnical investigations to confirm to the feasibility of a viaduct in this location, during 
preliminary engineering for design-build procurement or during final design for construction. The 
construction contractor would implement the revised design. Modification of design would remain 
within the existing project footprint. AG-MM#4 would also result in minor, localized beneficial 
effects for wildlife. 

3.14.8 Impact Summary for NEPA Comparison of Alternatives  
As described in Section 3.1.5.4, the impacts of the project under NEPA are compared to the No 
Project condition when evaluating the impact of the project on the resource. The impact 
determination is based on the context and intensity of the change that would be generated by the 
construction and operations of the project alternatives. As shown in the table, IAMFs apply 
equally across alternatives. Table 3.14-12 compares the project impacts by alternative and is 
followed by a summary of the impacts. 
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Table 3.14-12 Comparison of Project Alternative Impacts for Agricultural Farmland 

Impacts Alternative 1 Alternative 2 Alternative 3 Alternative 4 
Important Farmland 
Impact AG#1: Temporary 
Use of Important 
Farmland  

Project construction would result in the temporary use of 
617.6 acres of Important Farmland.  
IAMFs to require the Authority to provide advance written 
notice to agricultural property owners or leaseholders 
immediately adjacent to the disturbance limits for the 
project footprint (AG-IAMF#4) and to require the 
Authority to restore affected Important Farmland after 
construction (AG-IAMF#1) would minimize potential 
temporary impacts on Important Farmland and 
accordingly the alternative would not result in the 
permanent conversion of important farmland to 
nonagricultural use. 

Project construction would 
result in the temporary use 
of 658.6 acres of Important 
Farmland. The same 
IAMFs would be 
incorporated into the 
project design as 
Alternative 1. 

Project construction 
would result in the 
temporary use of 671.9 
acres of Important 
Farmland. This would be 
the greatest impact 
among the alternatives. 
The same IAMFs would 
be incorporated into the 
project design as 
Alternative 1. 

Project construction would 
result in the temporary use 
of 460.9 acres of Important 
Farmland. This would be 
the least impact among the 
alternatives. The same 
IAMFs would be 
incorporated into the project 
design as Alternative 1. 

Impact AG#2: Permanent 
Conversion of Important 
Farmland to 
Nonagricultural Use 

Project construction would result in permanent 
conversion of 1,035.5 acres of Important Farmland to 
nonagricultural use. 
The score for each county on Form NRCS-CPA-106 
would be below the LESA threshold of 160.1 No federal 
direction is required. 

Project construction would 
result in permanent 
conversion of 1,181.3 
acres of Important 
Farmland to 
nonagricultural use. 
The score for each county 
on Form NRCS-CPA-106 
would be below the LESA 
threshold of 160.1 No 
federal direction is 
required. 

Project construction 
would result in permanent 
conversion of 1,192.5 
acres of Important 
Farmland. This would be 
the greatest impact 
among the alternatives. 
The score for each 
county on Form NRCS-
CPA-106 would be below 
the LESA threshold of 
160.1 No federal direction 
is required. 

Project construction would 
result in permanent 
conversion of 1,032.6 acres 
of Important Farmland. This 
would be the least impact 
among the alternatives. 
The score for each county 
on Form NRCS-CPA-106 
would be below the LESA 
threshold of 160.1 No 
federal direction is required. 
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insect pollination or aerial pesticide applications which would lead to indirect permanent 
conversion of Important Farmland. However, induced airflow at the edge of the HSR right-of-way 
would be minor and similar to the existing condition. Induced airflow would therefore not be strong 
enough to interfere with agricultural activities such as insect pollination or aerial pesticide 
application, and would not result in indirect permanent conversion of Important Farmland to 
nonagricultural use. 

No additional conversion of Important Farmland under Williamson Act contract would occur, other 
than that accounted for under the permanent conversion impact (Impact AG#2) and that 
accounted for under the indirect conversion impact (Impact AG#3) which describes Important 
Farmland remainder parcels that are too small to continue in agricultural use or that are severed 
from access. Reconductoring would not remove any lands protected by Williamson Act contracts.  

3.14.9 CEQA Significance Conclusions 
Table 3.14-13 identifies the CEQA significance determinations for each impact discussed in 
Section 3.14.6. A summary of the significant impacts, mitigation measures, and factors supporting 
the significance conclusion after mitigation follows the table. 
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Table 3.14-13 CEQA Significance Conclusions and Mitigation Measures for Agricultural Farmland  

Impacts Impact Description and CEQA Level of Significance  Mitigation Measure 

CEQA Level of 
Significance 
after Mitigation 

Important Farmland 
Impact AG#1: Temporary Use 
of Important Farmland  

Less than significant for all alternatives. 
The project would require a temporary use of Important Farmland in the 
TCEs but would not result in the permanent conversion of Important 
Farmland to nonagricultural use by restoring land used during construction 
to pre-construction condition (AG-IAMF#1) and by providing advance written 
notice of upcoming construction activities to agricultural landowners and 
leaseholders (AG-IAMF#4). 

No mitigation measures are required. Not applicable 

Impact AG#2: Permanent 
Conversion of Important 
Farmland to Nonagricultural 
Use 

Significant for all alternatives.  
Construction of the project would result in the permanent conversion of 
Important Farmland to nonagricultural use. 

AG-MM#1: Conserve Important Farmland 
(Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide 
Importance, Farmland of Local 
Importance, and Unique Farmland) 
AG-MM#2: Minimize the Area of Important 
Farmland (Prime Farmland, Farmland of 
Statewide Importance, Farmland of Local 
Importance, and Unique Farmland) 
Required for HSR Guideway 

Significant and 
Unavoidable 

Impact AG#3: Permanent 
Creation of Remnant Parcels of 
Important Farmland 

Significant for all alternatives. 
Creation of remnant parcels resulting from construction of the project would 
result in the permanent conversion of Important Farmland to nonagricultural 
use, but project design (AG-IAMF#3) would minimize the acreage of 
Important Farmland converted because of creation of remnant parcels 
through a Farmland Consolidation Program. 

AG-MM#1: Conserve Important Farmland 
(Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide 
Importance, Farmland of Local 
Importance, and Unique Farmland) 
AG-MM#2: Minimize the Area of Important 
Farmland (Prime Farmland, Farmland of 
Statewide Importance, Farmland of Local 
Importance, and Unique Farmland) 
Required for HSR Guideway 
AG-MM#3: Evaluate Modified Access to 
Remnant Parcels with Landowner Input 

Significant and 
Unavoidable 
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