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FOREWORD
B A R B AR A BOXER

When I first moved from Brooklyn to the San Francisco Bay
Area more than 50 years ago, I fell in love with its wonder
and beauty. Anyone who has seen the majestic Bay with its
wetlands and wildlife, the coastal ridge mountains hugged
by fog, the towering redwoods, and historic agricultural
lands knows these landscapes take your breath away. It
is our responsibility to protect them for current and future
generations to enjoy.

That’s why one of my very first priorities as a Marin County Supervisor was
to address local land-use planning, and I worked successfully to prevent West
Marin from being over-developed and to protect our coast from offshore drilling. And it’s why I worked for years in the House and Senate to protect more
than a million acres of California land as wilderness, convert the Presidio into
a national park, and expand our national monuments.
The efforts to protect these magnificent places is often driven by the people
who are closest to them, and that’s why the work Greenbelt Alliance has done
for the past 59 years is so important. It’s impossible to imagine what the Bay
Area would be like without those who started this movement to save our
farmland and our hills, and all the members and volunteers who continue to
do their part. This report continues that legacy by taking a closer look at every
threat to this region’s magnificent landscapes and providing the kind of information decision-makers need to shape smart policy.
While I will not be in the Senate, I will never stop fighting for these issues, and
I hope you will join me in working to protect our pristine lands for generations
to come.

p2 |

AT R I SK 2 01 7

G r e e n b e lt Allia nce

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
29 3,100 AC R ES AT RISK O F D E V E LO P M E N T

To appreciate the values of the San Francisco Bay Area’s
greenbelt, a good first stop might be a farmers market.
But that’s just a taste of what the greenbelt provides.
VALUES WE DEPEND ON

In addition to spectacular scenery, the region’s natural and
agricultural lands provide us with benefits that are less
visible: Wetlands protect us from floods and sea-level rise,
watersheds provide clean drinking water, and forests store
carbon to help stabilize our climate.
A LEGACY OF CONSERVATION

The Bay Area’s greenbelt is no accident. Generations of

Photo: Jared Erondu

Bay Area residents have worked hard to protect it. Today,
of the roughly 4.4 million total acres of the region’s nine
counties, almost 1.2 million acres are permanently protected from development.
Bay Area communities and their leaders have also voted
to restrict development on an additional 2.2 million acres

acres, which are likely to be developed in the next 10
years.
The total land at risk is about 458 square miles, nearly 10
times the size of San Francisco.

of land with policies such as growth boundaries, hillside

HOLDING THE LINE

ordinances, and agricultural zoning.

Despite the increasing pressure in today’s economy, there

THE RISK ADDS UP

But the threat persists. While the Bay Area’s sizzling
economy is the envy of many other parts of the country,
it also brings challenges. Skyrocketing housing costs have
led to development proposals on open space and farmland
all over the region. There’s no question that the Bay Area
needs more homes we can all afford, but the evidence
shows that sprawl is not the solution.
Today, across the Bay Area, 293,100 acres of natural and
agricultural lands are at risk of sprawl development over
the next 30 years. The most acute threat exists on 63,500

green belt.org

is less total land at risk today than when Greenbelt Alliance released our last At Risk analysis in 2012—by 29,700
acres. Some of that land has been acquired for permanent
protection; some has been lost to development.
But on much of this land, the risk has dropped thanks to
new policy protections. Since our last report in 2012, Bay
Area land at a strong or moderate level of policy protection has increased by over 66,000 acres.
This progress is promising, but much more action is
needed to protect the remaining greenbelt land at risk.
Once it’s lost, it’s gone forever.
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REGION-WIDE RESULTS
The San Francisco Bay Area attracts people from across the
world, in part for its spectacular landscapes: golden hills and
ridgelines, orchards and green valleys, all cradling the iconic
Bay.
These lands that make up the greenbelt frame our cities,

For this report, these risks are scored relative to one

draw us out on adventures, and provide a rich abundance

another—an approved project, for example, puts an area

of fresh local food in all seasons. The benefits add up:

at higher risk of development than zoning or historic

New economic studies estimate that services provided by

threats. The land’s risk score is then adjusted based on

greenbelt lands—such as catching and filtering drinking

whether that given area is protected by policies to prevent

water—are worth billions of dollars.

development.

Despite its beauty and its value, the Bay Area’s greenbelt

The resulting At Risk Map brings to light—out of the

is threatened. A comprehensive survey of city and county

depths of city and county planning documents—what the

plans and proposals reveals that large areas of land are at

region’s future could hold.

risk of development.
The risks vary. In some areas, specific development pro-

Today, 293,100 acres of the region’s farmland and natural

posals may already be adopted or are being considered—

areas are threatened with development within the next 30

such as luxury housing on a Napa hilltop. Some lands may

years. This is an area of 458 square miles, almost 10 times

be zoned for development—for example, grazing land that

the size of San Francisco, that could be paved over in a

is zoned for rural residential development. Other areas are

generation.

designated for development in city or county plans, or are
included in proposed boundary expansions, like farmland
outside of Brentwood. Some lands may be vulnerable to
development based on qualities of being flat, or being
close to roads and to existing development. Some have
a long history of development proposals that so far have
failed.
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Of that land, 63,500 acres are at high risk, meaning they
face development within the next 10 years. These areas are
under extreme market pressure; the bright red areas on
the At Risk Map reflect dozens of proposals that threaten
the Bay Area’s ranchland, farms, wildlife habitat, and
wetlands.

G r e e n b e lt Allia nce

Across the eight Bay Area counties addressed in this

But much of the land no longer at risk is now protected

report, Contra Costa County has the most total land at

by policies. Greenbelt Alliance’s focus for over 50 years

risk; about one out of every five acres of threatened land

has been policy protection: working with residents to pass

in the region is in Contra Costa. Contra Costa also has

city and county laws—such as urban growth boundaries,

the most land at high risk, land that could be developed in

hillside protections, or agricultural zoning—to encourage

the near term. The next two counties with the most land

development in central urban areas, rather than on remote

at high risk are Santa Clara and Solano counties. There,

natural lands.

developers have put forward many proposals to build on
farmland and in valleys, and cities seek to expand out into

Greenbelt Alliance has been tracking policy protections

the greenbelt.

around the region since 2012. Many different policies can
preserve land and the natural values of the greenbelt. We

POLICIES PROTECT THE GREENBELT

categorize lands by their level of protection—that is, how

Since Greenbelt Alliance’s last At Risk report was released

effectively the policies on that land are likely to prevent

in 2012, the amount of total land at risk in the Bay Area—

its development. A strong level of protection comes from

land that could be developed in the next 30 years—has

policies such as voter-approved growth boundaries,

dropped, from 322,800 to 293,100 acres. Some of that land

requiring a vote of the people to overturn. A moderate

has been acquired for permanent protection: Those areas

level of protection is afforded by boundaries that are not

have either been purchased by land trusts or park agen-

voter-approved, or other ordinances addressing hillside

cies, or the right to develop them has been sold as part of

or riparian lands, though these ordinances must still

an agreement called a conservation easement. Other lands

have strong language that clearly limits development. A

have been lost to development.

weak level of protection applies to land with only vaguely
worded ordinances or zoning, or no protection at all. If
several policies apply to a given landscape, they may add
up to give that land a stronger level of protection from
development.

HOW BIG I S
A N ACRE ?
AN ACRE CAN BE HARD TO PICTURE.
ONE ACRE IS:
ROUGHLY 200 X 200 FEET.
ABOUT HALF OF A SOCCER PITCH,
OR MOST OF A FOOTBALL FIELD.

Different approaches to land protection work in concert. For some landscapes, permanent protection is the
goal, but policy protection must come first. Policies can
hold the line against development, often for many years,
until funds can be found to preserve lands in perpetuity. In other cases, purchasing land is not needed or not
possible. Policies can protect far more acres, far more
cost-effectively.
STRONGER PROTECTIONS SINCE 2012

The Bay Area has made significant strides since 2012:
The total amount of land under strong- or moderate-level
policy protections in the Bay Area has increased by over
66,000 acres, and now totals 2,172,900 acres. This total is
almost evenly split between strong and moderate levels of
protection: 1,067,000 acres enjoy strong protection and
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1,106,000 acres have moderate protection. In addition,

community separators, now totaling over 53,000 acres of

1,192,900 acres of the greenbelt are permanently pro-

greenbelt lands between towns.

tected. Just over a quarter-million acres—265,100 acres—
are today left with little or no protection from sprawl

These policies are good models. Cities and counties

development.

around the region can adopt more like them to protect the
lands on the Policy Protection map that are colored bright

Several new policies stand out as examples of how the

orange: the quarter-million acres of the Bay Area’s green-

region has protected more land. Santa Clara County’s 2013

belt still left vulnerable.

Habitat Conservation Plan is helping fund conservation
while deterring development on natural areas. In 2014,
the East Bay city of Dublin adopted an urban limit line
protecting the rolling hills of Doolan Canyon. In 2016,
Gilroy adopted an urban growth boundary, protecting
South Bay farmland. Also in 2016, Sonoma County designated 36,000 acres of land as new “community separators,”
and voters renewed protection of the entire system of

green belt.org

BUT THE PRESSURE IS GROWING

Recent policy protections are especially impressive—and
especially necessary—given the rebounding economy
and housing market. As the nation has recovered from
the recession, the housing market has surged—especially
here in the Bay Area, as the booming, high-paying tech
economy has attracted thousands of new workers. The rise

AT R I S K 2 0 17
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in housing prices has not only made life tougher for many

The rise in housing prices has caused a crisis for Bay Area

Bay Area families, it has also increased incentives to build

residents and workers struggling to find a place to live.

on greenbelt land around the region.

The region desperately needs more homes people can
afford: homes close to jobs, in existing cities and towns.

The speculative pressure is acute, with 63,500 acres of Bay

Sprawling onto the greenbelt won’t help. Not long ago, the

Area land at high risk of development within the next 10

crash of the housing market resulted in foreclosures that

years. On the At Risk Map, most of this high-risk land is

hit hardest in areas with the most sprawl. The Bay Area

just outside cities. The bright red shapes include dozens of

can avoid making that mistake again; protecting land will

current proposals cropping up to cash in on the latest real

protect people as well.

estate boom.

H OW D O WE DEF I NE
RIS K A N D P R OTEC TI ON?
HIG H RIS K
Greenbelt lands that are likely to be
developed in the next 10 years.
M E D IU M R I SK
Greenbelt lands that are likely to be
developed in the next 30 years.
LOW R IS K
Greenbelt lands that are not likely to be
developed in the next 30 years.

STRO N G PROTECTIO N
Greenbelt lands that are protected
by one or more policy measures that
prohibit most development on that land.
MO DERATE PROTECTIO N
Greenbelt lands that are protected by
one or more policy measures where
development is intended to be limited
but is still possible with a special permit.
WEA K PROTECTIO N
Greenbelt lands that do not fall under
any protective policy measures or that
are protected by only vaguely worded
ordinances or zoning.

p8 |
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GLOSSA RY
TYPES OF POLICY PROTECTION
The level of protection of policies below generally goes from stronger to weaker. However, any given policy may vary in its efficacy; for
example, one hillside policy may forbid development and another may
just limit it.

County Zoning for Agriculture or Open Space

Permanent Protection

A plan prepared for an area under the Federal Endangered Species
Act to protect endangered species’ habitat while still allowing some
development to occur.

The purchase of land or development rights to permanently prevent
development, as on most public lands, land trust properties, and conservation easements.

Growth Boundary
A line drawn between urban and rural lands defining where growth
can and cannot occur. Depending on the details of the policy, changes
to the boundary can be approved by either elected officials or voters.
These include urban service areas, urban growth boundaries, urban
limit lines, and city limits.

Land designated by the county for farmland, grazing land, watershed
lands, or natural resource management.

Habitat Conservation Policies

Critical Habitat Policy
The designation of land, under the Federal Endangered Species Act, as
essential for the conservation of a threatened or endangered species,
potentially requiring special management and protection.

Flood Hazard Zone
A designation by the Federal Emergency Management Agency based
on the severity or type of flooding in an area.

Williamson Act Properties
A contract with local governments restricting land use to agricultural or
related uses. Land owners receive reduced property-tax assessments
from local governments, who receive the difference in property-tax
revenues from the state.

Agricultural Policies

TYPES OF DEVELOPMENT PRESSURES
The severity of threat of the development pressure factors below
generally goes from higher threat to lower threat.

A measure that prohibits conversion of agricultural lands to other uses
or requires a buffer to maintain a distance between urban development
and farmland or grazing land.

Market Activity

Watershed Policies

Land subject to speculation based on past proposed projects and
future upcoming development opportunities (such as expiring protections or urban reserves), and Regional Housing Needs Assessment
housing sites.

A policy that minimizes or restricts new construction on lands that drain
to sources of irrigation and drinking water.

Riparian Policies

Projects or plans proposed on or approved for a given parcel of land.

Speculative Value

A policy that limits or forbids new construction within a certain distance
of rivers and streams to avoid the adverse impacts of urban development, such as pollution runoff, erosion, and habitat degradation.

Rural Subdivision

Hillside Policies

The designation by the county of land for development at varying levels
of density. “Urban” density is greater than 1.5 to 2.5 acres per unit,
“rural ranchette” is up to 20 acres per unit, and “rural estate” is more
than 20 acres per unit.

A policy that reduces or prohibits development on a city’s or county’s
hills based on the slope or distance from a ridgeline. Intended to
preserve the scenic value of an area and/or reduce the threat of
landslides.

Coastal Zone Policy
Measures taken under the California Coastal Act to protect important
coastal resources for public enjoyment, safeguarding natural landscapes, and reducing impact on existing urban development.

Baylands Policy
Measures taken under the Bay Plan by the San Francisco Bay Conservation and Development Commission to protect the open water,
wetlands, marshes, and mudflats of the greater San Francisco Bay, and
areas 100 feet inland from the high-tide line.

Plans allowing large lot properties to subdivide into smaller parcels.

County Zoning for Development

Long-term Planning Boundaries
City boundaries that establish where urban growth will occur in the
future, including Spheres of Influence and Planning Areas.

Locational Attributes
Geographical characteristics that encourage urban-scale development,
including proximity to recent and existing development, major roads, or
low-slope lands.

Regional Projections
Forecasts by regional and state agencies of areas for long-term growth
including Plan Bay Area and California’s urban growth scenario.

General Conservation Policies
A local jurisdiction’s designation of land for agricultural use or wildlife
habitat that still leaves the land susceptible to future development.

green belt.org

AT R I S K 2 0 17

| p9

In Alameda County, 29,500 acres or 46 square miles of

were 7,459 housing units slated to be built as part of the

rangeland, farmland, and natural areas are at risk of devel-

city’s various specific plans. These proposed projects are

opment in the next 30 years. This total has not changed

within the urban limit line, but several are on undeveloped

significantly since our last report in 2012, but the threat is

land on the city’s edges—which is intended to be a reserve

less imminent: Today, land at high risk—facing develop-

over decades, not immediately be filled with subdivisions.

ment in the next 10 years—now totals 6,300 acres, a drop
of a third since 2012.

The hills southeast of Pleasanton are also being battered
by development proposals. For example, in 2016 voters

This drop in threat came in part from Dublin’s 2014 adop-

allowed Lund Ranch to break through the hillside protec-

tion of an urban limit line, a campaign in which Greenbelt

tion ordinance and build roads and luxury houses up to the

Alliance played a significant role. The urban limit line

ridgeline.

halted proposals to develop Doolan Canyon, a remote and
beautiful area to the city’s northeast. Part of the land is
now permanently protected, and the area’s policy protection is strong: Changes require a vote of the people.

Alameda County’s countywide growth boundary, adopted
in 2000 with Measure D, remains a regional model for
land protection, covering nearly 90 percent of the county’s
grazing land. However, important watershed and habitat

With the economic recovery, large areas of land to the

lands are still at risk if cities and towns don’t choose to

city’s north and east have become hot spots for specula-

build well and use land wisely.

tive development proposals. As of August 2016, there

p10 |
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ALAMEDA COUNTY

IN A LA M EDA COUNT Y
4 6 S QUA RE MILE S
A RE AT RISK

The city of Newark is “clinging tooth and nail,” says Carin High, to a development proposal that sounds like
something out of the 1960’s: a 500-unit luxury development with a golf course—on rare undeveloped wetlands
along the Bay. Despite regular draining, the so-called “Area 4” is habitat for endangered salt marsh harvest mice,
water and song birds, and even burrowing owls.
Carin has been trying to protect these wetlands for over 20 years, along with Florence La Riviere, a soft-spoken but
iron-willed wetlands advocate and mentor. In 2014, their group, the Citizens Committee to Complete the Refuge,
won a lawsuit against the city over its environmental review of the proposed development.
Though the lawsuit dealt a blow to the plan, the ill-conceived project lives on. Its multimillion-dollar homes would sit
on lands vulnerable to liquefaction in earthquakes, cut off by railroad tracks from the rest of the city, surrounded by
pungent-smelling landfills and salt ponds. They would sit on land that already has to be drained every year, and that
sea level rise will put deeper underwater. “It’s just crazy,” says Carin, “but we’re going to have to keep fighting to
save these lands.”

Photo: Dani Padgett

Today, new advocates are joining the fight, including Ricardo Corte, a recent Berkeley graduate who hopes one day
to become a lawyer. “It’s folly to destroy these lands,” says Ricardo. “With climate change and sea level rise, now we
need our wetlands to save us.”

green belt.org
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Out of all Bay Area counties, Contra Costa County has the

C O NTR A C OSTA
C O UNTY HAS
20,0 0 0 AC R E S
AT H I GH R I S K:
TH E M O ST I N
TH E BAY A R E A

most land at risk, with 62,000 total acres at risk, including
the most land at high risk: 20,000 acres. That means that in
just the next 10 years, development the size of Concord, the
county’s largest city, could pave over the county’s golden hills,
farmland, and habitat for wildlife. Since 2012, the county’s
amount of land at risk has increased by almost a third.
The overheated housing market has again driven up pressure
to build anywhere and everywhere.
Despite opportunities to build more central, walkable communities, Pittsburg, Antioch, Oakley, and Brentwood all continue
to sprawl outward. Pittsburg and Antioch both passed developer-backed growth boundaries in 2005 that allow building
on hillsides, ranches, and critical habitat. Antioch is considering several projects to its south, including 1,667 housing units
on 550 acres of grasslands. Brentwood is rapidly consuming

p12 |
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C O N T R A C O S TA C O U N T Y

farms and ranches in every direction. Despite two successive

victories. The long western face of the ridgeline between

“no” votes from local residents, Brentwood is still seeking to

Concord and Pittsburg should soon be permanently protected

annex a large area southwest of the city.

as part of the Concord Naval Weapons Station reuse plan. If

In a longer-term risk that is a kind of “death by a thousand
cuts,” Contra Costa County’s urban limit line is vulnerable to

this goes through, it will be transformed into the new Concord
Hills Regional Park.

expansions of less than 30 acres next to the line. Develop-

The county’s Habitat Conservation Plan, in effect since 2008,

ers are already using this vulnerability to propose carving up

helped make it possible to purchase thousands of acres of

Tassajara Valley. While these 30-acre expansions might seem

important lands. Today, however, Contra Costa County still has

small, the land affected totals 9,300 acres. Over time, these

41 percent of the Bay Area’s at-risk Critical Habitat lands. The

expansions could unravel the limit line around the county and

future of many of the region’s remaining burrowing owls, kit

threaten the local farm economy.

foxes, and other rare species depends on the county’s growth

Threats have grown since our last report in 2012, but Green-

decisions.

belt Alliance and partners have also won major conservation
“Every Saturday morning I’d be at Willy’s Bagels—that’s how it all
started. We made flyers. We walked neighborhoods. Spoke at City
Council meetings. We did everything we possibly could.” In 2010, local
mom Kathy Griffin helped turn the tide on sprawl in Brentwood—one of
the fastest-growing cities in California.
She’d had some practice: In 2005 and 2006, Kathy fought for voter
approval of a tight urban limit line, halting the city’s relentless
sprawl. Then, in 2010, developers tried to break through the
boundary to allow enormous expansion on the city’s western
edge. Kathy and her cadre of concerned Brentwoodians sprang
into action. Developers spent $300,000 trying to pass their
measure, but to no avail: Kathy’s small group convinced
voters to hold the line.
Now, Brentwood is again trying to burst through the
limits its voters have set. Though the city’s leaders have
expressed concern about the city’s imbalanced growth—
all housing, few jobs—they are planning more low-density
residential development outside the urban limit line. More
than 2,000 acres of rich agricultural land and valleys are at
risk.
These plans, says Kathy, are “still terrible, bad ideas. Where is
the promised economic and job-sustaining growth we need—inside
our city boundaries?”
“For the time being, we’ve won the common-sense battle. But it’s
always a fight.” Kathy laughs. “I retire next year. I’ll have a lot of time
Photo: Dani Padgett

on my hands.” She’s ready.

green belt.org
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Marin County has long been a national model of land conser-

Plan allows for 221 homes on the site. While earlier propos-

vation with 58 percent of the county’s natural and agricultural

als planned to cluster homes and prioritize open space, new

lands permanently protected—more than any other Bay Area

discussions include spreading homes out over the site, con-

county. The county also has less land at risk of development

suming more natural lands. Though Marin very much needs

than most other counties—11,600 total acres. Of that, 2,400

affordable homes, they would be more appropriate in already-

acres are at high risk, where development is likely in the next

developed areas where residents can be close to services,

10 years.

schools, and jobs.

The largest area at risk of development is the Silveira-St.Vin-

Marin County’s greatest environmental challenge is building

cent’s property, where a boys’ school sits next to ranchland on

homes for workers who cannot afford to live there. The lack of

a rolling grassy expanse of 1,200 acres along San Pablo Bay.

affordable homes close to jobs puts sprawl pressure on outly-

For decades, this has been a contested landscape. The land

ing areas, and as of 2014, 68,000 people or 62 percent of

separates Novato and San Rafael, and Marin’s Countywide

the workforce, drove in every day.1 These long car commutes

“It gives me great joy to see families walking here. It’s so easy to get
here by ferry. The vista draws people, and once they get here, they’re
out in real nature.” Jerry Riessen looks out at the vista stretching from
Mount Tamalpais to the Golden Gate Bridge, and beyond the San
Francisco skyline. The views from Tiburon’s hilltops are spectacular,
and thanks to Jerry and the Tiburon Open Space Committee, they’re
free to visit and enjoy. The group spent years organizing the public
purchase of two of three pieces of hilltop land—and now they hope to
preserve the last.
On the 110 acres of remaining unprotected land along the ridge, irises
flutter between outcroppings of serpentine rock. A rare population
of threatened Marin dwarf flax opens delicate white flowers. The
proposed Easton Point development by the Martha Company would
put 43 large houses on this fragile hillside, much of which is prone to
mudslides, and crown it all with a massive water tank.
Jerry has been watching legal battles over this land for 40 years.
Today, his group sees a chance to preserve this last key piece in a
system of lands stretching from Angel Island across to the historic
coast and up to these ridgelines, and someday to join these lands to
the Golden Gate National Recreation Area. Their goals are laid out at
tiburonopenspace.org.

p14 |
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MARIN COUNTY

create more than 284,000 tons of carbon dioxide pollution
per year.2 More affordable homes are needed close to jobs
and transportation, such as Golden Gate Transit and the new
SMART train.
Since the last At Risk report in 2012, Marin increased its protected land and, thanks in large part to the Marin Agricultural
Land Trust, 47 percent of the county’s farmland is now safeguarded. The leadership Marin County has shown in protecting land is needed now to help its communities grow in a way

Photo: Nels Andarek

that is truly sustainable.

M ARIN COUNT Y,
A LEADE R IN
CON S ERVAT ION,
STILL H AS OVE R
1 0,000 AC RE S
AT RISK

green belt.org
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Napa County has led the region on protecting agricultural

for large-scale development—even as they pave land with

land, especially for its famous grapes; however, the success of

new buildings and roads, and put new demands on scarce

the wine industry itself may now be putting land at risk. Today,

groundwater. The county is debating the issue with no resolu-

10,100 acres of land in Napa County are at risk of develop-

tion in sight.

ment, with only 750 at high risk. Napa County has the region’s
least at-risk land, in part because it requires a two-thirds popular vote to take land out of agricultural use. But since 2012, the
county’s total land at risk has increased by 55 percent.

Napa County’s fastest-growing city, American Canyon, has
a very loosely drawn urban growth boundary, encouraging
development outward rather than containing it. A giant “new
town center” called Watson Ranch proposes 1,250 housing

In recent years, one longstanding threat in particular has

units, a luxury hotel, a school, and commercial development,

grown acute: the construction of large-scale event centers

paving over farmland north of the city.3, 4

and resorts on farmland, especially vineyards. The agricultural
connection may allow these to sidestep the review required
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N A PA C O U N T Y

The county’s most alarming threat is to a park south of the city
of Napa, where land now considered permanently protected
could be sold for development. Skyline Wilderness Park’s
850 acres of land is leased to the county by the state, and
the state has resisted selling the land to the county. In fact,
the state has attempted to remove the land’s designation as a
park, to allow its sale at a higher price for development—possibly even for gravel mining.5, 6 The precedent this would set is
deeply disturbing.
In Napa, both land and water can be protected together. A
full 90 percent of Napa’s land at risk is in groundwater basins,
vital for collecting the rainwater that fills underground aquifers.

9 0 % OF NAPA
COU N TY ’S AT
RIS K LA N D IS IN
G ROU N DWAT E R
B ASINS
“I felt like the Lone Ranger out there. We were the ones keeping the
city from coming over the hill.” Jo Ann Truchard and her family have
been growing wine grapes for 40 years, in a long love affair with
Napa, and with farming. For almost as long, they’ve been leading the
fight against development on the hill, just north of their vineyard, that
separates the city of Napa from the surrounding countryside.
Neighbors have joined Jo Ann and her family against the latest
threat. The developers of the “Napa Oaks II” project—which
would cut down 570 oak trees—seek to change the zoning to
allow 53 homes on the hillside. The current “resource area”
zoning is supposed to protect the land’s views, natural
springs, and wildlife, and also protect people: The 6.1
earthquake that shook Napa in 2014 ran along a fault
just below the hill, making it a dangerous place to build.
“You need to be vigilant about your community,” says
Jo Ann’s daughter-in-law Suzanne Truchard, who has also
joined the fight. A land use attorney, Suzanne scrutinized
all the proposal documents. “What was really disconcerting
was their tone,” she says, “Like it’s all a done deal.”
But it’s not, thanks to the Truchards and their neighbors. As
one neighbor said, “They’re speculators. They want to cash in.

Photo: Dani Padgett

They made a bet—and they’re going to lose.”
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San Mateo County is the smallest county in the Bay Area.

SAN M AT E O
C O UNTY ’ S L A N D
AT RI S K H AS
INC REASE D BY
ALM OST A T HI R D
SINC E 2 0 1 2
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Despite its small size, the county has a considerable amount
of land at risk: 22,700 acres total, about 8 percent of its land
area. Of this, 4,700 acres are at high risk, likely to be developed within the next 10 years. Since our last report, the county’s amount of land at risk has increased by almost a third.
Some of the most important land at risk in San Mateo County
is farmland along the county’s western coast. Half Moon Bay,
the county’s largest coastal city, is updating its Local Coastal
Program; this plan is required by the state to guide development and protect unique coastal resources. But the city’s
draft plan would significantly weaken protections for sensitive
habitat, agricultural lands, and scenic landscapes.
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S A N M AT E O C O U N T Y

Further inland, many hillside lands are newly at risk because

of these salt ponds were sold for wetland restoration. The fate

the county has planned for housing in remote areas on the

of the rest remains an open question.

eastern slope of the Santa Cruz Mountains. These areas are
often steep and forested, with little infrastructure, and largely
inappropriate for development. Many do not believe the
county intends to develop in these areas—but this calls into
question whether the county has done its required housing
planning in good faith. Either way, these plans raise serious
concerns.
On the Bay, northeast of Redwood City, a major waterfront
development is being considered for 1,500 acres of salt ponds
owned by Cargill. With up to 12,000 homes, this would be the
largest Bay development in 50 years.7 In 2003, 16,500 acres

Despite these threats, an impressive amount of San Mateo
County’s land has been protected, almost 40 percent of its
farms, ranches, and natural areas.
The county’s forests store carbon, keeping tons of greenhouse gases out of the atmosphere. Development would
destroy these benefits, and though San Mateo is the region’s
smallest county, it has the second most above-ground stored
carbon at risk: 257,700 metric tons. Protecting land in San
Mateo County can benefit the climate—and everyone who
depends on it.

“I’ve been a surfer since I was a little kid,” says Edmundo Larenas.
“Surfers are always looking for public access; but for many of us,
environmental protection comes first.” As the chair of the local chapter
of the Surfrider Foundation as well as a biochemist, Edmundo is a
strong advocate for clean water. But clean water and the undeveloped
land it depends on—San Mateo County’s whole scenic coast—are
threatened by a new plan in Half Moon Bay.
“Cities always want to do more development, and the city
of Half Moon Bay has a long history of doing crazy
stuff.” The city’s decisions can affect the county’s entire
coastline—especially now that the city is updating its
Local Coastal Program, a state-required plan to guide
coastal development. The new draft of the plan would
dramatically weaken wildlife and farming protections.
“We’re not anti-development, we just want it in the right
places,” says Edmundo. But this plan would allow long
slices of suburban development to cut through green
cropland, from the shoreline to the hills. Coastal wetlands
could also be at risk.
The wild beauty of San Mateo County’s coast, says
Edmundo, “is not an accident. People purposely defended
it from development over the years.” Unfortunately, the
Photo: Dani Padgett

defense cannot rest.
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Santa Clara County, the Bay Area’s second-largest county,

north, over 700 acres of farmland were at risk until 2016,

was once famous for fruit orchards; today, over half of its

when the Local Agency Formation Commission, or LAFCo,

last remaining farmland is at risk. The county has a total of

actually sued the city, bringing the plan to a halt—at least

54,100 acres of land at risk of development, with 13,000

for now.

acres of land at high risk. However, its land at risk has
dropped since 2012, thanks in part a sweeping Habitat
Conservation Plan.

farmland between it and San Martin, a 1,300-acre region
called the “Southeast Quadrant.” The city proposed to

South of San Jose, about half of the 7,000-acre Coyote

annex and develop more than half of the valley’s farmland;

Valley is at risk of development. The land in the valley’s

but in 2016 the county’s LAFCo refused the annexation.

north is rare and valuable for its agriculture, wildlife corri-

An attempt by San Martin met a similar fate. The county is

dors, groundwater recharge, and recreation—but this land

lucky to have a vigilant LAFCo agency.

is at high risk. San Jose has zoned northern Coyote Valley
for industrial development, and it faces multiple proposals,
including a 517,000-square-foot warehouse distribution
center for e-commerce deliveries—a growing development
threat throughout the state.

Since our 2012 report, Santa Clara County achieved a
major conservation milestone by adopting a 50-year Habitat Conservation Plan championed by Greenbelt Alliance.
This plan levies a fee on development to mitigate impacts
on wildlife and natural resources. With higher fees on key

At the southern tip of the county, farmland around Gilroy

habitat lands, the plan also discourages development of

is being pelted with development threats. A reprieve

the most important natural areas.

came when voters passed an urban growth boundary in
November 2016, protecting over 2,000 acres east of the
city. But multiple proposals still threaten agricultural land
to the city’s east, and if a remote site is chosen for the new
high-speed rail station, that could spur sprawl. To the city’s

p20 |

For years, Morgan Hill has sought to develop the last

AT R I SK 2 01 7

Farmland in Santa Clara County desperately needs conservation. With an astounding 56 percent of the county’s
farmland at risk of development, this fertile and irreplaceable resource is very close to being lost forever.
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S A N TA C L A R A C O U N T Y

H A LF OF SANTA
CLARA COU NT Y’S
7,000 ACRE COYOT E
VALLEY IS AT RISK

“It’s been called Coyote for thousands of years.”
The long green valley east of the Santa Cruz
Mountains was once part of a vast and thriving
Native American region, and at its heart was
a village site called Matalan—or Coyote. An
important cultural site, Coyote Valley is a critical
corridor for wildlife—not just coyotes, but bobcats,
foxes, and, in the future, potentially even tule elk. But
the city of San Jose has long threatened to sprawl southward
into the valley with industrial development.
Advocates like Valentin Lopez have a different vision. Lopez is
chair of the Amah Mutsun tribal band, which, together with the
Muwekma Ohlone tribe, shares Coyote Valley as ancestral lands.
Elsewhere, the Amah Mutsun have made innovative agreements
with federal and state agencies to act as indigenous land
stewards. They seek to help steward Coyote Valley by restoring
it for wildlife, growing and gathering native plants, and teaching
people the values and the stories of this unique place.
“Coyote Valley is a place to restore habitat and restore the
Photo: Michael Pham

knowledge of our ancestors. Very few places remain that allow us
to do that: to have that intimate relationship with Mother Earth,
and fulfill our responsibility to take care of all living things.”
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The valleys and oak-dotted hillsides of Solano County have

NEAR LY 1 0 % O F
SO L A NO C O UN T Y’S
LAND I S AT R I SK

long been threatened by growth sprawling out from I-80.
Today, feverish speculation has turned up the heat. A total of
44,600 acres of Solano’s land is at risk of development over
the next 30 years, and in just the next 10 years, 12,300 acres
could be developed. The amount of land at risk has increased
by almost half since 2012. Now, nearly one out of ten acres of
the county’s land is at risk. Only Contra Costa County has a
higher percentage of all land at risk.
Vacaville is a hotspot, surrounded by farmland and ranchlands
at high risk from an onslaught of new development proposals. Despite central areas available for development, the city
is planning to develop out on rural land to its south and east.
Large areas of land to the city’s northeast and southeast are

“When people come visit, they always say, ‘It’s
so quiet here!’” says Esther Pryor, owner of
four goats, nine cats, and a small bike shop on
Suisun Valley Road.
Here at the gateway to the fertile Suisun
Valley, the quiet is made possible in part by
Esther and her neighbor Carol Herzig’s efforts
to keep this place rural. On a small plot of land
below Rockville Hills Regional Park, horses
and cattle graze, and Swainson’s hawks catch
prey in golden grass. But the “Woodcreek 66”
developer is trying to change the area’s zoning
to allow 66 homes, and the City of Fairfield is
supporting the proposal, hoping to annex the land.
Esther’s group and others are suing—not for the
first time—to stop this. It’s a dangerous precedent,
a direct attack on the county’s voter-approved
Orderly Growth Initiative. “These developers
are trying to wrangle water and sewer into land
outside the city, so the city can swallow us up,”
says Esther. If allowed, this would pave the way
for a much larger proposal for 400 homes in
nearby Green Valley, and Fairfield’s continued
sprawl out into rural land.
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SOLANO COUNTY

at risk as well. The county has proposed to meet its regional

needed on the part of residents and elected leaders, as

housing requirements with development scattered across

well as Solano’s Local Area Formation Commission, which is

grazing land. Though some say this is unlikely, the county has

responsible for arbitrating boundaries and stopping sprawl.

mapped projected development here, so either the county’s
housing plans are not in good faith or this land is at risk—both
alternatives raise concerns.

Solano County is home to more wetlands and vernal pools
than any other Bay Area county. In a conservation victory, after
decades of debate, in 2014 federal agencies signed a plan

Fairfield, like Vacaville, is threatening to annex rural areas in

to protect almost half of the 116,000-acre Suisun Marsh. But

Suisun Valley and Green Valley. Fairfield is also building a new

Solano is still the only county in the Bay Area without a public

train station on its northeastern edge, likely to induce devel-

open space district, and has the least permanently protected

opment on surrounding open space and farmland.

land. With 27 percent of all the region’s at-risk wetlands,

Fairfield and Vacaville’s annexations, both past and proposed,

Solano County must act to protect a rare resource.

highlight a key vulnerability. Though the county’s Orderly
Growth Initiative currently protects agricultural land, if a city

Photo: Dani Padgett

annexes the land, that protection disappears. Vigilance is
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Sonoma County, the Bay Area’s largest county, has made

cities and towns, slicing up valuable habitat or farmland

the region’s largest recent strides in land protection.

and rendering it vulnerable to development.

Today, the county has 58,400 acres of total land at risk
of development over the next 30 years—more than any
county but Contra Costa—but this number has been cut in
half in just five years, thanks to new greenbelt protections.
Land at high risk—threatened in the next 10 years—has
dropped by 70 percent since 2012 to 4,100 acres.
Several areas remaining at high risk are around Rohnert
Park; the city has adopted multiple plans for greenfield
lands, building out toward its growth boundary. Rohnert
Park would be better served by focusing new development
in downtown and near the train station, rather than quickly
using up its remaining open lands.
Like its neighbor Napa, Sonoma County is also grappling
with large event centers on rural lands, putting additional
pressure on land and groundwater. These projects remain
controversial and continue to be negotiated.

Though threats persist, Sonoma has made impressive
strides on conservation. The historic 2013 purchase of
the 20,000-acre redwood forests of Preservation Ranch
will preserve wildlife habitat and store carbon for climate
protection.
And, in 2016, Sonoma County voters dramatically
expanded protections for rural lands between cities and
towns. Greenbelt Alliance led the effort to more than triple
the area of open space and farmland designated as community separators to 53,600 acres. Voters then renewed
these protections for another 20 years, blocking any housing tracts, shopping malls, or resort hotels without a vote
of the people.
A growing challenge for Sonoma County is that more than
half of its water—both for drinking and irrigation—comes
from groundwater.8 The lands that collect this water are at

Another insidious threat to Sonoma’s greenbelt is parcel-

risk—in fact, 28 percent of all the region’s at-risk ground-

ization, or the division of undeveloped land into small lots.

water basins are in Sonoma County. Protecting this land is

This division is largely invisible until development occurs,

essential, for water and for the people who depend on it.

fragmenting landscapes. Parcelization can occur far from
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SONOMA COUNTY

5 8 ,4 0 0 ACRE S OF
S ON OM A COU NT Y’S
LAN D IS AT RISK

“It’s a resource for wildlife, and for people who really need it.
Developing the land will destroy a resource that can’t be replaced.”
Studies show that being in nature is good for our mental health; for
Kathleen Miller, it has been a lifesaver. Kathleen’s son Danny (pictured
left) has lived for many years at the Sonoma Developmental Center,
which cares for people with developmental disabilities and mental
illness. The center sits amid an idyllic 900-acre expanse of redwood
forests, grasslands, and oak woodlands along Sonoma Creek. Most
of this land is left alone, which has allowed wildlife—from bobcats
to threatened steelhead trout—to thrive. But the state is planning
to close the 120-year-old facility, and the land is at risk.
To preserve this rare resource, the families of patients have
joined with the Sonoma Land Trust, the Sonoma Ecology Center
and the community of Sonoma Valley in a coalition called
Transform SDC. Together, they’re seeking to keep safety-net
services for the most disabled, while protecting the land for
wildlife habitat and recreation. It’s an unusual alliance to save a
unique place.
“Nothing like this place could be created now,” says Kathleen. “All

Photo: Dani Padgett

we can do is save it.”
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THE VALUES OF
NATURAL LANDS

Photo: Don DeBold via Flickr.com

The Bay Area’s economy, and its prosperity,
could not exist without its natural landscapes.
Some of the benefits these lands provide are
obvious, like the scenic views and outdoor
opportunities that draw people here from
across the world to visit, work, and live. But
nature does far more for us than we often
acknowledge: It provides clean air, clean

ECONOMIC VALUES

Though most people would probably say they value
nature, as a society we have often failed to assign it any
economic value. When we make important decisions, the
services and benefits our landscapes provide are often left
out of the equation. As we confront global climate change,
drought, and more, we are learning that this has been a
costly omission.
New studies are changing this, assessing and assigning
economic value to these natural goods and services.

reliable water, safety from storms and floods,

In Santa Clara County, a recent comprehensive study

healthy food, and more.

natural landscapes.9 It found that the benefits people

added up the economic value provided by the county’s
obtain from ecosystems—filtering water, growing food,
providing recreation opportunities, and more—are
worth up to $3.9 billion per year. The county’s natural
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capital—the infrastructure that provides these benefits—is

The Bay Area has a total of 2.3 million acres of agricul-

worth up to $386 billion.

tural land, 1.8 million acres of lands that provide water
resources—watersheds and wetlands—and 2.5 million

An example from New York shows how this information

acres of lands that are important for wildlife—habitat,

can be used: New York City’s water utility began investing

corridors, and areas rich in biodiversity. Planned trails

millions of dollars in conservation after seeing that the

around the region total an impressive 1,600 miles, includ-

Catskill/Delaware River watershed filters water naturally

ing those that will someday connect all 9 counties, such

for a far lower cost than a new water treatment facility,

as the Bay Trail and the Ridge Trail. And together, the

which would cost $6-10 billion to build and $300 million

region’s lands store an enormous 111 million tons of

per year to maintain.

carbon, helping to regulate and protect our climate. These

Another study found that just the benefit provided by
rangeland for pollinators—habitat for wild bees—is likely
to be worth $2.4 billion statewide.10 Almost all crops other
than grains rely on pollinators, and most now depend on
just one species of bee. Honeybee populations have been

values often overlap, as one landscape provides many
benefits. For example, a forested watershed helps provide
clean water, wildlife habitat, and carbon storage, and if it
is open to the public, it provides recreation as well, with
trails and scenic views.

declining steeply, driving up prices and uncertainty for
farmers who must rent them. Farmers who have access to
wild bees benefit from a source of pollinators that is less
costly and more resilient.
These estimates are conservative. As the Santa Clara report
points out, though it is based on many studies, more
are needed; for example, no peer-reviewed estimate was
available for lands that recharge groundwater—obviously
a critical service in drought-stricken California. The true
value of these lands is likely to be higher than these initial
studies report.

NATUR A L BENEFITS
A DD UP
Our local and regional economies and
the health of our communities rely on the
benefits natural landscapes provide:
• Clean, plentiful drinking water
• Protection from floods and storms

Protecting natural and working lands is one of the smartest investments we can make. The Santa Clara study
found that the return on investment (ROI) of the 352-acre
Coyote Valley Open Space Preserve, based on its costs
and the ecosystem benefits it provides, was $3 for every
$1 invested. These come from grazing leases, recreation
value, and the services provided by the various types of
ecosystems there.
NATURAL VALUES

Greenbelt Alliance gathered data on the natural values of
all Bay Area lands, including those that are protected and
those still at risk.

green belt.org

• Food production and food security
• Basic materials for building and for
medicine
• Carbon storage for climate regulation and
resiliency
• Recreation and tourism opportunities
• Health benefits from clean air and
recreational opportunities
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These values help show what is at risk from development.
For example:

• The climate is at risk:
Bay Area ecosystems, especially forests and wetlands,
are very efficient at storing carbon, whose release

• Clean drinking water is at risk:

is a primary driver of climate change. Together, the

Undeveloped Bay Area lands catch and filter rain,

region’s at-risk landscapes store more than 6 million

replenishing groundwater supplies. But this service is

metric tons of carbon. If these lands are developed,

threatened by development; if lands are paved over,

the carbon that would be released is equivalent to

they cannot collect water. This is a critical issue in

putting 1.3 million cars on the road every year.12

California’s long drought, especially in counties like
Sonoma, where groundwater is what people drink.
If the region’s at-risk landscapes are lost to sprawl
development, 46 billion gallons of water—a year’s
worth of water for 677,000 households—is at
stake.11

As we begin to understand the benefits of our natural
areas and working lands to our economy, our health, and
our communities, we better grasp how their loss would
affect us. We start to see we cannot afford to lose them,
and when they are at risk, so are we.

This graphic represents
the 3.6 million acres of
the Bay Area’s greenbelt.
The sections represent
wildlife, watershed, and
agricultural lands, and
where they overlap.
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THE HOUSING CRISIS
SPR AWL DEV ELOPM E N T V S. RE A L SO LU T I O N S

Photo: Daniel Hoherd via Flickr.com

The Bay Area is in an affordable housing crisis. More and

SPRAWL IS NOT THE ANSWER

more people are burdened by housing costs that are more

Some people suggest that the solution to the housing crisis

than 30 percent—the national standard—or even half of

is to build more homes on farmland and natural areas. But

their income. Home prices in some parts of the region

sprawl won’t actually help reduce household costs.

have doubled since 2004—the national average increase is
13 percent—and some have even doubled since 2010.13, 14

Most of the region’s farmlands and natural areas that are

While this might allow some people to “cash out”—

threatened by sprawl are in communities at the edges of

though they must leave the Bay Area to do it—it is hard

the region, such as southern Santa Clara County, eastern

on everyone else, especially those with low incomes.

Contra Costa County, and Solano County. Sprawling
developments are car-dependent; their residents must

The impacts also go beyond those directly affected.

not only make long commutes to work, but drive more to
meet every need in daily life.15

If affordable homes are not available close to jobs, people
“drive ‘til they qualify” to find a less expensive home far-

So while housing prices may be lower in sprawl develop-

ther away, and commute long distances—mostly in cars.

ments in outlying areas, other expenses go up, especially

The resulting costs affect all the region’s residents: worse

for transportation.16 These costs are often hidden and

traffic, polluted air, more carbon changing our climate,

include not just the price of gas, but the purchase of a

and a lower quality of life.

second car and the insurance and maintenance it requires,
and the cost of additional child care to cover the extra

green belt.org
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hours spent commuting. The costs are not all financial:

shows that the Bay Area can accommodate all its projected

More time spent in traffic takes away opportunities to be

growth within existing urban growth boundaries.20

with family and friends. Ultimately, living in sprawling
development is rarely cheaper; the costs simply hit in dif-

But doing so will not be easy. Infill development faces

ferent ways.

many challenges. To truly address the housing crisis, every
community must do its part:

In addition, greenfield development—building on farmland and natural areas—is expensive for taxpayers, who

• Pass policies that make it easier to build more

foot the bill for providing services to far-flung neighbor-

homes in existing cities and towns.

hoods. These communities pay more for infrastructure

Greenbelt Alliance’s Fixing the Foundation report

and services including water, roads, sewers, libraries,

outlines local policy solutions to promote infill hous-

parks and recreation, governance, and more. Annual

ing.21 For example, reducing parking requirements

per-household costs for roads can cost 4,000 percent more

can make building infill more cost-effective. Allowing

in sprawling areas than in dense communities.17 Services

more height and more homes in a given building, in

cost more and serve fewer, too: A fire station in a low-

exchange for community benefits, can create more

density neighborhood serves just one-quarter of house-

new homes while also bringing amenities for existing

holds at four times the cost of one in a more compact

residents. And encouraging, rather than prohibiting,

neighborhood.18

the creation and rental of in-law apartments can provide more homes and also benefit the local homeown-

REAL SOLUTIONS: THE RIGHT
DEVELOPMENT IN THE RIGHT PLACES

Increasing the region’s housing supply is one key tool to
reduce home prices, but supply is not just about land.
Zoning for large lots or only single-family homes has
reduced the housing supply for many years. Communities can use land more efficiently and rebuild on existing
urbanized land, such as aging strip malls and unused
parking lots. They can also encourage the creation of a
variety of types of homes: townhomes, apartments, and
in-law units, as well as single-family homes. People need
more options. Demand is high and growing among single
people—now more than half the nation’s population and
more than a quarter of households—as well as couples
without children, empty nesters, and families seeking
smaller, more affordable homes.19

ers who create them.
• Ensure that new homes are affordable to households at all income levels, and fund the creation of
affordable homes.
Inclusionary housing policies can help, by requiring
every new development to include a certain percentage of affordable homes. Impact fees, too, can ensure
that new commercial or residential development
contributes to providing affordable homes. These fees
recognize that the lower-income workers who will be
needed to support that development (for example, the
gardeners needed to maintain the grounds of a new
office building) will need an affordable place to live.
Greenbelt Alliance has helped win inclusionary housing and impact fee policies in cities across the region.
• Say “Yes” to good development in the right places.

The solution to the housing crisis is not to build on farm-

Plans, policies, and funding streams are a good start.

land and natural areas around the edges of the region.

But at the end of the day, new homes only get built

A better choice is to add new homes as “infill” in exist-

when communities approve specific, individual

ing cities and towns. Plan Bay Area, the region’s shared

development projects. Endorsement programs run

blueprint for land use and transportation through 2040,

by Greenbelt Alliance and others speak up for good
projects.
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A CALL TO ACTION

Photo: Carol Dula

The Bay Area is a leader in protecting its
iconic landscapes: rolling hills, fields and
forests, and windswept coastlines. But too
much land—almost 300,000 acres—is still at
risk, and the stakes are high.

THESE DECISIONS MATTER.

Bay Area communities can act now to:
• Adopt policies—like Sonoma’s community separators,
Santa Clara’s Habitat Conservation Plan, and Dublin’s
urban limit line—that protect the most valuable natural and agricultural lands.
• Take the natural values of land into account when
making development decisions. The data from this

The fate of the greenbelt depends on decisions that are
being made every day in cities and counties around the
region. A vote in Sonoma County could decide the future
of groundwater supplies for thousands of people. Decisions in Solano or Alameda County to build on wetlands
could release tons of carbon to change our climate. Votes
in Contra Costa and Santa Clara County could impact the
availability of fresh, local food.

report is available on Greenbelt Alliance’s website at
greenbelt.org/at-risk-2017.
• Support the right development in the right places.
Creating more new homes within our existing cities
and towns relieves pressure to sprawl onto natural
areas, farms, and grazing land.
We are lucky to have the greenbelt and all the bounty
it provides, from clean drinking water, to spectacular
scenery, to juicy peaches. We are lucky to have the power
to preserve it—because when we consider the greenbelt’s
future, we decide our own.

green belt.org
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METHO D OLOGY
To create this report, Greenbelt Alliance does a detailed

include coastal and bayland data from regional and state

mapping analysis using Geographic Information Systems

agencies to map shoreline protections.

(GIS) software. The report covers eight Bay Area counties
(San Francisco is not included, as all its land is generally

Finally, we assign scores to both development pressures

either developed or permanently protected). This analy-

and policy protections. These scores are relative. For

sis addresses three topics: development pressure, policy

example, land with an actual project being considered for

protection, and natural values.

approval would get a high development-pressure score,
whereas farmland zoned “rural residential,” where nothing

DEVELOPMENT PRESSURE AND POLICY
PROTECTION: HOW WE FIND WHAT’S
AT RISK

To assess development pressure and policy protection,
we review all city and county general plans and zoning,
as well as other local ordinances. We also review city and
county websites and local news for development proposals, talk with local advocates, and use our staff ’s local
knowledge to get as comprehensive a picture as possible
of all proposals and plans, both past and present. (Multiple
past proposals for an area can be an indication of future risk.)
Growth projections from the state and the region’s Plan
Bay Area also feed into our analysis. And this year, for the
first time, new maps became available showing where each
city and county is planning to accommodate needed new

is yet proposed, would get a lower development-pressure
score. Similarly, agricultural land under voter protections
would get a greater protection score than land subject
to a city council-adopted hillside ordinance, since voteradopted protections are harder to change. We combine the
development pressure and policy protection scores to determine the overall likelihood that the land will be developed.
The timing then establishes whether land is at high or
medium risk, with development likely within 10 years, or
30 years respectively. For example, if a site has a current
development proposal, that land would be at high risk. If
land is at risk of development for more general reasons,
such as being within a growth boundary and near roads, it
is at medium risk.

homes through 2022.

NATURAL VALUES: HOW WE FIND WHAT’S
AT STAKE

We gather information on boundaries—city limits, growth

To assess the natural values of the land, both for agricul-

boundaries, service areas, spheres of influence, and

ture and for ecosystems, we gather many types of informa-

longer-term planning areas—largely from city and county

tion, largely from public agencies. We compile farm and

general plans and from Local Area Formation Commis-

rangeland maps, as well as data on watersheds, groundwa-

sion (LAFCo) agencies, which oversee these boundaries.

ter basins, and wetlands, from state agencies. We include

We also factor in natural boundaries and the geography

maps of critical habitat and flood zones from federal agen-

of the landscape, such as proximity to roads or existing

cies. The Bay Area Open Space Council provides maps of

development, as well as slope—flat land is generally at

biodiversity conservation lands, and we compile trails data

greater risk.

from several sources.

For policy protections, we look at city and county plans to

A fascinating new addition to this year’s report is the

find hillside, riparian, and agricultural policies, as well as

natural value of carbon storage for protection from

habitat conservation plans and more. We use a statewide

climate change. Biomass and carbon data come from

protected lands database from GreenInfo Network, and

recent research by federal agencies and universities. A
more detailed methodology can be found at greenbelt.org/
at-risk-2017.
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ACROSS THE BAY AREA, 293,100 ACRES
OF FARMS, RANCHES, AND NATURAL
LAND ARE AT RISK OF DEVELOPMENT
IN THE NEXT 30 YEARS.

