' California Gavin Newsom, Governor
o Gabe Tiffany, Acting Director
ﬁﬁ;‘ Department of Conservation

Division of Land Resource Protection Attachment 5

NOVEMBER 1, 2024

VIA EMAIL: GPEREZ@QCOACHELLA.ORG
CITY OF COACHELLA

DEVELOPMENT SERVICES

ATTN: GABRIEL PEREZ

53990 ENTERPRISE WAY

COACHELLA, CA 92236

Dear Mr. Perez:

INITIAL STUDY AND NEGATIVE DECLARATION FOR THE COACHELLA POCKET 7 MESQUITE
ANNEXATION PROJECT, SCH# 2024100426

The Department of Conservation’s (Department) Division of Land Resource Protection
(Division) has reviewed the Initial Study and Negative Declaration for the Coachella
Pocket 7 Mesquite Annexation Project (Project).

The Division monitors and maps farmland conversion on a statewide basis, provides
technical assistance regarding the Wiliamson Act, and administers various agricultural
land conservation programs. Public Resources Code, section 614, subdivision (b)
authorizes the Department to provide soil conservation advisory services to local
governments, including review of CEQA documents.

Protection of the state’s agricultural land resources is part of the Department’s mission
and central to many of its programs. The CEQA process gives the Department an
opportunity to acknowledge the value of the resource, identify areas of Department
interest, and offer information on how to assess potential impacts or mitigation
opportunities.

The Department respects local decision-making by informing the CEQA process, and is
not taking a position or providing legal or policy interpretation.

We offer the following comments for consideration with respect to the project’s
potential impacts on agricultural land and resources within the Department’s purview.

PROJECT ATTRIBUTES

The proposed project would annex 78 parcels and approximately 374 acres, which are
currently within the City’s Sphere of Influence (SOI) or General Plan Planning Areaq,
generally bounded by Jackson Street to the west, Avenue 50 to the north, Van Buren
Street to the east, and Avenue 52 to the south. A portion of this area, known as P7, was
added to the City’'s General Plan Planning Area in 2023 through a General Plan
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Amendment. The northern and eastern portions of this area were previously included in
the City's SOl and had land use overlays identified in the 2015 Certified General Plan
Environmental Impact Report (EIR).

The project site contains Prime Farmland as designated by DOC's Farmland Mapping
and Monitoring Program, and a portion of the project site is subject to a Williamson Act
contract.

PROJECT CONSIDERATIONS

The conversion of agricultural land represents a permanent reduction and impact to
California’s agricultural land resources. The Department generally advises discussion of
the following in any environmental review for the loss or conversion of agricultural land:

e Type, amount, and location of farmland conversion resulting directly and
indirectly from implementation of the proposed project.

e Impacts on any current and future agricultural operations in the vicinity; e.g.,
land-use conflicts, increases in land values and taxes, loss of agricultural support
infrastructure such as processing facilities, etc.

¢ Incremental impacts leading to cumulative impacts on agricultural land. This
would include impacts from the proposed project, as well as impacts from past,
current, and likely future projects.

e Implementation of any City or County Agricultural Mitigation Plans, Programs, or
Policies.

e Proposed mitigation measures for impacted agricultural lands within the
proposed project area.

e The project’'s compatibility with lands within an agricultural preserve and/or
enrolled in a Williamson Act confract.

WILLIAMSON ACT

Where, as here, the project site is located on land subject to a Wiliamson Act contract,
the Department advises that the environmental review discuss the compatibility of the
project with the contract and local Williamson Act program requirements.

MITIGATING AGRICULTURAL LAND LOSS OR CONVERSION

Consistent with CEQA Guidelines, the Department advises that the environmental
review address mitigation for the loss or conversion of agricultural land. An agricultural
conservation easement is one potential method for mitigating loss or conversion of
agricultural land. (See Cal. Code Regs., tit. 14, § 15370 [mitigation includes
“compensating for the impact by replacing or providing substitute resources or
environments, including through permanent protection of such resources in the form of
conservation easements.”]; see also King and Gardiner Farms, LLC v. County of Kern
(2020) 45 Cal.App.5th 814.)
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Mitigation through agricultural conservation easements can take at least two forms: the
outright purchase of easements or the donation of mitigation fees to a local, regional,
or statewide organization or agency whose purpose includes the acquisition and
stewardship of agricultural easements. The conversion of agricultural land may be
viewed as an impact of at least regional significance. Hence, the search for
replacement lands may not need to be limited strictly to lands within the project’s
surrounding area. A helpful source for regional and statewide agricultural mitigation
banks is the California Council of Land Trusts. They provide helpful insight into farmland
mitigation policies and implementation strategies, including a guidebook with model
policies and a model local ordinance. The guidebook can be found at:

Cadlifornia Council of Land Trusts

Of course, the use of conservation easements is only one form of mitigation, and the
Department urges consideration of any other feasible measures necessary to mitigate
project impacts.

Thank you for giving us the opportunity to comment on the Initial Study and Negative
Declaration for the Coachella Pocket 7 Mesquite Annexation Project. Please provide
the Department with notices of any future hearing dates as well as any staff reports
pertaining to this project. If you have any questions regarding our comments, please
contact Farl Grundy, Associate Environmental Planner via email at

Farl. Grundy@conservation.ca.gov.

Sincerely,

Monique Wilber

Conservation Program Support Supervisor
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AGUA CALIENTE BAND OF CAHUILLA INDIANS

RIBAL HISTO?F PRESERVATION

03-017-2024-001

November 07, 2024

[VIA EMAIL TO:gperez@coachella.org]
City of Coachella

Mr. Gabriel Perez

53-990 Enterprise Way

Coachella, CA 92236

Re: Notice of Intent to Adopt a Negative Declaration for Coachella Pocket 7/Mesquite
Annexation Project

Dear Mr. Gabriel Perez,

The Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians (ACBCI) appreciates your efforts to include the
Tribal Historic Preservation Office (THPO) in the Coachella West Annexation project. A
records check of the ACBCI cultural registry revealed that the project area is not located within
the boundaries of the ACBCI Reservation. However, it is within the Tribe’s Traditional Use
Area.We currently have no concerns regarding this project. This letter shall conclude our
consultation efforts.

* Please provide us updates or notifications for the approval of the annexation and
future projects within Pocket 7 to consult on.

Again, the Agua Caliente appreciates your interest in our cultural heritage. If you have questions
or require additional information, please call me at (760) 883-1137. You may also email me at
ACBCI-THPO@aguacaliente.net.

Cordially,

Luz Salazar

Cultural Resources Analyst

Tribal Historic Preservation Office
AGUA CALIENTE BAND

OF CAHUILLA INDIANS
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