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California's Central Valley remains one of the world's most productive farm areas, but officials warned Monday that its orchards, fields and pastures are giving way to subdivisions and strip malls at an increasing rate.

State Department of Conservation officials said that farmland in a five-county area is being consumed at a rate of nearly 15 square miles per year. That's nearly enough land to make a city the size of Tulare, which measures 18.4 square miles.

The information was in a release issued from Tulare, where the annual World Ag Expo is being held.

"While there's still plenty of outstanding farm and ranching land out there, the acreage that is taken out of agricultural use is significant over the long haul," said California Secretary for Resources Mike Chrisman, a fourth-generation rancher in Tulare County.

And the pace of conversion is quickening.

While the department's biannual farmland conversion report is due out in the coming months, data from the latest 2002-04 period has been released.

In San Joaquin County, nearly 13,300 acres of agricultural land was lost to urbanization between 1998 and 2004, compared with roughly 8,500 acres in the previous six years.

"There's a lot of pressure on this county for growth," said Scott Hudson, San Joaquin County agricultural commissioner. "We're close to the Bay Area ... and housing is relatively more affordable than the Bay Area."

"You lose ag land and it goes out of production, and you know it never really returns," he said. "The next 10 or 15 or 20 years will change the shape of farming."

Also, urbanization brings additional pressures on those who continue to farm. Problems range from new neighbors who complain about smells, noise, dust or sprays from farms to slow farm tractors sharing narrow country roads with speeding commuters, Hudson said.

Brian Leahy, the state's assistant director for Land Resource Protection, sees another warning flag in Williamson Act enrollment. Under the act, landowners agree to keep their property in farming or open-space uses, in exchange for lower property tax rates, under minimum 10-year contracts.

As of Jan. 1, 2005, 16.6 million acres - more than half of all California farmland and one third of the state's privately owned land - was enrolled in the Williamson act. At the same time, 314,888 acres were in the process of being withdrawn, including 27,615 acres in the central San Joaquin Valley.

"Those are the highest nonrenewal numbers we've ever seen," Leahy said.

He lamented the potential loss.

"We have great land. We have the irrigation and a really knowledgeable, adaptable farming culture," he said Monday. "We're chewing up an irreplaceable resource - this amazing land."

State government offers some small program and has limited matching-grant funds to secure development rights on some land, Leahy noted, but land development issues are decided by city and county government.

"Land-use planning in California is local," he said. "The state can help but mainly locals have to decide where they want their lands to go."

In San Joaquin County, there are signs of sprawl, such as single-family homes being built on 5- to 10-acre country parcels, but these are an exception, Hudson said.

"For the most part, development is being built along the edges of the cities," he said. That helps keep agricultural lands intact.

He also hopes policies and practices can be found to sustain the viability of farming in San Joaquin County over the long term.

"I think it's critical to our way of life in this county and to the country's whole well-being to have a strong agricultural industry where we grow our own food and not be dependent on other areas of the world."

Contact reporter Reed Fujii at (209) 546-8253 or rfujii@recordnet.com.

_1233053530.unknown

