










 

5. Weighting of Factors and Final LESA Scoring 

The final project scoring is based on a scale of 100 points, with a given project being capable of deriving 
a maximum of 50 points from the Land Evaluation factors and 50 points from the Site Assessment factors. 
Scoring thresholds are based upon the total LESA score as well as the component Land Evaluation and Site 
Assessment subscores. Table E shows the Final LESA score of the Project’s agriculture site. 

Table E. Final LESA Score Sheet 

 Factor Scores Factor Weight Weighted Factor 
Scores 

Land Evaluation Factors 

Land Capability Classification 91.1 0.25 22.775 

Storie Index Rating 85.75 0.25 21.438 

Land Evaluation Subtotal 44.213 

Site Assessment Factors 

Project Size 100 0.15 15 

Water Resource Availability 65 0.15 9.75 

Surrounding Agricultural Land 0 0.15 0 

Protected Resource Land 0 0.05 0 

Site Assessment Subtotal 24.75 

Final LESA Score 68.963 

 

Table F. LESA Model Significance Determination 
Total LESA Score Scoring Decision 
0-39 Points Not considered significant 
40-59 Points Considered significant only if LE and SA subscores are each greater than or equal to 20 

points 
60-79 Points Considered significant unless either LE or SA subscore is less than 20 points 
80-100 Points Considered significant 

 

Table F provides the LESA Model Significance thresholds. Sites receiving a total LESA score between 60 and 
79 points are considered significant unless either the Land Evaluation weighted factor subscore or the Site 
Assessment weighted factor subscore is less than 20 points. As identified in Table E, both the Land Evaluation 
and Site Assessment subscores exceed 20 points. Therefore, pursuant to the LESA model, the proposed 
conversion of the site from agriculture to non-agricultural uses would be considered significant. 
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For further information, please contact: 
 

California Department of Conservation 
Office of Land Conservation 

801 K Street, MS 13-71 
Sacramento, CA  95814-3528 

(916) 324-0850 
FAX (916) 327-3430 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© California Department of Conservation, 1997 
 

The Department of Conservation makes no warranties as to the 
suitability of this product for any particular purpose.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) is a term used to define an approach 
for rating the relative quality of land resources based upon specific measurable features. 
The formulation of a California Agricultural LESA Model is the result of Senate Bill 850 
(Chapter 812 /1993), which charges the Resources Agency, in consultation with the 
Governor’s Office of Planning and Research, with developing an amendment to Appendix 
G of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) Guidelines concerning agricultural 
lands.  Such an amendment is intended “to provide lead agencies with an optional 
methodology to ensure that significant effects on the environment of agricultural land 
conversions are quantitatively and consistently considered in the environmental review 
process” (Public Resources Code Section 21095). 
 
 The California Agricultural LESA Model is composed of six different factors.  Two 
Land Evaluation factors are based upon measures of soil resource quality.  Four Site 
Assessment factors provide measures of a given project’s size, water resource availability, 
surrounding agricultural lands, and surrounding protected resource lands.  For a given 
project, each of these factors is separately rated on a 100 point scale.  The factors are then 
weighted relative to one another and combined, resulting in a single numeric score for a 
given project, with a maximum attainable score of 100 points.  It is this project score that 
becomes the basis for making a determination of a project’s potential significance, based 
upon a range of established scoring thresholds. This Manual provides detailed instructions 
on how to utilize the California LESA Model, and includes worksheets for applying the 
Model to specific projects. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Defining the LESA System 
 
 The Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) system is a point-based 
approach that is generally used for rating the relative value of agricultural land resources.  In 
basic terms, a given LESA model is created by defining and measuring two separate sets 
of factors. The first set, Land Evaluation, includes factors that measure the inherent soil-
based qualities of land as they relate to agricultural suitability.  The second set, Site 
Assessment, includes factors that are intended to measure social, economic, and 
geographic attributes that also contribute to the overall value of agricultural land.  While this 
dual rating approach is common to all LESA models, the individual land evaluation and site 
assessment factors that are ultimately utilized and measured can vary considerably, and 
can be selected to meet the local or regional needs and conditions for which a LESA 
model is being designed to address.  In short, the LESA methodology lends itself well to 
adaptation and customization in individual states and localities.   Considerable additional 
information on LESA may be found in A Decade with LESA - the Evolution of Land 
Evaluation and Site  
Assessment (8). 
 
Background on LESA Nationwide 
 
 In 1981, the federal Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), known then 
as the Soil Conservation Service, released a new system that was designed to provide 
objective ratings of the agricultural suitability of land compared to demands for 
nonagricultural uses of lands.  The system became known as Land Evaluation and Site 
Assessment, or LESA.  Soon after it was designed, LESA was adopted as a procedural 
tool at the federal level for identifying and addressing the potential adverse effects of 
federal programs (e.g., funding of highway construction) on farmland protection.  The 
Farmland Protection Policy Act of 1981 (5) spells out requirements to ensure that federal 
programs, to the extent practical, are compatible with state, local, and private programs 
and policies to protect farmland, and calls for the use of LESA to aid in this analysis.  
Typically, staff of the NRCS is involved in performing LESA scoring analyses of individual 
projects that involve other agencies of the federal government.  
 
 Since its inception, the LESA approach has received substantial attention from 
state and local governments as well.  Nationwide, over two hundred jurisdictions have 
developed local LESA methodologies (7).  One of the attractive features of the LESA 
approach is that it is well suited to being modified to reflect regional and local conditions.  
Typical local applications of LESA include assisting in decision making concerning the 
sitting of projects, changes in zoning, and spheres of influence determinations.  LESA is 
































































