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[ ]  Consent Agenda Item     } 
[ ]  Continued Hearing Item  } 
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Re: Zoning Ordinance Amendments to Allow Improved Floors and Footpaths in Greenhouses on 
Prime Agricultural Soils 

 Ordinance Number 17-005 
 Case Number/s 
 Assessor’s Parcel Number (APNs)  
 Address/location or project: Unincorporated Humboldt County 
 
Attached for the Planning Commission's record and review are the following supplementary 
information items: 
 

1. Letter from Food Fiber and Flowers of June 10, 2016 regarding classification of 
prime agricultural soils, and resultant under-recognition. 
 

2. Notification of CEQA compliance (Negative Declaration) from State 
Clearinghouse. 

 
 



Dear Supervisors, 

 

About 1981 the Soil Conservation Service (now USDA-NRCS) developed the 

Land Evaluation and Site Assessment (LESA) system as a tool for land-use 

decisions.  Since that time numerous States and local jurisdictions have adopted 

the LESA system as a basis for evaluating the relative importance of agricultural 

lands within their jurisdiction.  We provide two comprehensive references 

regarding the development of the Land Evaluation and Site Assessment system, 

also known as the LESA Model. 

 

First is the LESA Guidebook prepared for the U.S. Department of Agriculture's 

Natural Resources Conservation Service by James R. Pease and Robert E. 

Coughlin.  Originally published by the Soil and Water Conservation Society, 

7515 Northeast Ankeny Road, Ankeny, Iowa 50021, this document is available on 

line. 

 

Second is A Decade with LESA-The Evolution of Land Evaluation and Site 

Assessment.  It is edited by Frederick R. Steiner, James R. Pease and Robert E. 

Coughlin.  The publisher is also the Soil and Water Conservation Society.  This 

reference is available in hard copy. 

 

It is clear from both these references that LESA was never intended to be a “one 

size fits all” evaluation system.  Just the opposite, States and local jurisdictions 

were expected to adapt and modify the model to the geography, climate and 

agricultural uses within their jurisdiction.  Many have done so.  Attachment #1 are 

the Introduction and Overview sections of the LESA Guidebook with the 

following quote from page 5. 

 

“The Guidebook builds on the LESA experiences of state and local governments 

over the past dozen years and on a number of research studies of LESA systems.  

It addresses the range of topics a state or local government committee will 

encounter in developing a local LESA system, beginning with the question of 

whether a LESA system is needed or not.” 

 

Unfortunately some planning consultants in Humboldt County have been using 

the state LESA Model, including within the General Plan Update, without benefit 

of any local process or any adaptation of the model to the geography, climate and  
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agricultural uses within Humboldt County.  Humboldt County agricultural lands are being 

evaluated based on standards more suitable to the San Joaquin Valley ….. an apples and 

oranges approach.  Very few Humboldt County properties would rank well in this system 

because our parcels are generally smaller, often not surrounded ¼ mile by other agricultural 

lands or protected lands and non-irrigated production systems are common. 

 

A good example is the College of the Redwoods student farm in Shively, certainly one of the 

most fertile and productive properties in Humboldt County which has been recognized by the 

county as “prime agricultural land” for decades.  However the student farm would receive low 

ranks for Site Assessment in the state LESA Model because it is only 40 acres, adjoins other 

agricultural land on only two sides and has no irrigation system.  Attachment #2 provides a 

further detailed discussion of the LESA Model being wrongly applied in Humboldt County. 

 

This leads to a further issue. 

 

Humboldt County receives on average 60” of annual rainfall.  Other North Coast counties range 

from 30” annual rainfall to upward of 60”.  Many crops such as forage, commodities such as 

corn or wheat and row crops like tomatoes and melons are raised without irrigation.  However 

NRCS California as well as the Important Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Project (IFMMP) 

will only classify irrigated land as “Prime Farmland”.  This makes some sense in the desert 

regions of California but is wrongly applied in Humboldt County.  Never the less, some 

planning consultants are using this criteria to downgrade Humboldt agricultural lands for 

planning purposes.  Attachments #3 and #4 are the NRCS national definition of “Prime 

Farmland” and the Oregon definition of “Prime Farmland”.  They both require only that prime 

farmland have “an adequate and dependable water supply from precipitation or irrigation”. 

 

A modern USDA-NRCS soils survey has been underway in Humboldt County for nearly 20 

years but is not yet complete.  Information is available for some areas but the reconciliation 

process conducted by NRCS to resolve inconsistencies has not begun.  Humboldt County is not 

included within the Important Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program referenced in the 

LESA Model or within CEQA. 

 

As the new USDA-NRCS soils information has developed the Humboldt County Farm Bureau 

has tried repeatedly to get our NRCS District Conservationist to address the irrigation problem.  

There has been no progress and no resolution of this issue.  Both local planning consultants and 

USDA-NRCS continue to degrade some of Humboldt County's best farmlands because they do 

not have pumped irrigation. 

 

The Storie Index Rating and the USDA Land Capability Classification Rating have been used 

to identify important agricultural lands in Humboldt County since 1965.  The “prime 

agricultural soils” and “agricultural soils” layers in the County Web GIS system are based on 

the 1965 soil survey Soils of Western Humboldt County by McLaughlin and Harradine and a 

document produced by the Soil Conservation Service (now (USDA-NRCS) which converted 

the field work from Soils of Western Humboldt County to the Land Capability Classification 

System in preparation for the 1984 Framework Plan.  These early documents cover many 

important agricultural areas but are recognized to be incomplete and cover less than 5% of the  
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total land area of the County.  A modern USDA-NRCS soils survey has been underway in 

Humboldt County for nearly 20 years but is not yet complete.  There is nothing fundamentally 

wrong with the Soils Evaluation contained in the new NRCS soil survey which covers the entire 

county.  But Humboldt County's best agricultural lands are being degraded by definitions and 

the LESA Model inappropriately applied to the geography and climate of the county. 

 

Until these issues can be resolved through a public stakeholder process, the LESA Model as 

well as the irrigation requirement for “Prime Farmland” should not be considered for planning 

purposes in Humboldt County. 

 

John LaBoyteaux 

Food, Fibre and Flowers  
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