
Appendix L 
Land Evaluation and Site Assessment 





California Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA)  

Sunrise Specific Plan 

The Sunrise Gardens Project Owner, LLC, 

A Delaware limited liability company 
2235 Encinitas Boulevard, Suite 216 

Encinitas, California 92024 

Contact: Greg Waite 

Prepared by: 

 
605 Third Street 

Encinitas, California 92024  

760.942.5147 

MAY 2019 
  



Printed on 30% post-consumer recycled material. 

 



LESA Sunrise Specific Plan, San Marcos, California 

   10727 
 i May 2019  

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Section Page No. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY ........................................................................................................ III 

1 PROJECT SETTING ........................................................................................................1 

1.1 Purpose of this California Land Evaluation and Site Assessment ................................ 1 

1.2 Introduction ............................................................................................................. 1 

1.3 Project Description .................................................................................................. 7 

2 REGULATORY SETTING ..............................................................................................9 

2.1 Federal..................................................................................................................... 9 

2.1.1 Farmland Protection Policy Act (7 U.S.C. Section 4201) .......................... 9 

2.2 State....................................................................................................................... 10 

2.2.1 California Department of Conservation .................................................... 10 

2.3 Regional Planning Context ................................................................................... 13 

2.3.1 City of San Marcos General Plan .............................................................. 13 

2.4 Land Evaluation and Site Assessment .................................................................. 13 

2.5 Mitigation Measures ............................................................................................. 23 

2.6 References ............................................................................................................. 23 

APPENDIX 

A California Agricultural Land Evaluation and Site  Assessment Model 

Instruction Manual 1997 

FIGURES 

1 Project Location ...................................................................................................................3 

2 Site Plan ...............................................................................................................................5 

3 Soils ................................................................................................................................17 

4 Zone of Influence ...............................................................................................................25 

TABLES 

1 Project Soils Summary and Soil Acreage ..........................................................................14 

2 Numeric Conversions of Land Capability Classification Units .........................................15 

3 Summary of Soils on the Project Site ................................................................................15 

4 Land Capability Classification and Storie Index Scores ....................................................19 

5 Project Size Scoring ...........................................................................................................20 

6 Project Size Score ..............................................................................................................21 



LESA Sunrise Specific Plan, San Marcos, California 

TABLE OF CONTENTS (CONTINUED) 

  Page No. 

   10727 
 ii May 2019  

7 Water Resources Availability ............................................................................................21 

8 Surrounding Agricultural Land Use and Surrounding Protected Resource Land ..............22 

9 Final LESA Score Sheet ....................................................................................................22 

10 California LESA Model Scoring Thresholds .....................................................................23 

 



LESA Sunrise Specific Plan, San Marcos, California 

   10727 
 iii May 2019  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The purpose of this California Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) is to provide 

agencies and decision makers with a succinct and technically developed optional methodology 

to assist with assessment to ensure that potentially significant impacts or effects on the 

environment, exclusively related to agricultural land conversions, are quantitatively considered 

in the environmental review process (California Public Resources Code, Section 21095), 

including in the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). 

Findings  

The California Agricultural LESA model is used to determine the agricultural significance of a 

given property. It considers the context of the parcel within its subregion, availability of water, 

occurrence of soil types conducive to crop production, and other factors. As described herein, the 

LESA performed for the project site determined that the site assessment score exceeds the CEQA 

threshold, while the land evaluation is under the threshold. In order to be considered a significant 

agricultural resource, both the land evaluation and site assessment subscores must be equal to or 

greater than the CEQA threshold. Therefore, the project site is not considered to represent a 

significant agricultural resource based on the LESA score, and the project would not result in 

significant impacts on agricultural resources. 
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1 PROJECT SETTING 

1.1 Purpose of this California Land Evaluation and Site Assessment 

The purpose of this Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) is to provide agencies and 

decision makers with a succinct and technically developed methodology to assist with 

assessment of the potentially significant effects on the environment related to agricultural land 

conversions considered in the environmental review process (California Public Resources Code, 

Section 21095), including in the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). 

The California LESA Model was developed in 1997 and was based on the 1981 Land Evaluation 

and Site Assessment Guidebook prepared for the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA’s) 

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Model. The California LESA Model evaluates 

measures of soil resource quality, a given project’s size, water resource availability, surrounding 

agricultural lands, and surrounding protected resource lands. In application to a specific project, 

the factors are rated, weighted, and combined, resulting in a single numeric score. The final 

project score, which is a combination of the Land Evaluation (LE) and Site Assessment (SA) 

subscores becomes the final LESA score and the basis for making a determination of a project’s 

potential significance. 

The California Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) Instruction Manual (1997) 

developed by the California Department of Conservation (DOC), Office of Land Conservation, is 

the guidance and instructional document utilized to conduct analysis for the project. The 

California Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) Instruction Manual (1997) is included 

as Appendix A to this document.  

1.2 Introduction 

The Sunrise Gardens Project Owner, LLC, is considering residential and open space (passive 

and recreational) project development on an approximately 14.4-acre site (project site) 

located in the City of San Marcos in northern San Diego County, California (see Figure 1). The 

subject site is located on lands that have been historically been used for agricultural uses and 

is currently unoccupied and disturbed from previous grading. The project site is immediately 

bordered by low density residential manufactured homes to the north and west. To the east and 

south of the project site is a light industrial business park with a variety of businesses located 

within the City of Escondido. To the southwest, within the County of San Diego are semi-rural 

residential lands with associated agricultural and equestrian uses (see Figure 1). The proposed 

project includes a Pre-Zone, General Plan Amendment, Multi-Family Site Development Plan, 

Tentative Subdivision Map, Specific Plan, and Conditional Use Permit that provides for the 

development of 192 multi-family dwelling units (see Figure 2).  
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Site Plan
Agricultural Resources Report for the Sunrise Project

SOURCE: SANGIS 2017
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1.3 Project Description 

The proposed project is located in the southeastern limits of the City of San Marcos (City) 

south of State Route-78 and west of Interstate-15 (Figure 1). The project site is currently 

within portions of two jurisdictions: the City (APN 228-312-09-00, approximately 3.6 acres) and 

the County of San Diego (APN 228-312-10-00, approximately 10.8 acres); however, the entirety 

of the project resides within the City’s General Plan Sphere of Influence. Access improvements 

would occur off-site within the City of Escondido. The project site is bound residential 

development to the north and west, including the San Marcos Mobile Estates, light industrial and 

commercial to the east and south, and semi-rural residential to the southwest(Figure 1).  

The project site is comprised of two undeveloped lots and is currently unoccupied and disturbed 

from previous grading as well as more recent homeless encampments. A network of unimproved 

roads also extent throughout the project site. 

The project includes approximately 192 multi-family dwelling units and open space (passive 

and recreational) encompassing approximately 14.4-acres and is situated at the City of San 

Marcos’ southeastern limits. An additional 0.76-acre of off-site grading area is also included 

in the overall project area (Figure 1). Discretionary actions will include a Pre-Zone, General 

Plan Amendment, Multi-Family Site Development Plan, Tentative Subdivision Map, Specific 

Plan, Grading Variance, and Conditional Use Permit. The Plan area is currently within 

portions of two jurisdictions; the City of San Marcos and the County of San Diego, however 

the entirety of the project resides within the City of San Marcos’ sphere of influence. The 

Project proposes a Pre-zone to change the parcels within County jurisdiction from SR-1 to 

SPA. A General Plan Amendment is required to re-designate the southern parcel of the 

project site (APN 228-312-10-00) from Semi-Rural Residential (SR-1) (as currently 

designated by the County of San Diego) and Light Industrial (LI) (as designated by the City, 

as the parcel is within its Sphere of Influence) to Specific Plan Area (SPA). Additionally, a 

General Plan Amendment is required to re-designate the northern parcel of the project site 

(APN 228-312-09-00) from Low Density Residential (LDR) to Specific Plan Area (SPA). 

This General Plan Amendment would allow the Specific Plan to provide rules and 

regulations for development of the project site. A rezone is required to re-designate the 

southern parcel of the project site (APN 228-312-10-00) from Single Family Residential 

(RS) (as currently designated by the County of San Diego) to Specific Plan Area (SPA). 

Additionally, a rezone is required to re-designate the northern parcel of the project site (APN 

228-312-09-00) from Mobile Home Park (R-MHP) to Specific Plan Area (SPA). This Rezone 

would allow the Specific Plan to provide rules and regulations for development of the project 

site. 
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2 REGULATORY SETTING 

2.1 Federal 

2.1.1 Farmland Protection Policy Act (7 U.S.C. Section 4201) 

The purpose of the Farmland Protection Policy Act (FPPA) is to minimize the extent to which 

federal programs contribute to the unnecessary and irreversible conversion of farmland to 

nonagricultural uses. Further, the FPPA directs federal programs to be compatible with state and 

local policies for the protection of farmlands. The FPPA does not authorize the federal 

government to regulate the use of private or nonfederal land or, in any way, affect the property 

rights of owners of such land. Information regarding the FPPA is provided for background 

information in this agricultural technical report. 

The FPPA is intended to minimize the impact federal programs have on the unnecessary and 

irreversible conversion of farmland to nonagricultural uses. It ensures that, to the extent possible, 

federal programs are administered to be compatible with state, local units of government, and 

private programs and policies to protect farmland. Federal agencies are required to develop and 

review their policies and procedures to implement the FPPA every 2 years. 

For the purpose of the FPPA, farmland includes Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, and 

Farmland of Statewide or Local Importance, defined in 7 U.S.C. Section 4201:  

Prime farmland is land that has the best combination of physical and chemical 

characteristics for producing food, feed, fiber, forage, oilseed, and other agricultural 

crops with minimum inputs of fuel, fertilizer, pesticides, and labor, and without 

intolerable soil erosion, as determined by the Secretary. Prime farmland includes 

land that possesses the above characteristics but is being used currently to produce 

livestock and timber. It does not include land already in or committed to urban 

development or water storage; unique farmland is land other than prime farmland 

that is used for production of specific high-value food and fiber crops, as 

determined by the Secretary. It has the special combination of soil quality, location, 

growing season, and moisture supply needed to economically produce sustained 

high quality or high yields of specific crops when treated and managed according to 

acceptable farming methods. Examples of such crops include citrus, tree nuts, 

olives, cranberries, fruits, and vegetables; and Farmland, other than prime or unique 

farmland, that is of statewide or local importance for the production of food, feed, 

fiber, forage, or oilseed crops, as determined by the appropriate State or unit of 

local government agency or agencies, and that the Secretary determines should be 

considered as farmland for the purposes of this chapter[.] 
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Projects are subject to the FPPA requirements if they may irreversibly convert farmland (directly 

or indirectly) to nonagricultural use and are completed by a federal agency or with assistance 

from a federal agency (NRCS 2017). As the proposed project does not have federal involvement, 

the FPPA is not applicable in this situation. 

2.2 State 

2.2.1 California Department of Conservation 

The California DOC is the state agency that administers both the State Farmland Mapping and 

Monitoring Program (FMMP) and the California Land Conservation Act, more commonly known 

as “The Williamson Act.” The Important Farmland Mapping Program compiles information of the 

state’s important farmlands, including tracking farmland proposed for development, and provides 

this information to state and local government agencies for use in planning and for decision makers 

and decision-making bodies. The FMMP Important Farmland Maps are based on a classification 

system that combines technical soil ratings and current land use. Important Farmland Categories 

include Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance, Unique Farmland, Farmland of Local 

Importance, Grazing Land, Urban and Built-up Land, and Other Land. FMMP’s Important 

Farmland Maps require that Prime Farmland, meet the following criteria: 1) Prime Farmland must 

have been used for the production of irrigated crops at some time during the two update cycles 

prior to the mapping date, which equates to four years. Therefore, the land must have been used for 

irrigated agricultural production at some point in time during a four-year period of time prior to the 

most recent date of the Important Farmland Map date (DOC 2017); and 2) The soil must meet the 

physical and chemical criteria for Prime Farmland or Farmland of Statewide Importance as 

determined by the USDA NRCS. NRCS compiles lists of which soils in each survey area meet the 

quality criteria. Factors considered in qualification of a soil by NRCS (DOC 2017) include:  

 Water moisture regimes, available water capacity, and developed irrigation water supply  

 Soil temperature range  

 Acid-alkali balance  

 Water table  

 Soil sodium content  

 Flooding (uncontrolled runoff from natural precipitation)  

 Erodibility  

 Permeability rate  

 Rock fragment content  

 Soil rooting depth. 
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The soils information presented in this analysis is derived from statewide soils maps that have been 

prepared by both state and federal government entities. The California DOC, Division of Land 

Resource Protection, and the USDA NRCS, both conduct regular and ongoing assessments of soil 

types and then prepare detailed soil maps. Once soils are mapped, they are grouped into the 

following categories that have specific definitions. The categories and definitions are as follows: 

Prime Farmland. In California, the FMMP maps all statewide farmlands. The FMMP’s soils 

study area is contiguous with modem soil surveys developed by the USDA. The FMMP requires 

that any land designated as Prime must meet the criteria related to land use and soils.  

As such, farmland with the optimal combination of physical and chemical features to sustain 

long-term agriculture is described as Prime. The land has been determined to have the soil 

quality, growing season, and moisture supply needed to produce sustained high crop yields 

(DOC 2017). 

Farmland of Statewide Importance. As with Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide 

Importance must also meet both the criteria described above with respect to land use and soils 

and is similar to the Prime Farmland category. The difference is that Farmland of Statewide 

Importance tolerates greater shortcomings of the soil, such as greater slopes or less ability to 

store moisture (DOC 2017). 

Unique Farmland. This category of farmland is categorized as having lesser quality soils, but is 

still used for the production of leading agricultural crops. This farmland is typically irrigated, but 

can also include non-irrigated orchards or vineyards found in some climatic zones in the state. 

These lands must have been used for irrigated agricultural production at some time during the 4 

years prior to the mapping date (DOC 2017). 

Farmland of Local Importance. Lands that have been determined by local jurisdictional 

authorities such as county boards of supervisors or local advisory committees to have a specific 

importance to the local agricultural economy are considered Farmland of Local Importance 

(DOC 2017). 

The FMMP has three other categories of land: 

Grazing Land. Land that is particularly suited to the grazing of livestock given existing 

vegetation. This particular designation was developed in concert with the California 

Cattlemen’s Association, University of California Cooperative Extension, and a host of 

other groups with an interest in grazing and livestock (DOC 2017). 

Urban and Built-Up Land. This category refers to land that is occupied by structures with a 

building density of at least one unit to 1.5 acres or six structures to a 10-acre parcel. This 
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category includes land uses such as residential, industrial, commercial, construction, 

institutional, public administration, railroad and other transportation yards, cemeteries, 

airports, golf courses, sanitary landfills, sewage treatment plants, water control structures, and 

other developed purposes (DOC 2017). 

Other Land. All other lands that do not fall into the categories above are subsumed into this 

category. Examples of these lands include low-density rural developments, brush, timber 

wetland, riparian areas not suitable for livestock grazing, confined livestock poultry or 

aquaculture facilities, strip mines, borrow pits, and water bodies smaller than 40 acres. In 

addition, vacant and nonagricultural land surrounded on all sides by urban development and 

greater than 40 acres is mapped as Other Land (DOC 2017). 

The California DOC developed the California LESA Model (Model). Embedded within the 

Model is the NRCS soils information upon which the FMMP is woven. Hence, since the soils 

data is already included in the LESA Model and Analysis, no further discussion is presented 

here, but is instead addressed in the analysis. 

The California Land Conservation Act of 1965 or the Williamson Act 

The California Land Conservation Act of 1965, better known as the Williamson Act as 

mentioned above, provides for reduced property taxation on agricultural land in exchange for a 

10-year continuously rolling agreement. The purpose of the Williamson Act is the long-term 

conservation of agricultural and open space lands. The act establishes a program to enroll land in 

Williamson Act whereby the land is enforceably restricted to agricultural, open space, or 

recreational uses or uses deemed to be “compatible” with the agricultural land uses or compatible 

recreational uses as outlined in the act in exchange for reduced property tax assessments.  

The Act requires that each participating local government have a set of uniform rules for 

administering Williamson Act and Farmland Security Zone contracts within its jurisdiction. 

None of the project site is under a Williamson Act contract. 

Farmland Security Zone Act 

The Farmland Security Zone Act is similar to the Williamson Act and was passed by the 

California State Legislature in 1999 to ensure that long-term farmland preservation is part of 

public policy. (Government Code Sections 51296–51297.4). Farmland Security Zone Act 

contracts are sometimes referred to as “Super Williamson Act Contracts.” Under the provisions 

of this act, a landowner already under a Williamson Act contract can apply for Farmland 

Security Zone status by entering into a contract with the county. Farmland Security Zone 

contracts must be for an initial term of at least 20 years. As with Williamson Act contracts, each 

year an additional year is automatically added to the contract term unless a notice of nonrenewal 
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is given. In return for a further 35% reduction in the property tax value of land and growing 

improvements (in addition to Williamson Act tax benefits), the owner of the property promises 

not to develop the property into nonagricultural uses during the term of the contract. Farmland 

Security Zone contracts may also be cancelled, but only upon finding that cancellation would 

both service the purposes of the Williamson Act, and that cancellation would be in the public 

interest (Government code Section 51297). None of the project site is under a Farmland Security 

Zone contract. 

2.3 Regional Planning Context 

2.3.1 City of San Marcos General Plan 

Agricultural resources are addressed in the City of San Marcos’ General Plan, Conservation and 

Open Space Element. As stated there in, agriculture in the 20th century is historically the largest 

industry in the San Marcos area. Agricultural activities occurring in San Marcos include 

nurseries, horse farms, and produce production, primarily located in the Twin Oaks Valley 

Neighborhood within the Sphere of Influence area. Within the 21,162-acre planning area, 

3,737.4 acres (17%) are designated as agricultural in the City of San Marcos. The following goal 

and objective related to agriculture can be found in the General Plan: 

Goal: Identify, protect, and enhance significant ecological and biological resources within San 

Marcos and its adaptive Sphere of Influence.  

Objective: Connection to Guiding Themes - Sustaining environmental quality; continuing our 

agricultural heritage.  

Policy LU-2.6: Promote use of community gardens, farmers markets, and agricultural lands to 

provide locally-grown food. 

2.4 Land Evaluation and Site Assessment  

The LESA Model is split into two sections, the Land Evaluation (LE) Factors, and the Site Assessment 

(SA) Factors. LESA includes scoring sheets for ease of information summary and appraisal. 

Soils On-site 

Figure 3 provides an overview of the soil types on the project site. 
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Part One: Scoring of Land Evaluation Factors 

The California LESA Model includes two LE factors that are separately rated: 

a. USDA Land Capability Classification (LCC) Rating. The LCC indicates the suitability of 

soils for most kinds of crops. Groupings are made according to the limitations of the soils 

when used to grow crops and the risk of damage to soils when they are used in agriculture. 

Soils are rated from Class I to Class VIII, with soils having the fewest limitations receiving 

the highest rating (Class I). Specific subclasses are also utilized to further characterize soils. 

An expanded explanation of the LCC is included in most soil surveys. 

b. Storie Index Rating. The Storie Index provides a numeric rating (based on a 100-point scale) of 

the relative degree of suitability or value of a given soil for intensive agriculture. The rating is 

based upon soil characteristics only. Four factors that represent the inherent characteristics and 

qualities of the soil are considered in the index rating. The factors are profile characteristics, 

texture of the surface layer, slope, and other factors (e.g., drainage, salinity). 

There are four soil types occurring within the project site (Table 1). 

Table 1 

Project Soils Summary and Soil Acreage 

Soil Type Acreage 

Fallbrook sandy loam, 2 to 5% slopes 0.72 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 5 to 9% slopes 0.43 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 9 to 15% slopes 11.28 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 9 to 15% slopes, eroded 2.01 

Total 14.44 acres 

 

Pursuant to the LESA Model, Table 2 summarizes the numeric conversions of Land Capability 

Classification Units. Table 3 provides a summary of soils types on the project site. 
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Table 2 

Numeric Conversions of Land Capability Classification Units 

LCC LCC Point Rating 

I 100 

IIe 90 

IIs,w 80 

IIIe 70 

IIIs,w 60 

IVe 50 

IVs,w 40 

V 30 

VI 20 

VII 10 

VIII 0 

 

Table 3 

Summary of Soils on the Project Site 

Soil Type NRCS Farmland Classification 
Storie 
Index Land Capability Class 

Fallbrook sandy loam, 2 to 5% slopes Prime Farmland if irrigated 75 

(Grade 2) 

IIe (if irrigated) 

IIIe (if non-irrigated) 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 5 to 9% slopes Farmland of Statewide Importance 56 

(Grade 3) 

IIIe (if irrigated) 

IVe (if non-irrigated) 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 9 to 15% 
slopes 

Not Prime Farmland 55 

(Grade 3) 

IVe (if irrigated) 

IVe (if non-irrigated) 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 9 to 15% 
slopes, eroded 

Not Prime Farmland 48 

(Grade 3) 

IVe (if irrigated) 

IVe (if non-irrigated) 
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Table 4 equates to Table 1A of Land Evaluation Worksheet entitled Land Capability 

Classification and Storie Index Scores in the California Agricultural LESA Model Instruction 

Manual prepared by the California DOC (updated in 2011). 

Table 4 

Land Capability Classification and Storie Index Scores 

A B C D E F G H 

Soil Map Unit 
Project 
Acres 

Proportion of 
Project Area LCC 

LCC 
Rating 

LCC 
Score 

Storie 
Index 

Storie Index 
Score 

Fallbrook sandy loam, 2 to 5% slopes 0.72 0.05 IIe 90 4.47 75 3.73 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 5 to 9% 
slopes 

0.43 0.03 IIIe 70 2.07 56 1.66 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 9 to 15% 
slopes 

11.28 0.78 IVe 50 39.09 55 43.00 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 9 to 15% 
slopes, eroded 

2.01 0.14 IVe 50 6.95 48 6.67 

Totals 14.44 1.0 - LCC 

Total 
Score 

52.55 Storie 
Index 
Total 

Score 

55.06 

 

Hence, the application of the Land Evaluation Tool results in an LCC score of 52.55 and a Storie 

Index Score of 55.06. Of the four soil types on the project site, one is Farmland of Statewide 

Importance and two are Not Prime Farmland. The remaining one soil type is Prime Farmland, if 

irrigated. The project site is not dominated by active agricultural land uses. However, there is 

historic agricultural use on the project site and water supply and services are provided by the 

Vallecitos Water District, therefore, the irrigated LCC rating has been utilized to most accurately 

reflect the situation of the land and ability to support crops. 

Part 2: Scoring of Site Assessment Factors 

The California LESA Model includes four SA factors that are separately rated: 

1. The Project Size Rating 

2. The Water Resources Availability Rating 

3. The Surrounding Agricultural Land Use Rating 

4. The Surrounding Protected Resource Land Rating 
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The analysis for the Site Assessment is as follows. 

1. Project Size Rating: The Site Assessment relies upon the following Project Size Scoring 

rubric (Table 5), which corresponds to Table 3 in the LESA Model Instruction Manual 

prepared by the California DOC (1997). 

Table 5 

Project Size Scoring 

LCC Class I or II Soils LCC Class III Soils LCC Class IV or lower Soils 

Acres Score Acres Score Acres Score 

80 or above 100 160 or above 100 320 or above 100 

60–79 90 120–159 90 240–319 80 

40–59 80 80–119 80 160–239 60 

20–39 50 60–79 70 100–159 40 

10–19 30 40–59 60 40–99 20 

Fewer than 10 0 20–39 30 Fewer than 40 0 

  10–19 10   

  Fewer than 10 0   

 

According to the LESA Model Instruction Manual prepared by the California DOC (updated 

in 2011):  

The inclusion of the measure of a project’s size in the California 

Agricultural LESA Models is a recognition of the role that farm size 

plays in the viability of commercial agricultural operations. In general, 

larger farming operations can provide greater flexibility in farm 

management and marketing decisions. Certain economies of scale for 

equipment and infrastructure can also be more favorable for larger 

operations. In addition, larger operations tend to have greater impacts 

upon the local economy through direct employment, as well as impacts 

upon support industries (e.g., fertilizers, farm equipment, and shipping) 

and food processing industries. 

As such, the application of this test to the project results in a score of 0 based on the size 

of the project. See Table 6.  
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Table 6 

Project Size Score 

A B C D E 

Soil Map Unit 
Project Acres 

and LCC 

LCC Class 

I - II 

LCC Class 

III 

LCC Class 

IV- VIII 

Fallbrook sandy loam, 2 to 5% slopes,  IIe 0.72 - - 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 5 to 9% slopes IIIe - 0.43 - 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 9 to 15% slopes IVe - - 11.28 

Vista coarse sandy loam, 9 to 15% slopes, eroded IVe - - 2.01 

Totals 14.44 0.72 0.43 13.29 

Project Size Scores - 0 0 0 

Highest Project Size Score 0    

 

2. Water Resources Availability Rating: The Water Resources Availability Rating is based 

upon identifying the various water sources that may supply a given property, and then 

determining whether different restrictions in supply are likely to take place in years that 

are characterized as being periods of drought and non-drought. Table 7, Water Resources 

Availability, corresponds to Table 4 in the LESA Model Instruction Manual prepared by 

the California DOC (updated in 2011). 

Table 7 

Water Resources Availability 

A B C D E 

Project Proportion Water Source 
Proportion of Project 

Area 
Water Availability 

Score 
Weighted Availability 

Score (CxD) 

1 Irrigated 1.00 80 80 

Total Water Resources Score 80 

 

3. Surrounding Agricultural Land Use Rating: Determination of the surrounding agricultural 

land use rating is based upon the identification of a project’s “Zone of Influence,” which 

is defined as that land near a given project, both directly adjoining and within a defined 

distance away, that is likely to influence, and be influenced by, the agricultural land use 

of the subject project site. 

4. Surrounding Protected Resource Land Rating: The Surrounding Protected Resource Land 

Rating is essentially an extension of the Surrounding Agricultural Land Rating, and is 

scored in a similar manner. Protected resource lands are those lands with long-term use 

restrictions that are compatible with or supportive of agricultural uses of land.  
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The surrounding land uses include agriculture, rural residential uses, and vacant and undeveloped 

land (Figure 4). The total acreage within the Zone of Influence is 434.96. 

Table 8 corresponds to Site Assessment Worksheet 3 in the LESA Model Instruction Manual 

prepared by the California DOC (updated in 2011), which is a table that combines criteria 3 and 4. 

Table 8 

Surrounding Agricultural Land Use and Surrounding Protected Resource Land 

A B C D E F G 

Total acres 
Acres in 

Agriculture 

Acres of 
Protected 

Resource Land 
Percent in 
Agriculture 

Percent 
Protected 

Land 

Surrounding 
Agricultural Land 

Score 

Surrounding 
Protected 

Resource Land 
Score 

434.96 45.82 0 10% 0% 0 0 

 

Based on the criteria in the preceding table, the score for this portion of the project is 0 points for 

the surrounding land use score and 0 points for the surrounding protected resource land score. 

The Final LESA Scoresheet, Table 9, corresponds to Table 8, Final LESA Score Sheet, in the 

LESA Model Instruction Manual prepared by the California DOC (updated in 2011). 

Table 9 

Final LESA Score Sheet 

 Factor Scores Factor Weight Weighted Factor Scores 

Land Evaluation Factors 

Land Capability Classification 52.55 0.25 13.14 

Storie Index 55.06 0.25 13.76 

Land Evaluation Subtotal  0.50 26.90 

Site Assessment Factors 

Project Size 0 0.15 0 

Water Resource Availability 80 0.15 12.0 

Surrounding Agricultural Land 0 0.15 0 

Protected Resource Land 0 0.05 0 

Site Assessment Subtotal  0.50 12.0 

Final LESA Score 38.90 

 

According to the LESA Model Instruction Manual prepared by the California DOC (updated in 

2011), the California LESA Model is weighted so that 50% of the total LESA score of a given 

project is derived from the LE factors, and 50% from the SA factors. Individual factor weights 

are listed below, with the sum of the factor weights required to equal 100%. A single LESA 
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score is generated for a given project after all of the individual Land Evaluation and Site 

Assessment factors have been scored and weighted.  

Table 10 is taken directly from the California Agricultural LESA Instruction Manual, 1997 

prepared by the California DOC, Office of Land Conservation (Appendix A), and summarizes 

the significance levels of the individual LE and SA scores as well as the combined significance 

of the total LA and SE scores. The combined LE and SA score determines the final level of 

significance of a project under the California Agricultural LESA Model. 

Table 10 

California LESA Model Scoring Thresholds 

Total LESA Score Scoring Decision 

0–39 Points Not Considered Significant 

40–59 Points Considered Significant only if the LE and the SA subscores are 
each greater than or equal to 20 points. 

60–79 Points Considered Significant unless either the LE or the SA 
subscore is less than 20 points. 

80–100 Points Considered Significant 

 

The total score, 38.90, is between the 0–39 scoring criteria for Not Considered Significant. 

Therefore, the project site is not considered to represent a significant agricultural resource based on 

the LESA score, and the project would not result in significant impacts to agricultural resources.  

2.5 Mitigation Measures 

No mitigation measures are required. 

2.6 References 

California Public Resources Code, Section 21095 

Government Code Sections 51296–51297.4 

Government code Section 51297 

Department of Conservation (DOC). 2017. Important Farmland Mapping Categories and Soil 

Taxonomy Terms. Accessed February 23, 2018. http://www.conservation.ca.gov/ 

dlrp/fmmp/Documents/soil_criteria.pdf 

DOC. 1997. California Agricultural Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Model, Instruction 

Manual. 1997 and updated in 2011.  
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City of San Marcos. 2012. City of San Marcos, General Plan - Conservation and Open Space 

Element. February 2012. http://www.san-marcos.net/home/showdocument?id=8478 
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APPENDIX A 
California Agricultural Land Evaluation and Site  

Assessment Model Instruction Manual 1997 





3.1 LARA Model Instructions6

 
Application of the LARA model is intended for use in evaluating the importance of 
agricultural resources when it is determined that a discretionary project could adversely 
impact agricultural resources located onsite. The LARA model takes into account the 
following factors in determining importance of the agricultural resource:  

 
Required Factors: Complementary Factors: 

Water Surrounding Land Uses 
Climate Land Use Consistency 

Soil Quality Topography 
 
Directions for determining the rating for each LARA model factor are provided in 
sections 3.1.1 through 3.1.6 of this document. Upon rating each factor, it is necessary to 
refer to Table 2, Interpretation of LARA Model Results, to determine the agricultural 
importance of the site.  
 

Table 2. Interpretation of LARA Model Results  

LARA Model Results 
LARA Model 
Interpretation 

Possible 
Scenarios 

Required Factors Complementary Factors  

Scenario 1 All three factors rated high 
At least one factor rated 

high or moderate  

Scenario 2 
Two factors rated high, one 

factor rated moderate 
At least two factors rated 

high or moderate  

Scenario 3 
One factor rated high, two 

factors rated moderate 
At least two factors rated 

high  

Scenario 4 All factors rated moderate All factors rated high 

The site is an 
important 

agricultural 
resource 

 

Scenario 5 
At least one factor rated 

low importance 
N/A 

Scenario 6 All other model results 

The site is not 
an important 
agricultural 
resource 

 
Data Availability 
 
To complete the LARA model, various data sources are needed. The most efficient 
approach to completing the model is through analysis within a GIS. To facilitate this 
approach, the GIS data layers required to complete the LARA model are available upon 
request from DPLU. Available data sources include: groundwater aquifer type, 
Generalized Western Plantclimate Zones or “Sunset Zones”, and Prime Farmland and 

                                                 
6
 Various data sources referenced in this document are available from DPLU in hard copy format (maps) 

or in digital format for use within a Geographic Information System (GIS). Obtaining various data sources 
will be required to determine the importance of the resource.  
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Farmland of Statewide Importance soil candidates. Other data sources are available 
from the SANGIS webpage at http://www.sangis.org/.  
 
3.1.1 Water  
  
The water rating is based on a combination of a site’s CWA service status, the 
underlying groundwater aquifer type and the presence of a groundwater well (Table 3).  
Due to the variability of well yields and the potential for groundwater quality problems to 
adversely impact the viability of the well for agricultural purposes, the water factor 
allows for a reduction in the water rating based on site specific well yield and quality 
data, if that data is available (Table 4).  

 
Table 3. Water Rating 7

County Water Authority (CWA)  
Service Status 

Groundwater Aquifer Type and Well 
Presence Rating 

Inside CWA service area with 
existing water infrastructure 

connections and a meter 
Any groundwater aquifer type High 

The site is located in an Alluvial or Sedimentary 
Aquifer and has an existing well 

High* 

The site is located in an Alluvial or Sedimentary 
Aquifer, but has no existing well 

Moderate* 

The site is located on Fractured Crystalline 
Rock and has an existing well 

Moderate* 

Inside CWA service area with 
infrastructure connections to the 

site, but no meter has been 
installed 

The site is located on Fractured Crystalline 
Rock, but has no existing well 

Low* 

The site is located in an Alluvial or Sedimentary 
Aquifer and has an existing well 

Moderate* 

The site is located in an Alluvial or Sedimentary 
Aquifer, but has no existing well 

Low* 

The site is located on Fractured Crystalline 
Rock (with or without a well) 

Low* 

Outside CWA or inside CWA but 
infrastructure connections are not 
available at the site and no meter 

is installed 

The site is located in a Desert Basin (with or 
without a well) 

Low* 

*These water ratings may be reduced based on available groundwater quantity and quality information, in 
accordance with Table 4.  If no additional groundwater quantity or quality data is available, the ratings 
above shall apply.  

                                                 
7
 If more than one underlying groundwater aquifer type exists at a site, usually the aquifer type that could 

produce the most water should be used to obtain the water rating. If it would be more reasonable to apply 
the rating based on the aquifer that would produce less water, a clear justification and reason for doing so 
must be provided. 
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Water Quality and Quantity Limitations 
Site specific limitations to groundwater availability and quality exist and can lower the 
overall water rating of a site when data is available to support the limitation. Sites with 
imported water availability may not receive a lower water rating based on groundwater 
quality or yield data.  Table 4 outlines potential water availability and quality limitations 
and the associated effect on the LARA model water rating.   

 
Table 4. Groundwater Availability and Quality Effects on Water Rating 

Groundwater Availability and Quality Effect on Water Rating 

The site has inadequate cumulative well yield (<1.9 
GPM per acre of irrigated crops); TDS levels above 

600 mg/L; or another documented agricultural 
water quality or quantity limitation exists 

Reduces water rating by one level 
(i.e. from high to moderate  
or from moderate to low) 

 
A determination of inadequate cumulative well yield as stated in Table 4 means that a 
site’s well cannot produce at least enough water for each acre of irrigated crops at the 
site.  At least 1.9 GPM is required per acre of irrigated crops, equating to production of 3 
Acre Feet/Year (AFY) based on the following conversion factor: 1 AFY = 325,851 
Gallons per Year / 365 days / 1440 minutes = 0.62 GPM. Cumulative well yield means 
that the combined yield of all wells on site may be summed to meet the required 
groundwater yield.  As an example, if a site has 5 acres of irrigated crops, then 
production would need to be at least 9.5 GPM to produce enough water to irrigate the 5 
acres, equating to approximately 15 AFY.  If residence(s) exist on the project site, the 
groundwater analysis must demonstrate that an additional supply of 0.5 AFY can be 
achieved to account for residential water use associated with each existing onsite 
residence. To allow a reduction in the water quality score, TDS levels above 600 mg/L 
must be documented. If other documented water quality limitations exist that are not 
captured in the water quality measure of TDS, the water quality data must be provided 
and an associated water rating reduction justified. Although these requirements assume 
that water needs are consistent for a crop throughout the year while water requirements 
are typically higher in the dryer months, average annual required yield is used as the 
best available general measure of the adequacy of groundwater yields.  
 
The quality and availability of imported water is not included as a factor to allow a 
reduction in the water rating due to an assumption that the MWD will continue to deliver 
water with the 500 mg/L TDS objective. However, it should be recognized that the 
degradation of the quality of Colorado River water is a known issue that could preclude 
the production of certain crops in the future. If in the future, the MWD is unable to meet 
their adopted water quality objectives, a similar reduction for imported water quality may 
need to be developed for consideration in the water score. Similarly, there is uncertainty 
regarding the continued future reliability of agricultural water deliveries based on various 
external issues that may affect local imported water supply such as protection of the 
Salton Sea and the stability of the Sacramento/San Joaquin Delta. As the impacts from 
external sources to local agricultural water deliveries become realized, the treatment of 
the water score in this document may need to be reevaluated.  
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Water Rating Explanation 
Sites with availability of imported water always receive the highest water rating 
regardless of groundwater availability because the availability of imported water is 
essential for the long term viability of agriculture due to the limited natural rainfall and 
limited availability of groundwater resources in the County. Sites within the CWA service 
area that have no existing water meter, but that have water infrastructure connections to 
a site (in or near an adjacent street), are assigned a higher water rating than sites 
without existing water infrastructure connections. This is because the cost of extending 
off-site water infrastructure and obtaining a water meter is much higher than only 
obtaining a water meter and constructing onsite infrastructure connections to existing 
adjacent imported water infrastructure. Furthermore, the presence of existing imported 
water infrastructure adjacent to a site is a good indication that imported water is likely to 
become available to the site in the future (more likely than for a site far from 
infrastructure for imported water). 
 
The underlying groundwater aquifer type and the presence of a well are two additional 
factors that affect the water rating. In general, sites underlain by an alluvial or 
sedimentary aquifer receive the highest ratings because these substrates have a much 
greater capacity to hold water than fractured crystalline rock. A site underlain by an 
alluvial or sedimentary aquifer with an existing well receives a higher rating than a site 
underlain by these geologic formations but having no existing well because of the cost 
associated with well installation. Well installation costs are added to the initial capital 
outlay required to begin an agricultural operation, thereby reducing the water rating if no 
well is present. The availability of groundwater in fractured crystalline rock is highly 
uncertain. However, a site underlain by fractured crystalline rock that has an existing 
well and is located adjacent to imported water infrastructure receives a moderate rating 
to take into account the cost of well installation, and the increased likelihood that 
imported water may become available at the site in the near future. Additionally, while 
groundwater yield in fractured crystalline rock is generally limited compared to other 
aquifer types, it can provide a good source of groundwater, especially in valley areas 
where there may be saturated residuum overlying the fractured crystalline rock. Sites 
with a well located on fractured crystalline rock, but without imported water 
infrastructure connections to the site, always receive a low rating because such sites 
would likely be reliant on a limited groundwater resource for the foreseeable future.  
 
Nearly all agriculture in the desert basins is located in Borrego Valley, where 
documented groundwater overdraft conditions limit the long-term sustainability of 
agricultural use.  A site located in a desert basin receives a low water rating due to the 
absence of imported water, and low groundwater recharge rates, which can easily result 
in groundwater overdraft conditions as documented in Borrego Valley, where extraction 
rates far exceed natural recharge. The Borrego Municipal Water District is taking 
measures to reduce water use in the basin through encouraging the fallowing of 
agricultural land. In addition, the County of San Diego requires proposed projects to 
mitigate for significant impacts to groundwater supply in accordance with CEQA.  
Mitigation may be achieved through the fallowing of agricultural land. These factors 
make preservation of agriculture in Borrego Valley infeasible in the long term when 
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considering the need to reduce overall groundwater use to protect the public health and 
the sustainability of the community.  
 
Groundwater Quantity and Quality Explanation 
The following discussion explains the reasoning behind the water rating reductions 
detailed in Table 4, Groundwater Availability and Quality Effects on Water Rating. The 
lack of a well with adequate yield (1.9 GPM for each acre of irrigated crops) reduces the 
water rating by one factor. This standard is based on the well yield needed to achieve 
production of 3 AFY per acre, an average crop irrigation requirement for crops produced 
locally (Table 5). 

 
Table 5. Crop Water Use Averages 

Crop 
Typical Water Usage 

Per Acre 
(AFY) 

Indoor Flowering and Foliage Plants 3-4 

Ornamental Shrubs and Trees 3 

Avocados 3 

Bedding Plants 3 

Cut Flowers 2-3 

Tomatoes 2 

Citrus 2.5-3 

Poinsettias 3-4 

Strawberries 3 

Average 3 

                   Source:  UC Cooperative Extension, County of San Diego  

 
A well with poor water quality (as measured by TDS levels above 600 mg/L or another 
documented water quality limitation) may reduce the water rating by one factor to 
account for agricultural limitations associated with using poor quality water for crop 
production. Groundwater with TDS concentrations above 600 mg/L is the guideline for 
allowing a reduction in the water factor based on available research on the effects of 
TDS on crop production, with specific focus on the effects on crops important to the San 
Diego region. In general, as TDS levels rise, water has diminishing value for agricultural 
use as it can restrict the range of crops that can be irrigated with the water and 
increases the cost of irrigation system maintenance.  
 
According to the San Diego County Water Authority Agricultural Irrigation Water 
Management Plan, TDS levels above 500 mg/L are problematic for many of the 
subtropical crops produced in San Diego County, and TDS levels over 1,000 mg/l are 
virtually unusable for many of the subtropical crops grown here (2001). While TDS 
concentrations above 500 mg/L can be problematic for many subtropical crops, 
concentrations above 600 mg/L was selected as the guideline to take into account the 
already elevated TDS concentrations in imported water sources. Another study 
(Peterson, 1999) identified the TDS tolerance of selected crops.  Field crops such as 
oat hay, wheat hay and barley were found to tolerate water with TDS levels up to 2,500 
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mg/L, but these are among the lowest value crops produced in the County. Strawberries 
were found to be intolerant to TDS levels greater than 500 mg/L; apples, grapes, potato, 
onion, and peppers slightly tolerant to TDS levels up to 800 mg/L; and cucumbers, 
tomatoes, and squash moderately tolerant to TDS levels up to 1,500 mg/L. The Florida 
Container Nursery BMP Guide prepared by the University of Florida Agricultural 
Extension (2006) identified TDS levels and the associated degree of problem that will 
be experienced for microirrigated container nursery production at different TDS levels. 
TDS of 525 mg/L or less was identified as producing no problems, TDS from 525 to 
2100 mg/L having increasing problems, and TDS greater than 2100 mg/L having severe 
problems. High levels of TDS can be overcome through planting more salt resistant 
crops; however salt resistant crops are typically lower in value and would not produce 
the economic returns necessary to sustain a viable farming industry in San Diego 
County (high cost of production and land generally require production of high value 
crops). In general as TDS levels rise, crop yields decline, maintenance of irrigation 
systems becomes more difficult, and the range of crops (particularly high value crops) 
that can be supported is reduced.   
 
In summary, TDS levels in groundwater above 600 mg/L substantially impair  the water 
as a source of irrigation for agriculture, justifying a reduction in the water rating by one 
factor to account for the potential for reduced yields, increased difficulty in maintaining 
irrigation systems, and reduction in the range of crops that can be produced.    
 
It is important to note that TDS is only one measure of water quality and does not 
differentiate between the various types of dissolved solids or contaminants that may be 
present in water. High levels of certain constituents can cause severe problems for 
agricultural production. For example, high chloride content can damage certain crops, 
while nitrates can cause problems for livestock. If specific documented limitations exist 
that reduce the viability of the water supply for agriculture, the water rating should be 
reduced. The quality of imported water is not considered because it is assumed that the 
MWD will deliver water with a maximum TDS of 500 mg/L, their adopted TDS objective 
for imported water deliveries.  
 
3.1.2 Climate 
 
Ratings associated with each Generalized Western Plantclimate Zone or “Sunset Zone” 
are included in Table 6, Climate Rating. The table identifies and describes each zone 
and justification for the associated rating.8 Detailed descriptions of the Sunset Zones in 
San Diego County are included in Attachment B.  

 

                                                 
8
 All Sunset Zones in the County are not included in the table. Zone 22 is a small area that occurs entirely 

within Camp Pendleton, therefore no rating is assigned to this zone. Zone 24 is the maritime influenced 
zone. Only limited portions of unincorporated communities exist in this zone (County Islands in National 
City and the west Sweetwater area). Although this zone is valuable for certain high value crops, it is not 
assigned any importance rating due to the very small area of unincorporated land that occurs in this zone 
and the fact that the land is fully urbanized. 
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Table 6. Climate Rating 
Climate (Sunset Zone) 

Description Rating Justification 

Zone 23 represents thermal belts 
of the Coastal Areaclimate and is 
one of the most favorable for 
growing subtropical plants and 
most favorable for growing 
avocados. Zone 23 occurs in 
coastal incorporated cities and also 
occurs in the unincorporated 
communities of Fallbrook, Rainbow, 
Bonsall, San Dieguito, Lakeside, 
western portions of Crest and Valle 
De Oro, Spring Valley, Otay, and 
western portion of Jamul-Dulzura. 

High 

Zone 23 is rated high because this climate zone is 
the most favorable for growing some of the County's 
most productive crops. Year round mild 
temperatures allow year round production and the 
proximity to urban areas and infrastructure 
facilitates efficient delivery to market. 

Zone 21 is an air drained thermal 
belt that is good for citrus and is the 
mildest zone that gets adequate 
winter chilling for some plants. Low 
temperatures range from 23 to 36 
degrees F, with temperatures rarely 
dropping far below 30 degrees. 

High 

Zone 21 is rated high because of the mild year 
round temperatures and lack of freezing 
temperatures that allow year round production of 
high value crops. The importance of this zone is 
also related to the conversion pressure that exists 
due to urban encroachment. Preserving agriculture 
in Zone 21 is essential to maintain the high returns 
per acre that are common in this County. Climate is 
the essential factor that allows high value 
production. The loss of significant agricultural lands 
in Zone 21 would eventually relegate agriculture to 
areas further east where most of the County's high 
value crops cannot be viably produced.  Zone 21 is 
also favorable due to its location close to urban 
areas and transportation infrastructure which 
facilitates product delivery to market. 

Zone 20 is a cold air basin that 
may be dominated by coastal 
influence for a day, week or month 
and then may be dominated for 
similar periods of time by 
continental air. Over a 20 year 
period, winter lows in Zone 20 
ranged from 28 to 23 degrees F. 

High 

Zone 20 occurs the Ramona area. Citrus groves are 
common in Zone 20 in addition to a concentration of 
animal agriculture operations and vineyards. Most of 
Zone 20 falls within the 89,000-acre Ramona Valley 
viticultural area which was designated as its own 
appellation in 2006 and contains 17 vineyards 
currently cultivating an estimated 45 acres of wine 
grapes. The distinguishing factors of the Ramona 
Valley viticultural area include its elevation, which 
contrasts with the surrounding areas, and climatic 
factors related to its elevation and inland location.  
Due to the favorable climate, proximity to urban 
areas, and its potential to become a more widely 
recognized viticultural area, Zone 20 is rated as a 
climate of high importance. 

Zone 19 is prime for citrus, and 
most avocadoes and macadamia 
nuts can also be grown here. 

High 
Zone 19 is rated high due to the suitability for 
growing the County's high value crops and its 
location close to urban areas. 
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Zone 18 is a mountainous zone 
subject to frosts. Citrus can be 
grown in Zone 18, but frosts require 
the heating of orchards to reduce 
fruit loss. Zone 18 is the home of 
Julian's apple orchards. 

Moderate

Zone 18 is assigned a medium rating due to its frost 
susceptibility, reducing its potential for supporting 
year round production and frost sensitive crops. 
However, the ability to produce crops that require 
winter chilling makes it a climate zone of moderate 
importance. 

Zone 13 covers low elevation 
desert areas (considered 
subtropical) and is the most 
extensive of the County’s desert 
Plantclimate zones. Zone 13 
includes the extensive agricultural 
uses in the Borrego Valley.  

Moderate

Zone 13 is assigned a moderate rating due to the 
temperature extremes characteristic of this zone. 
These temperature extremes exclude some of the 
subtropicals grown in Zones 22 to 24, however 
numerous subtropicals with high heat requirements 
thrive in this climate such as dates, grapefruit, and 
beaumontia and thevetia (ornamentals). 

Zone 11 is located below the high 
elevation Zone 3 and above the 
subtropical desert Zone 13.  

Low 
Zone 11 is assigned a low climate rating due the 
agricultural hazards of the climate including late 
spring frosts and desert winds.  

Zone 3 occurs in the high elevation 
Palomar Mountains in addition to 
high elevation areas east of the 
Tecate Divide.  These are locations 
where snow can fall and wide 
swings in temperature occur. 

Low 

Most of these lands are pubic lands, reducing their 
potential for commercial agriculture. The wide 
swings in temperature, including freezing 
temperatures in winter make this zone of low 
importance agriculturally. This zone is also far from 
transportation infrastructure; an important 
consideration for crop delivery to market. 

  

While it is anticipated that the climate ratings would normally not be modified, it is 
important to acknowledge that microclimate conditions do exist that cannot be captured 
in the Sunset Zone definitions. For example, topography can create certain microclimate 
conditions such as frost susceptibility that could downgrade the climate importance of a 
site to marginal if frost tolerant crops cannot be grown at the site. Any downgrading or 
upgrading of a climate rating must be accompanied by site specific climate data to 
support the modification, and any identified climate limitations must be based on the 
range of crops that could be viable at the site. For example, if frost sensitive crops are 
the only crop identified to be viable at the site and the site would be subject to frequent 
frosts, this should be documented and a lower rating may be applied. It is not 
anticipated that climate modifications would be commonly used given the diversity of 
crops that a site would usually be able to support. 
 
Sunset Zones are used as a standard measure of climate suitability due to the variability 
of microclimate conditions that the Sunset zones take into account. Recognizing that the 
Sunset Zones were not developed as a tool to determine the suitability for commercial 
agricultural production, their use is not intended to determine suitability for specific 
crops, rather they are a measure of overall climate suitability for the typical agricultural 
commodities produced in San Diego County. For example, the Sunset Zone 
designations take into account the USDA hardiness rating which identifies the lowest 
temperature at which a plant will thrive. Sunset Zones start with the USDA hardiness 
zones and add the effects of summer heat in ranking plant suitability for an area. The 
American Horticulture Society (AHS) heat zone map ranks plants for suitability to heat, 
humidity and dryness. The AHS heat zone map was developed under the direction of 
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Dr. H. Marc Cathey, who was instrumental in the organization of the USDA Plant 
Hardiness Map. Each AHS heat zone has “heat days,” those days with temperatures of 
86° F or above. 86° F is the point at which some plants suffer damage to cellular 
proteins. The USDA plant hardiness zone maps and/or the AHS heat zone map may be 
used to supplement the Sunset Zone information if the Sunset Zone descriptions are not 
accurate.  
 
3.1.3 Soil Quality 
 
The project’s soil quality rating is based on the presence of Prime Farmland Soils or 
Soils of Statewide Significance (Attachment C) that are available for agricultural use and 
that have been previously used for agriculture. Land covered by structures, roads, or 
other uses that would preclude the use of the land for agriculture, are not typically 
considered in the soil quality rating.  To determine the soil quality rating, the soil types 
on the project site must be identified. The soils data for the project site must be entered 
into Table 7, Soil Quality Matrix as detailed in the steps below:  

 
Step 1.  
Identify the soil types that are on the project site. Enter each soil type in Rows 1 
through 13 of Column A. If the site has more soil types than available rows, add 
additional rows as needed. 
 
Step 2.  
Calculate the acreage of each soil type that occurs on the project site and enter 
the acreage of each in Column B.  Enter the total acreage in Row 14, Column B. 
This number should equal the total acreage of the project site.  
 
Step 3. 
Calculate the acreage of each soil type that is unavailable for agricultural use9 
and enter the total in the corresponding rows of Column C.  
 
Step 4.  
Subtract the values in Column C from the acreages of each soil type identified in 
Column B. Enter the result in Column D. 
 

                                                 
9
 Soils unavailable for agricultural use include: 1) lands with existing structures (paved roads, homes, etc.) 

that preclude the use of the soil for agriculture, 2) lands that have been disturbed by activities such as 
legal grading, compaction and/or placement of fill such that soil structure and quality have likely been 
compromised (e.g., unpaved roads and parking areas), 3) lands that are primarily a biological habitat type 
that have never been used for agriculture, and 4) lands constrained by biological conservation 
easements, biological preserve, or similar regulatory or legal exclusion that prohibits agricultural use. The 
distinction between agriculture and biological resources is not always clear because agricultural lands 
commonly support sensitive biological species. Agricultural lands that incidentally support sensitive 
species should still be considered an agricultural resource; however, biological habitats that have never 
been used for agriculture should not be considered an agricultural resource. It is possible that non-native 
grasslands will be classified as both a biological resource and an agricultural resource since many non-
native grasslands have been established based on a history of agricultural use. 
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Step 5.  
Sum the acreage values in Column D and enter the total in Column D, Row 14.  

 
Step 6. 
Divide the acres of each soil type in Column D by the total acreage available for 
agricultural use (Column D, Row 14) to determine the proportion of each soil type 
available for agricultural use on the project site. Enter the proportion of each soil 
type in the corresponding row of Column E.  
 
Step 7.   
Determine whether each soil type is a soil candidate for Prime Farmland or 
Farmland of Statewide Importance. If yes, enter 1 in the corresponding row of 
Column F. If no, enter zero in the corresponding row of Column F.  

 
 Step 8.  

Multiply Column E x Column F. Enter the result in the corresponding row of 
Column G.  

  
 Step 9.  

Sum the values in Column G and enter the result in Column G, Row 15 to obtain 
the total soil quality matrix score.  

  
 Step 10.  

Based on the total soil quality matrix score from Table 7, identify the 
corresponding soil quality rating using Table 8 Soil Quality Matrix Interpretation 
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Table 7. Soil Quality Matrix  
  Column A Column B Column C Column D Column E Column F Column G 

  Soil Type 

Size of 
project site 
(acreage) 

Unavailable for 
agricultural use

Available for 
agricultural 

use 
Proportion of 
project site 

Is soil candidate for prime 
farmland or farmland of 
statewide significance?  

(Yes = 1, No = 0) 

Multiply  
Column E x 
Column F 

Row 1             

Row 2              

Row 3              

Row 4        

Row 5        

Row 6        

Row 7        

Row 8        

Row 9              

Row 10              

Row 11              

Row 12              

Row 13              

Row 14           Total   Total     

Row 15 Soil Quality Matrix Score  

G



Table 8. Soil Quality Matrix Interpretation 

Soil Quality Matrix Score 
Soil Quality  

Rating 

The site has a Soil Quality Matrix score ranging from 0.66 to 1.0 
and has a minimum of 10 acres of contiguous Prime Farmland 

or Statewide Importance Soils 
High  

The site has a Soil Quality Matrix score ranging from 0.33 to 
0.66 or the site has a minimum of 10 acres of contiguous Prime 

Farmland or Statewide Importance Soils  
Moderate  

The site has a Soil Quality Matrix score less than 0.33 and does 
not have 10 acres or more of contiguous Prime Farmland or 

Statewide Importance Soils 
Low  

 
Soil Quality Rating Justification  
The presence of Prime Farmland Soils or Soils of Statewide Significance is used as the 
measure of quality soil in the LARA soil quality rating based on their use in defining soil 
candidates for the FMMP Farmland categories of Prime Farmland and Farmland of 
Statewide Importance. Soil candidates for the FMMP Prime Farmland designation are 
soils with the best combination of physical and chemical characteristics for the 
production of crops. Soil candidates for the FMMP Farmland of Statewide Importance 
designation are similar to the soil criteria for Prime Farmland, but include minor 
shortcomings, such as greater slopes or less ability to store soil moisture. Soil 
candidates for Farmland of Statewide Importance do not have any restrictions regarding 
permeability or rooting depth. Soil candidates for Farmland of Statewide Significance 
are included in this rating to capture quality soils with minor shortcomings that may not 
have been included, if the typical definition of Prime Agricultural Land as stated in 
Government Code Section 51201(c) was used. Soil criteria used in Government Code 
Section 51201(c) identifies any land with a LCC rating of I or II or a Storie Index Rating 
from 80 to 100 as land that meets the definition of prime agricultural land. Because San 
Diego County has limited quantities of soils that meet these criteria, locally defined 
NRCS soil candidates for Prime Farmland and Farmland of Statewide Importance are 
included to define quality soils in this locale given that 70% of these soils have LCC 
higher than I or II and 88% have SI ratings below 80.  Details regarding the soil criteria 
that determine the applicability of a soil for the respective Farmland designation is 
included in Attachment C, Soil Candidate Criteria and Candidate Listing for Prime 
Farmland and Farmland of Statewide Importance.  
 
Table 8, Soil Quality Matrix Interpretation, identifies high, moderate, or low importance 
ratings based on the soil quality matrix score from Table 7. The maximum possible soil 
quality matrix score is one and the minimum is zero because the score is based on the 
amount of the agricultural resources onsite that are Prime and Statewide Importance 
soil candidates.  A site with a soil quality matrix score of 0.66 or higher means that two-
thirds of the agricultural resources onsite have soils that meet the soil quality criteria for 
Prime Farmland or Farmland of Statewide Importance. A minimum of 10 contiguous 
acres is required for a site to be assigned the highest soil quality rating to reflect the 
need for high quality soils to be contiguous in order for them to be considered useful 
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agriculturally. If the site has a soil quality score from 0.33 to 0.66 or has 10 acres or 
more of contiguous soils that meet the soil quality criteria for Prime Farmland or 
Farmland of Statewide Importance, the site is assigned the moderate importance rating. 
If less than one-third of the site or less than 10 contiguous acres of the agricultural 
resources onsite have soils that meet the Prime or Statewide Importance soil criteria, 
the site is assigned the low importance rating for soil quality. A ten acre threshold is 
included in the ratings to capture the potential for a large project site to have a 
substantial quantity of high quality soils and still receive a low importance rating due to 
the project’s size in relation to the acreage of quality soils. Ten acres is an appropriate 
acreage to use in this context because ten acres would typically be able to support a 
wide range of agricultural uses in San Diego County. Furthermore, to be eligible for a 
Williamson Act Contract in an Agricultural Preserve, the County of San Diego Board of 
Supervisor’s Policy I-38 (Agricultural Preserves) recommends various minimum 
ownership sizes, with ten acres being the minimum, to be eligible for a contract. Ten 
acres is listed as the minimum size for various agricultural activities including poultry, 
tree crops, truck crops, and flowers.  The requirement that the land be contiguous 
recognizes that small, scattered pockets of high quality soils are less valuable for 
agricultural use than an area of contiguous high quality soils.   
 
3.1.4 Surrounding Land Use 
 
Surrounding land use is a factor in determining the importance of an agricultural 
resource because surrounding land uses that are compatible with agriculture make a 
site more attractive for agricultural use due to lower expectations of nuisance issues 
and other potential impacts from non-farm neighbors. This factor also accounts for the 
degree to which an area is primarily agricultural, assigning a higher rating to areas 
dominated by agricultural uses than an area dominated by higher density, urban 
development. Surrounding land use is a complementary factor in the LARA model 
because the presence of compatible surrounding land uses can support the viability of 
an agricultural operation; however a lack of compatible surrounding land uses would not 
usually prohibit productive agriculture from taking place (depending on the type of 
production). Similarly, agriculture can be viable among urban uses, but its long term 
viability would generally be less than an agricultural operation conducting operations in 
an area dominated by agricultural uses because of lesser economic pressures to 
convert to urban uses. To determine the surrounding land use rating, the following 
information must be determined:   
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Step 1. 
Calculate the total acreage of lands compatible with agricultural use10 within the 
defined Zone of Influence (ZOI).11  The location of agricultural lands can be 
determined using information from the DOC’s Important Farmland Map Series, 
agricultural land use data available from the DPLU, aerial photography, and/or 
direct site inspection.  Land within a ZOI that is observed to be fallow or with a 
history of agricultural use will usually be considered agricultural land, unless 
there is evidence that it has been committed to a non-agricultural use (such as 
having an approved subdivision map). The Department of Planning and Land 
Use may consult the Department of Agriculture, Weights and Measures if there 
are disputed interpretations. 

 
Step 2. 
Calculate the percentage of the acreage within the project's ZOI that is 
compatible with agricultural use.  
 
Step 3. 
Based on the proportion of lands within the ZOI that are compatible with 
agricultural use, identify the appropriate surrounding land use rating in 
accordance with Table 9, Surrounding Land Use Rating.  
 

Table 9. Surrounding Land Use Rating 

Percentage of Land within ZOI that is 
Compatible with Agriculture 

Surrounding Land  
Use Rating 

50% or greater High  

Greater than 25% but less than 50% Moderate  

25% or less Low  

 
Considering surrounding land uses within the ZOI is intended to provide a measurement 
of the long term sustainability of agriculture at the project site. Agriculture is generally 

                                                 
10

 Lands compatible with agricultural uses include existing agricultural lands, protected resource lands, 
and lands that are primarily rural residential. Protected resource lands are those lands with long-term use 
restrictions that are compatible with or supportive of agricultural uses including but not limited to 
Williamson Act contracted lands; publicly owned lands maintained as park, forest, open space, or 
watershed resources; and lands with agricultural, wildlife habitat, open space, or other natural resource 
easements that restrict the conversion of such land to urban or industrial uses. For the purposes of this 
factor rating, rural residential lands include any residential development with parcel sizes of two acres or 
greater and that contain elements of a rural lifestyle such as equestrian uses, animal raising, small hobby 
type agricultural uses, or vacant lands. Residential parcels with swimming pools, children’s play areas, 
second dwelling units, or other accessory uses that occupy a majority of the usable space of a residential 
parcel should not be identified as land compatible with agriculture. 
11

 Attachment F details the steps required to determine the Zone of Influence (ZOI). The ZOI methodology 
is taken from the Department of Conservation’s Land Evaluation Site Assessment (LESA) model and 
includes a minimum area of ¼ mile beyond project boundaries and includes the entire area of all parcels 
that intersect the ¼ mile boundary. The ZOI developed by the Department of Conservation is the result of 
several iterations during development of the LESA model for assessing an area that would generally be a 
representative sample of surrounding land use. For example, a 160 acre project site would have a ZOI 
that is a minimum of eight times greater (1280 acres) than the project itself.  
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compatible with other agricultural land uses because they are more likely be tolerant of 
the typical activities and nuisances associated with agricultural operations than urban 
land uses would be. Primarily rural residential lands are included as a land use 
compatible with agriculture because rural residential lands are already common among 
agricultural uses and most active farms also have residences on the site. Although not 
all types of agriculture are compatible with rural residential land uses (i.e. confined 
animal facilities); many typical San Diego County farming operations are compatible 
with rural residential land uses as is evidenced by the existing viability of agricultural 
operations that are located among rural residential land uses. For example, in many 
North County communities, small parcels (two acres, for example) with a single family 
residence and a small orchard or other farming or equestrian use are common. These 
residential uses, due to their direct involvement in agriculture or a rural lifestyle, would 
tend to be more compatible with agriculture than a high density development where 
homeowners would be less likely to be directly involved in rural lifestyle activities (e.g. 
agriculture, equestrian, animal raising, etc.). Occupants of higher density residential 
uses are more likely to be disturbed by noise, dust, pesticides or other nuisances that 
do not fit with the peaceful perceptions of living in the countryside.  
 
3.1.5 Land Use Consistency 
 
The median parcel size associated with the project site compared to the median parcel 
size of parcels located within the ZOI is a complementary factor used in the LARA 
model. In order to determine the land use consistency rating for the project, the 
following information must be determined:  
 
 Step 1. 

Identify the median parcel size associated with the proposed project if the 
proposed project consists of at least three parcels. If the proposed project 
consists of two parcels, use an average. If the proposed project consists of only 
one parcel, then no median or average is needed. 
 
Step 2.  
Identify the median parcel size of the parcels located within the project’s ZOI. 
 
Step 3. 
Considering the project’s median parcel size and the ZOI median parcel size, 
identify the land use consistency rating in accordance with Table 10.  
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Table 10. Land Use Consistency Rating  

Project’s median parcel size compared to  
ZOI median parcel size 

Land Use Consistency 
Rating 

The project's median parcel size is smaller than the 
median parcel size within the project’s ZOI 

High  

The project’s median parcel size is up to ten acres larger 
 than the median parcel size within the project’s ZOI 

Moderate  

The project's median parcel size is larger than the median 
 parcel size within the project’s ZOI by ten acres or more 

Low  

 
Land use consistency is used as a measure of importance to recognize the effect that 
surrounding urbanization has on the viability of ongoing agricultural uses and to 
recognize that as urbanization surrounds agricultural lands, opportunity costs12 for 
agricultural operators increase, thus reducing the viability of an agricultural operation. A 
site surrounded by larger parcels indicates that the site is located in an area that has not 
already been significantly urbanized and the area is more likely to continue to support 
viable agricultural uses. On the other hand, a site surrounded by smaller parcels 
indicates a lower likelihood of ongoing commercial agriculture viability considering the 
greater expectations of land use incompatibilities that the site is likely to experience and 
the reduction in economic viability when considering forgone opportunity costs.  The 
median parcel size is used instead of an average to account for the potential for a very 
large or very small parcel to exist that would skew the result if using an average.  
 
3.1.6 Slope 
 
To determine the Slope Rating for the site, the average slope for the area of the site that 
is available for agricultural use must be determined. Refer to Column D of Table 7, Soil 
Quality Rating Matrix, for the areas of the site considered available for agricultural use.  
When the average slope of the areas of the site that is available for agricultural use is 
determined, identify the corresponding topography rating as outlined in Table 11, below.  
 

Table 11. Slope Rating 

Average Slope  Topography Rating 

Less than 15% slope High  

15% up to 25% slope Moderate 

25% slope and higher Low Importance 

                                                 
12

 Opportunity cost is an economic term. It means the cost of something in terms of an opportunity 
foregone (and the benefits that could be received from that opportunity), or the most valuable foregone 
alternative. For example, if a land owner decides to farm his land, the opportunity cost is the value of one 
or more alternative uses of that land, such as a residential subdivision. If he continues to farm the land, 
the opportunity cost is the revenue that he does not receive from building houses.  Thus, as opportunity 
costs rise, the viability of continuing the current action (i.e. agricultural use) decreases. This conclusion is 
based on the fact that agricultural use of land is primarily an economic decision. When factors, such as 
increased opportunity costs, make use of the land for agriculture less profitable than other uses, the long 
term viability of agriculture decreases.  
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