




 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
 

 

Attachment "A" 
  

SONOMA COUNTY AGRICULTURAL PRESERVATION AND OPEN SPACE  
DISTRICT ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

 

February 25, 2016 MINUTES 
 

  5:02 pm  Meeting convened at the District office, 747 Mendocino Avenue,  
Suite 100, Santa Rosa, California 

Members Present 
          Cary Fargo   Sue Conley             Steve Rabinowitsh John Azevedo 

Jan McFarland   John Nagle  Kristin Thigpen Laurie Gallian               
Janet Orchard   John Dell’Osso            Don McEnhill  Curt Nichols 

  
           Members Absent   

Doug Lipton   Jeffrey Holtzman 
Bill Smith   Gary Wysocky 

          
        

Staff Present  
Sheri Emerson, Stewardship Program Manager; Karen Gaffney, Conservation Planning Program 
Manager; Misti Arias, Acquisition Program Manager; Alex Roa, Assistant Planner; Robert Pittman, 
County Counsel; Lisa Pheatt, County Counsel; Mariah Robson, Advisory Committee Clerk 

 

Chair Steve Rabinowitsh called the meeting to order at 5:02 pm.  
 
Public Comment   
 Teri Shore from Greenbelt Alliance announced that community separators will be renewed 
in Sonoma County and there will be the first of several public meetings held on March 2, 
2016 at PRMD County offices, 2550 Ventura Ave, Santa Rosa from 4:00 to 6:00 pm with a 
workshop following the presentation. Ms. Shore provided Homegrown Reports to the 
committee to be handed out that supplied further information. A notice of the public 
workshop was also handed out. 

        
 Joe Netter spoke in regards to the Young-Armos site and the District’s site selection 
process, the expenditure of funds for the project before going to the Board of Directors, 
and that Young-Armos is a community separator and open space and that Measure A&C 
never intended the property to be a commercial venture. He commented that the incubator 
farm on Young-Armos would disrupt the flora and fauna and would change the natural 
conditions of the site. He also voiced concerns of the impacts on the adjoining 
neighborhood. There were two public meetings in February but no prior communication to 
the neighbors. Mr. Netter asked that he and the adjoining neighbors be informed in the 



 

 

future before any decisions are made, and that alternatives sites be considered. Mr. Netter 
provided a petition from the homeowners and residents of the Young-Armos area.  
 
Trish Tatarian spoke on the Roseland Nature Park. She provided a letter to the committee in 
response to the City of Santa Rosa proposal for a public gathering space and other venues in 
the Roseland Creek Nature Park. Several neighbors in the Roseland area do not support the 
proposal from the City and would like the park to remain a nature park. Ms. Tatarian 
requested that the committee and District staff uphold the conservation easement that is 
over the park to help prevent the City’s proposal. 
 
Fred Krueger also spoke on the Roseland Nature Park and reiterated that several neighbors 
are not in favor of the City’s proposal to create a public gathering space and stated that there 
is no acknowledgement of the neighbor’s wishes and the original purpose of the park to 
remain a nature park. Mr. Krueger also requested help from District staff and the committee 
to retain the park as a conservation area. 
 
Mary Balcerak also commented on the Roseland Nature Park and stated that she agreed with 
Trish Tatarian and Fred Krueger’s comments. 
 

 
Approval of Minutes 
The minutes of December 10, 2015 were approved as submitted. 

             
 

      General Manager’s Report 
Bill Keene, General Manager, was absent and Sheri Emerson, Stewardship Program Manager, spoke           
in his absence.  

 

 A regional grant was awarded to the District in the amount of approximately $8 million. $5.2 
million will go to the District, and the remainder will go to the local Resource Conservation 
Districts and the Natural Resources Conservation Service, with matching funds being 
provided by the Sonoma County Water Agency, the District and the Pepperwood 
Foundation. 

 

 There were two public meetings last week on the Young-Armos Incubator Farm Project. 
Neighbors attended both meetings and some voiced their concerns about the project. While 
many are supportive of the idea of an incubator farm, some are opposed to placing it on this 
site. There were other members of the community – including some farmers – that attended 
the second meeting and expressed support for the idea. A lot of information was gathered in 
both meetings and the District and partners will now think carefully about how to 
incorporate this input and next steps. A meeting with the City of Rohnert Park will occur at 
the end of March to find out how they feel about the project. 

        
        Advisory Committee Administration 
 

a) Election of Committee Officers 
Chair Rabinowitsh asked if there were any nominations for Chair.  
Laurie Gallian nominated Steve Rabinowitsh and Don McEnhill seconded the nomination. 
There was a vote and all were in favor, no oppositions or abstentions. Steve Rabinowitsh 
accepted the nomination 
 



 

 

Chair Rabinowitsh asked if there were any nominations for Vice Chair. Cary Fargo 
nominated Laurie Gallian as Vice Chair and Janet Orchard seconded the nomination. There 
was a vote and all were in favor, no oppositions or abstentions. Laurie Gallian accepted the 
nomination. 
 
Chair Rabinowitsh asked if there were any nominations for Chair Pro Tem.  Don McEnhill 
nominated Kristin Thigpen as Chair Pro Tem and Sue Conley seconded the nomination. 
There was a vote and all were in favor, no oppositions or abstentions.  Kristin Thigpen 
accepted the nomination. 
 

b) Advisory Committee Rules of Procedures 
Chair Rabinowitsh asked for a review of the Advisory Committee Rules of Procedure. Don 
McEnhill motioned to approve the Rules of Procedure and Jan McFarland seconded the 
motion. There was a vote and all were in favor, no oppositions or abstentions. 
 

c) Ad Hoc Subcommittee Assignments 
The committee began the formation of a Matching Grant Project Subcommittee. Chair 
Rabinowitsh asked for volunteers. John Dell’Osso volunteered and two absent members 
from this evening’s meeting, Bill Smith and Jeffrey Holtzman, had expressed interest via 
email. Chair Rabinowitsh will bring this item back to next month’s meeting to confirm and 
ask if there will be anymore volunteers.  
 
The current Ag Subcommittee will continue. Laurie Gallian motioned to keep the 
subcommittee as is and Kristin Thigpen seconded the motion. There was a vote and all were 
in favor, no oppositions or abstentions. 
 

d) Committee Calendar and Roster 
Chair Rabinowitsh asked the members to review the calendar dates for meetings in 2016. No 
changes were made at this time. 

 
             Sub-committee Report Outs 

Sue Conley reported out for the Ag Subcommittee. They would like to continue all of   the current    
members and would like to continue the committee for at least another year. The committee has a 
multi-year work plan that includes the incubator farm, an artisan cheese study in collaboration with 
Marin Agricultural Land Trust, value added agricultural easement structures, the Matching Grant 
Project, and the Farm and Nature Center.  

 
Healthy Lands & Healthy Economies: Multiple Benefits of Working Lands and Natural 
Areas 
Karen Gaffney, Conservation Planning Program Manager, gave a presentation on Healthy Lands 
and Healthy Economies, which is a three county initiative including Santa Clara, Santa Cruz and 
Sonoma.  

 
For more information, the PowerPoint presentation is available at the District upon request or you 
can contact Karen Gaffney with any questions. 
 
Overview of New Acquisition Projects: Donnell and Sonoma Developmental Center 
Misti Arias, Acquisition Program Manager, presented an overview of two new acquisition projects, 
Donnell and Sonoma Developmental Center. 
 
Donnell is a an approximately 900 acre portion of 4,000 acres of family owned property that is a 
highly visible scenic gateway into the County near Sonoma. It is a wildlife linkage with oaks, 



 

 

agricultural crops, diverse scenery and a greenbelt. It would be a private conservation easement that 
would be open to trails. 
 
The Sonoma Developmental Center is property that is currently owned by State of California 
Department of General Services. General Services leases the property to the Department of 
Developmental Services for the Sonoma Developmental Center. However, in October of last year, 
the Governor called for the closure of the Developmental Center. There is great concern and local 
interest in how to ensure the residents are cared for but also in the nearly 900 acres of open space on 
the property. A coalition of agencies and organizations led by Susan Gorin are advocating for 
protection of the land and continued care for the residents. There will be no legislation related to the 
land anytime soon. The land may go to Regional Parks or State Parks. The land is important and is 
the only connection to the Mayacamas for wildlife and offers wide scale habitat connectivity. There 
is no active acquisition strategy at this point.  
 
Projects in Negotiations 
There were no report outs for projects in negotiations. 

 
       Announcements From Advisory Committee Members  
 
       Janet Orchard          

Ms. Orchard made an announcement for an absent public member, Susan Kirks, that there is a    
presentation on March 3, 2016 from 7:00 to 8:30 at the Laguna Environmental Center in Santa Rosa 
on the True Nature of the American Badger. Ms. Orchard passed out flyers on the event. 

 
Steve Rabinowitsh 
The Bay Nature’s Local Hero Awards Dinner is taking place on March 20, 2016 from 5:30 to 8:30 in 
San Francisco and the District has two tickets available to anyone on the committee who is 
interested in attending. 
 
The Artisan Cheese Festival is taking place on March 19 and 20, 2016 and the District is sponsoring 
the event that will take place at the Sheridan. The District will have a booth there and Karen 
Gaffney asked if any of the committee members would like to help out at the event.  
 
Laurie Gallian 
The Mayors’ and Councilmembers’ has restructured their meetings and have decreased the number 
of meetings per year due to costs. 
 
Misti Arias 
The Sonoma County Food Forum will take place on March 17, 2016. 
.  
 

            Adjournment: 6:49 pm  
Next scheduled meeting date:  March 24, 2016 

 
Respectfully submitted,  
 
 
 Mariah Robson,  
Advisory Committee Secretary 
 
 

 



RCPP Narrative Elements for Preproposal (4700 character limit per item) 
Project Name:   

Funding Pool:  State:   

1. Describe how each partner meets the eligibility criteria in Section III.A. of the announcement.

"ATTACHMENT B"



2.  Specify the geographic focus of the project area.  This can be based on habitat type, land uses, political 
jurisdiction of State or local government, or any other appropriate method to identify the project area.  Note 
that the project area does not need to be contiguous, but all areas should have a common primary resource 
concern that the project addresses.     

 



 
3. Identify the project objectives and the natural resource concerns that the project will address and how the 

partners identified those concerns, see listing of priority resource concerns in Section II.B.  A complete list of 
NRCS approved natural resource concerns may be found on the RCPP Web site at:  
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/national/programs/farmbill/rcpp/   

 

http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/main/national/programs/farmbill/rcpp/


4. A general description of the plans for evaluating outcomes, including plans for monitoring and modeling, and for 
reporting on progress to achieve the objectives of the application. 

 



5. A brief description of the types and sequence of implementation of conservation practices that the project will 
implement, for example: conservation activity plans (EQIP only), enhancements (CSP only), wetland restoration 
activities (ACEP, HFRP, sponsor –held floodplain easements), easement acquisition activities (ACEP, HFRP, 
sponsor-held floodplain easements), other partner activities to be implemented during the project timeframe.   

 



6. If applicable, indicate how the project will “assist producers in meeting or avoiding the need for natural resource 
regulatory requirements.” Section 1271B(d)(4)(A) of the 1985 Act. 

 



7. A description of any requested program adjustments of terms (adjustments to regulations or policy), including 
AGI waivers, by covered program, with an explanation of why the adjustment of terms is needed in order to 
achieve the objectives of the project. 

 



8. Whether and how the project requests alternative funding arrangements. 

 



9. Any additional information that has not specifically been requested but will help reviewers understand your 
proposal. 

 



RCPP Narrative Elements for Full Proposal (4700 character limit per item).  Only 
to be completed if selected to submit a Full Proposal 

12.  A description of how the partner(s) will collaborate to achieve the objectives of the partnership agreement and the 
roles, responsibilities, and capabilities of the partner(s).  Applications that include resources from other sources than 
the lead applicant must include a letter or other documentation from the other partners confirming this 
commitment of resources.  Potential partners should also describe whether and how the project will coordinate 
with other local, State or national activities, including regional plans adopted by government entities that address 
resource concerns identified in the project area. 

 



13.  Applicants must clearly state, by project objective, how they intend to leverage Federal funds along with partner            
resources (identify in-kind and cash contributions). 

 



14.  Describe the categories of intended producer and landowner participants.  (See definition of producer in Appendix 
A). 

 



15. Natural Resource Objectives and Actions

A.  Identify the specific primary natural resource concern and any secondary resource concerns to be addressed 
through the project.  Provide details about the natural resource concern(s) to be addressed and how the concern(s) 
were identified. 



B.   List the proposed objectives and how the objectives will address the identified resource concerns.  Objectives 
should be specific, measurable, achievable, and results-oriented.  Include a timeline for completion and 
demonstrate cost effective use of agency, partner, and producer resources.  Describe how objectives will lead to 
environmental outcomes and how the applicant will measure these outcomes.  Environmental outcomes should 
consider either local or regional resource concerns and priorities, or both, as appropriate for the fund pool (CCA, 
National, or State).  

 



16.  For each objective, identify the actions to be completed to achieve the objective and to address the identified 
natural resource concern,  Note which actions are to be addressed through this project using NRCS program 
assistance and which actions are being addressed through non-Federal funding sources or other resources 
provided. 

 



17.  Briefly describe the major land uses of the area with special emphasis on the lands that will be included in the 
project. 

 



18.  Briefly describe why the particular area was chosen, including the scientific basis for choosing the area (e.g., high 
levels of nutrient yields in a locally, regionally, or nationally significant water body; the area contains know habitat 
for an endangered or listed species; the area has experienced significant land-use change from agriculture to other 
uses; the area has a history of flooding or drought, etc.) and why targeted conservation in this area will contribute 
to CCA, national or State priorities. 

 



19.  Describe the cost-effectiveness of the proposed approach in terms of achieving the stated goals of the 
project.  Briefly describe whether and how the application contributes to the efficient use of funding compared to at 
least one alternative approach, which may include an “as is” scenario describing the cost-effectiveness of current 
program delivery in the project area.  The Lead Partner is encouraged to consider other alternative approaches to 
achieving the stated goals of the project and the relative cost-effectiveness of these approaches, and why the 
applicants chose the approach described in the application.  Describe how you will target lands most critical to 
achieving the primary resource concern objectives within the project area.  Consider how this might affect the cost 
effectiveness of your approach. 

 



20. A description of the project timeline, not to exceed 5 years in length, and a project implementation schedule which 
details when the potential Lead Partner anticipates finishing the project and submitting annual reports and final 
report.  To simplify description of the project’s timeline, consider using a Gantt or similar bar chart to illustrate the 
timing for implementing project conservation actions, complying with NEPA (National Environmental Policy Act), 
reporting dates, monitoring schedule, outreach meetings, and other pertinent project activities.  
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1. EQIP

1.A. RCPP EQIP Signups

1.B. RCPP Project Development

1.C. RCPP Project Selection

1.D. RCPP Project Implementation

1.E. RCPP Project Effectiveness Monitoring

2. Technical Assistance

2.A. Conservation Plans

2.B. LandSmart Plans

2.C. Biological Assessment

2.D. Permitting

2.F. Implementation Planning and Monitoring

3. Easements

3.A. Landowner Outreach

3.B. Due Diligence and Project Planning

3.C. Easement Terms and Conditions

3.D. Monitoring and Reports

4. Partnership Meetings

4.A. Monthly Steering Committee Meeting

4.B. Quarterly Advisory Committee Meeting

4.C. Annual In-Person Meetings

5. Outreach

5.A. Landowner

5.B. Partnership

6. Project Reporting

6.A. Semi-annual Reports, Supplemental Narratives

6.B. Fact Sheets

6.C. Draft and Final Project Report - Results

20202016 2017 2018
Task

2019



21. Description and extent of the conservation activity plans, conservation practices, enhancements, wetland 
restoration activities, easement acquisition activities, and other partner activities, by program, to be implemented 
during the project timeframe and the general sequence of implementation of the project.  Include partner 
contributed TA efforts and those that the partner requests NRCS provide using eligible approved conservation 
practices and enhancements.  List easement acquisition activities to be implemented by the partners and how they 
will be submitted by the partners/applicants to NRCS for review and approval.  Describe any activities that are 
innovative or include outcome-based performance measures implemented by the partner. 

 



22. A description of the plans for assessing and evaluating the results of the project along with plans for reporting on 
progress to achieve the objectives of the application.  Priority will be given to projects where the Lead Partner can 
provide resources or services or conduct activities to evaluate effects of conservation practices and activities 
implemented through the project. 

 



23. Lead Partners should consider different approaches for evaluating project outcomes and propose the best approach 
given partner resources and capacity.  Approaches may include, but are not limited to, the following:  identification 
of issues of concern and related priority source areas within a watershed, followed by an assessment of relevant 
conservation implemented in the critical areas to address the identified resource concern(s); monitoring at field or 
applicable broader scale (e.g., watershed designated critical habitat) to document the effects of conservation 
practices installed; or simulation modeling to estimate practice effects.  

 



24. Identify potential criteria to be used by NRCS to evaluate and rank agricultural producers’ or landowners’ RCPP 
program applications in the project area that are linked to NRCS’ overarching metrics for judging the success of the 
RCPP program: solutions, contributions, innovation, and participation.  Those criteria should reflect local priorities in 
addressing the primary resource concern as well as local considerations for conservation implementation.  For all 
applications (CCA, national, and State), potential Lead Partners should collaborate with the appropriate NRCS State 
Conservationist(s) or his or her designee to develop these criteria.  For approved projects, this joint effort will help 
NRCS select covered program applications that will best accomplish the project’s intended conservation goals and 
address priority resource concerns identified by the Lead Partner in the application.  Additional information 
regarding the process NRCS uses to evaluate and rank individual applications is found in each of the covered 
programs regulations.  (See list of NRCS State Conservationists and their addresses in Appendix B). 

 



25. An estimate of the percentage of eligible producers and landowners in the project area who may participate in the 
project, along with an estimate of the total number of participants located in the project area.  Include a description 
of how the Lead Partner will provide for outreach to producers with special emphasis on beginning farmers or 
ranchers, limited resource farmers or ranchers, socially disadvantaged farmers or ranchers, eligible veteran farmers 
or ranchers, and Tribal producers and how many are expected to participate in the project.   

 



26. Describe the partner’s or partners’ history of working with agricultural producers or landowners to address the 
conservation objectives to be achieved. 

 



27. Describe any barriers expected in working with landowners to adopt conservation, and how those barriers will be 
addressed.  Explain how the Lead Partner will encourage participation to guarantee success of the project.  Identify 
any groups of producers who may submit joint applications to address resource issues of common interest and 
need.  Describe how the Lead Partner will assist producers in applying for NRCS programs, including acting on the 
behalf of a producer at the producer’s request.  Demonstrate the applicants’ ability to conduct outreach and to gain 
the cooperation of producers in the targeted area.  

 



28. If applicable, indicate how the project will help producers in the area in “assisting producers in meeting or avoiding 
the need for natural resource regulatory requirements.”  Section 1271B(d)(4)(A) of the 1985 Act.  Briefly describe 
the regulation or potential regulation; the impact or potential impact of the regulation on producers, including any 
economic impact or impact on production; what mechanism (e.g., State-level or “safe-harbor” agreement or 
Candidate Conservation Agreement with Assurances) will allow project activities to be considered under the 
regulation. 

 



29. A description of any requested adjustments of terms, including AGI waiver requests, by covered program, with an 
explanation of why the adjustment of terms is needed in order to achieve the objectives of the project.  If a Lead 
Partner is requesting specific covered program flexibilities that depend on detailed participant or project 
information, the application must provide the needed information.  Lead Partners should contact the appropriate 
NRCS State Conservationist, or his or her designee, to determine the specific information that may be required.  (See 
list of NRCS State Conservationists and their addresses in Appendix B.) Please read Part I-A of the Announcement 
thoroughly if requesting covered program adjustments. Lead Partners should contact the appropriate NRCS STC, or 
his or her designee, regarding potential adjustments being sought to determine if they are allowable.  The National 
Office will review requests for adjustment of terms; and base approval of those requests on how the proposed 
adjustments meet statutory requirements, intent, and priorities of the program.   

 



30. If the project will request an alternative funding arrangement, include a detailed description of the proposed 
arrangement.  Include how the proposed arrangement will meet all requirements for:  RCPP; applicable covered 
programs; and participating individuals and entities, specifically eligibility conditions, payment limitations, Adjusted 
Gross Income requirements, conservation compliance requirements, and contract implementation requirements.  
Note any proposed NRCS roles as outlined in section III.C.  Detailed information on proposed alternative funding 
arrangements may be provided as an attachment to the project proposal and may be in addition to the required 
documents.  More details on specific requirements of alternative funding arrangement proposals will be provided to 
selected preproposals. 

 



31. If the proposal includes any activities that are not covered by one of the NRCS conservation practice standards, 
briefly identify the beneficial and adverse effects of those activities on affected natural resources (soil, water, air, 
plants, and animals) and specially statutorily protected resources (e.g., cultural and historic resources, wetlands, 
threatened and endangered species, etc.).  NEPA regulations at 40 CFR parts 1500-1508 and the NRCS regulations 
implementing NEPA at 7 CFR part 650, require that an environmental review and appropriate documentation be 
prepared for all Federal actions.  As part of the application packet, applicants conducting activities other than NRCS 
conservation practices are required to provide environmental information pertaining to their project to help NRCS 
determine the appropriate NEPA documentation.  If project actions are covered by an existing NEPA document, 
provide the name of the document, a link, or indicate how a copy can be obtained. NRCS may require applicants to 
provide additional information or otherwise assist the agency, if it requires such information or assistance, to ensure 
that the Federal funding meets environmental requirements.  Applicants need to work with State Conservationists 
to ensure NEPA requirements are met.  NRCS cannot approve funding until the environmental review requirements 
demonstrating compliance with NEPA are met.  The NEPA process and associated permitting can be a lengthy 
process and should be accounted for in the project budget, schedule of activities, and project timeline (Appendix F 
19.). Note:  Applications for projects with potentially adverse impacts may need to be modified in order to achieve 
acceptable and beneficial levels of environmental impacts.  NRCS may choose not to approve funding for projects 
that may result in unacceptable adverse environmental impacts. 

 



32. For projects requesting use of watershed authorities, identify the Project Sponsor, any existing watershed plans and 
NEPA documents pertaining to the proposed watershed activity and provide the name of the documents, a link, or 
indicate how copies can be obtained. 
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	Projects in Negotiations

	Project Name: Sonoma County Venture Conservation Initiative
	1: This Sonoma County Venture Conservation initiative will build and support a Partnership among over 30 diverse organizations committed to improving water quality, water conservation, storing, retaining and managing groundwater, recovering degraded wildlife habitat, improving soil health, protecting farmland through stewardship and permanent easements, and ensuring future agricultural productivity and ecosystem health in Sonoma County. This Partnership will establish and maintain a shared vision for community, ecosystem and agricultural health to ensure long-term resiliency to climate change and severe drought.

Project partners include state agencies, Tribes, local units of government, resource conservation districts, academic institutions, agricultural groups, and non-profit organizations – all of whom have a history of collaborating with and supporting agricultural producers in meeting environmental sustainability goals. 

The partnership will significantly leverage Federal NRCS investment by creating positive and sustained impacts within our region, and will serve as a model that is exportable to other states and regions. All partners are eligible per the definitions included in Section II.A. of the Announcement of Program Funding and include the following groups: 

LEAD PARTNER:
Special District/Local Government:
• Sonoma County Agricultural Preservation and Open Space District (SCAPOSD)
(DUNS:  143290547; registered in SAMS)

CORE TEAM 
• Special District/Local Government:
o Gold Ridge Resource Conservation District (GRRCD)
o Sonoma Resource Conservation District (SRCD)
o Sonoma County Water Agency (SCWA)
• Pepperwood Foundation – Dwight Center for Conservation Science (Pepperwood)

CONTRIBUTING PARTNERS:
• Contributing/Advisory Partners/Organizations
o Sonoma County Agricultural Commissioner 
o Sonoma County Regional Parks 
o Sonoma County Regional Climate Protection Authority 
o North Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board 

NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATIONS with an Established History of Working Cooperatively with Producers (non-traditional/innovative partners):
• Sonoma Land Trust 
• Russian Riverkeeper 
• Laguna de Santa Rosa Foundation 
• The Nature Conservancy 
• Russian River Watershed Association
• North Coast Resource Partnership
• National Fish and Wildlife Foundation
• Sonoma County Farm Bureau 
• Climate Protection Campaign
• Trout Unlimited
• Sonoma Ecology Center

STATE GOVERNMENT (support letters only – cannot list contributions)
• State Water Resources Control Board 
• California Department of Food and Agriculture 
• California Department of Fish and Wildlife 
• California State Coastal Conservancy 
• University of California Cooperative Extension

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT (advisory, no contribution letter)
• NRCS
• NASA
• US EPA
• NOAA

FEDERALLY RECOGNIZED TRIBES
• Federated Indians of the Graton Rancheria 
• Dry  Creek Rancheria Band of Pomo Indians 

UNIVERSITIES (advisory, no contribution letter)
• UC Berkeley
• Sonoma State University
• Santa Rosa Junior College

This application includes fifteen contribution letters from partners. We expect that the number of partners will grow over the five year grant period. Some of the partners – including state agencies and Tribes – have indicated support and have provided letters stating that they will advise and contribute time to this partnership, but were unable – for statutory or institutional reasons – to make a financial contribution at this time.

	Dropdown1: [ National]
	Dropdown2: [CA]
	concern that the project addresses: The project is located in Sonoma County, California – a one million acre county immediately north of the San Francisco Bay Area. Sonoma County includes the Russian, Petaluma, and Gualala Rivers, as well as Sonoma Creek, the Esteros Americano and Antonio and many coastal streams. The County has over 417,000 acres of grazing lands, 160,000 acres of cultivated ag (including prime farmland, unique farmland and farmland of state and local importance) and over 75,000 acres of developed land. The focus areas of the project are stream corridors, alluvial areas, wildlife habitat, groundwater basins, and floodplains on agricultural lands. These areas include multiple resource elements that are foundational to Sonoma County agriculture and facilitate agricultural and ecosystem resiliency to drought and climate change. 
The targeted areas support natural resource elements including groundwater recharge, habitat for at-risk plant and animal species, flood attenuation, and climate adaptation flexibility, while also maintaining carbon sequestration/avoided GHGs. These areas contain prime agricultural soils and world-class agriculture that are increasingly encroached upon by residential and commercial development given the proximity to the rapidly urbanizing Bay Area. 
Because of their high development value, the floodplain areas and groundwater basins in Sonoma County – and the agricultural and natural resources benefits they provide – are at risk of being lost or severely degraded. To ensure long-term drought and climate resiliency for the Sonoma County community, agriculture and natural systems, it is critical to develop and implement a shared vision for conservation in floodplain areas. 
For agriculture and natural systems to continue to thrive in Sonoma County, bold innovative solutions to conservation problems are necessary. The focus areas for this partnership – agricultural areas that include stream corridors, groundwater basins and floodplains – are at the intersection of conservation challenges facing the entire US. In addition to these areas acting as a nexus for multiple issues that affect working lands and natural areas, there are also multiple agency, RCD and NGO objectives and jurisdictional authorities that intersect (and at times conflict) in these areas. There is significant opportunity for innovation, efficiency and effectiveness using a shared, integrated, multi-benefit approach to planning and implementation in these geographies. 
The areas targeted in this proposal have been the focus of prolonged and challenging conflicts which have required large investments of financial and human capital – including litigation and a “winner take all” approach to problem solving which has not resolved the issues. This partnership envisions a new way of working together in these sensitive and complex geographies – one that accelerates land protection and restoration activities, integrates multiple agencies and diverse partners, and is focused on the idea that “all boats rise with the tide.”
This project will address national conservation challenges in these areas as a test bed for solutions that can be exported to other regions in California and the western United States. Sonoma County has a long history of actively participating in and exporting innovative concepts related to water quality, water supply, renewable energy, climate adaptation and habitat protection/ restoration throughout California and specifically - in the last ten years - to the Bay Area Integrated Regional Water Management consortium, and the North Coast Resource Partnership (NCRP). The NCRP encompasses over 19,000 square miles and 12% of the California landscape, is comprised of predominantly rural forested/ agricultural lands, is led by local elected officials and Tribal governments, and has adopted multiple conservation activities pioneered in Sonoma County. This Venture Conservation initiative in Sonoma County is expected to result in exportation and adoption of resource management solutions in other California and western U.S. geographies. Sonoma County was recognized as a White House Climate Champion for its leadership and history of exporting innovative strategies to other parts of the country. The Russian River watershed was identified as a national priority as part of the Resilient Lands and Waters Initiatives per USDA, NOAA, USACE and DOI. This Federal recognition articulates the many needs and challenges faced by northern California during this unprecedented drought, and suggests that additional Federal resource allocation is warranted to convert these challenges into replicable and scalable solutions to drought and climate volatility.
	undefined: The objectives of the Sonoma County Venture Conservation project are to:
1. Develop and implement a shared, proactive, positive vision for conservation of working lands and natural areas resulting in agriculture systems that conflict less and are more symbiotic with natural resources.
2. Strengthen the resilience of Sonoma County agriculture and natural systems to drought and climate change using a broad suite of NRCS programs and practices to address priority resource concerns in an integrated, multi-benefit fashion. 
Sonoma County is primarily focusing on four high priority National Resource Concerns identified by NRCS:
• Insufficient Water/Drought
• Inadequate habitat for fish and wildlife
• Water quality degradation
• Soil quality degradation
These resource concerns are consistent with statewide priorities and have been identified as important for Sonoma County through many sources including local resource and watershed management plans, the local NRCS work group, Federal EPA 303(d) listings, Fish and Wildlife listings under the ESA, and a multitude of California State laws and regulations.
Insufficient Water and Drought
California is experiencing a severe drought; scientific evidence indicates it is the worst in over 1200 years. Recent NOAA climate models do not forecast improved conditions even if there is higher than average rainfall this winter. These conditions exacerbate existing challenges; California’s Governor in April issued an executive order that severely curtails water use. The SWRCB issued emergency regulations that apply to over 10,000 landowners on four salmon-bearing tributaries to the Russian River, and the State recently passed the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act, which requires assessment, management and monitoring of groundwater basins. Increasing development from the expanding Bay Area further stresses water resources. 
Inadequate habitat for Fish and Wildlife
Riparian corridors are among the most threatened and degraded habitats in California and the world, with loss of historic extent exceeding 95%. These areas sustain some of the highest levels of biodiversity, and in Sonoma County support three Federally listed salmonid species, the CA red-legged frog, and the Federally listed CA freshwater shrimp. The Russian River was designated by the White House, USDA/NRCS and other agencies as a Federal priority for the Resilient Lands and Water Initiative due to its importance for biodiversity, water supplies and agricultural viability. The Santa Rosa Plain/Laguna de Santa Rosa, a large floodplain wetland complex, is an internationally recognized RAMSAR site and one of the largest freshwater wetlands in California. This high-value agricultural area is home to three Federally-listed plant species and the Federally-endangered California Tiger Salamander. The 5,000 acre Petaluma Marsh is the largest remaining intact salt marsh in San Pablo Bay and the largest and least disturbed Ancient Tidal Marshland in California. Coastal stream systems are home to Federally-listed salmonids, birds and invertebrates and are vulnerable to development and freshwater impairments.
Water Quality Degradation
Watersheds and stream systems in Sonoma County are listed as impaired for sediment, temperature, pathogens, dissolved oxygen, nutrients, and mercury. These impairments are predominantly due to human land use, including residential development, polluted runoff, failing wastewater infrastructure, soil and livestock management on agricultural lands, stream diversions, improperly constructed/maintained rural/forest roads, and vegetation removal along creeks and wetlands. 
Soil Quality Degradation
Up to one third of the excess CO2 in the atmosphere is attributed to land management practices that transfer carbon from the terrestrial to the atmospheric pool. This suggests enormous potential for GHGs to be beneficially sequestered in plants and soils, and that agriculture can play a key role in mitigating emissions while improving productivity and economic viability of farms/ ranches. As verified through the Marin Carbon Project research, diversion of organic waste materials from landfills and anaerobic manure lagoons to aerobic compost mitigates GHG associated with anaerobic decomposition while a enhancing the fertility, water holding capacity and productivity of receiving soils.
There is significant overlap between wildlife, critical water recharge areas and factors that impact water quality and soil, with simple projects often achieving multiple benefits. Partners will work with NRCS; coordinated planning and project implementation will provide synergistic effects that enhance each project's impact.

	reporting on progress to achieve the objectives of the application: This partnership will collaborate with NRCS to align local research, modeling, monitoring and evaluation with the Conservation Effects Assessment Project. Science-based assessment/ monitoring in Sonoma County include:
SCAPOSD • High resolution LIDAR mapping with NASA • Sonoma Vegetation Map • Countywide spatial data analysis • Riparian corridor assessment, modeling, monitoring • Groundwater assessment/modeling
SCWA • Groundwater assessment/modeling • fisheries/habitat monitoring• Hydrologic/climate modeling • Sustainable groundwater planning/monitoring • Salmonid/aquatic species recovery
Pepperwood/UC Berkeley • Long-term climate-ecosystem Sentinel Site monitoring • Downscaled climate-hydrology modeling for land/ water agency planning • Corridor evaluations/habitat connectivity assessments • Vegetation mapping (remote/ground) • SRP groundwater monitoring/modeling/management
Regional Climate Protection Authority • Climate/drought resiliency assessment tools
North Coast and San Francisco Bay RWQCBs • Water quality data
Sonoma and Gold Ridge RCDs • Water quality/quantity data, monitoring (NTT) • In-stream flow monitoring • GHG reduction/ CO2 sequestration (COMET-Farm)
The Nature Conservancy • Forest carbon accounting • fisheries monitoring • conservation planning
DFW, SWRCB, USGS, NOAA • Species Recovery Plans • Stream Flow Data • Emergency Regulation Water Use Data
Laguna de Santa Rosa Foundation/Sonoma Ecology Center • Watershed Studies • Water Quality Data
UCCE • Coho Broodstock Program: Streamflow/species data
Although Sonoma County has a long and productive history of ongoing data collection, assessment, modeling and monitoring work, much of it is siloed and not coordinated. An innovative feature of this project is that partners have agreed to identify, share, and integrate our diverse and unconnected data sources so the best available science informs this and future projects and to make these data available to partners, landowners and the community via SCAPOSD and other partner’s websites and delivery mechanisms. 
Coordinated information will guide on-the-ground conservation work and provide the framework for monitoring its impact. Assessment, modeling and monitoring data will be embedded in all phases – from planning, to implementation, to project monitoring and performance reporting. We will conduct ongoing monitoring of water savings, agricultural productivity, emissions reduction and carbon sequestration, habitat enhancement and water quality outcomes that accrue from the project and report to NRCS. 
Partners and collaborators will use the best available scientific data to achieve an iterative, adaptive management approach to conservation as follows:
a) Compile relevant scientific data and data collection processes in the county;
b) Convene the Sonoma County partnership to evaluate and integrate data into a shared vision for conservation priorities to address resource concerns;
c) Develop detailed criteria-based approach for evaluating/ prioritizing conservation actions including easements;
d) Finalize a shared conservation action plan;
e) Identify roles of all partners in implementing the shared vision and action plan;
f) Integrate scientific data and modeling tools into site-specific conservation plans;
g) Implement site-specific conservation plans;
h) Implement easement purchases and integrate conservation plans and practices into easement standards;
i) Develop monitoring protocols to evaluate project implementation; 
j) Measure/ monitor outcomes and performance metrics.
Performance metrics are expected to include – but not be limited to:
a) gallons/day saved for in-stream use;
b) number of producers reached 
c) acres of habitat restored; 
d) miles of in-stream habitat enhanced; 
e) number of acres in perpetual conservation easement;
f) number of affirmative easements requiring agricultural production;
g) relative increase in ag productivity;
h) reduction in stream impairments; 
i) acres of soil improved
j) reduction in GHGs/ CO2 sequestered
k) number of conservation plans completed
l) demonstration/quantification of water savings and benefits/costs of practices to store groundwater at field sites.
Our approach to integrating high quality scientific data into all phases of conservation – from partnership vision, planning, conservation prioritization, planning, implementation and monitoring – will result in optimal alignment of conservation investments, a better return on investment, and serve as a scalable template for other areas. Partners will make assessment, planning, and monitoring data available in a manner that is useful for producers, and aggregated at an appropriate scale for measurement.


	sponsorheld floodplain easements other partner activities to be implemented during the project timeframe: This project will use a broad suite of NRCS programs and practices to address priority resource concerns in an integrated, multi-benefit fashion. The Partners will use the ALE section of ACEP for permanent farmland protection, and EQIP and CSP for on-farm conservation activities. The partnership has preliminarily identified 35 EQIP practices, 5 EQIP Conservation Activity Plans, and 13 CSP enhancements; upon project approval, Partners will work closely with NRCS to refine the list of practices. Final NRCS practices will be chosen for their ability to meet Sonoma County drought and climate change objectives related to water quality, supply and habitat. Examples include:
• EQIP – Riparian Forest Buffer (390), Nutrient Management (590), Water Harvesting Catchment (636), Wetland Restoration (657), Silvopasture establishment (381), Range planting (550), wind machines for frost protection on vineyards
• EQIP CAPs – Integrated Pest Management (114), Fish and Wildlife Habitat Management (128), Pollinator Habitat (146)
• CSP – ANM 12 Shallow water habitat, ANM 32 Extend existing filter strips or riparian herbaceous cover for water quality protection/wildlife habitat, WQL29 High level IPM to reduce pesticide environmental risk.
• CSP enhancement bundles will be developed for each ag land use in Sonoma County including pasture, range, crops, vineyard, orchard, and forestland.

The project will plan and implement integrated, multi-benefit site-specific strategies to address resource concerns. Partner roles include:
• All partners – using best available science, identify vision and priority conservation areas – including sustainable groundwater and water supply, water/soil quality and wildlife habitat
• SCAPOSD/SLT – work with landowners to place conservation easements over ag lands, extinguish development rights, and incorporate language into the easements to protect riparian corridors and groundwater recharge areas long-term
• RCDs – work with landowners to develop site-specific conservation plans. Conservation plans will include assessment data developed from partner contributions and plans will be monitored to determine how project goals are being met
• Landowners – implement activities identified in conservation plans
Implementation Sequence
Step 1: The Partnership with NRCS will develop a shared vision and set of goals and outcomes for drought and climate resiliency. The partnership will identify highest value, multi-benefit conservation strategies and actions focused on priority resource concerns in the targeted geographies. Partners will conduct an analysis of opportunities to integrate watershed and ecosystem function with sustainable water quality and supply in a way that maintains resiliency of agricultural and municipal systems. Administration and outreach funding will be 100% local.
Step 2: Identify 20-30 priority projects which best meet the objectives and resource concerns and work with NRCS and partners to determine threshold scores, ranking criteria, sign-up dates, and application prioritization and selection. Example priorities might include placing conservation easements on agricultural lands that are located in high priority groundwater basins, along riparian corridors with sensitive species and habitats, development of conservation plans that support landowners BMP implementation to conserve water, enhance water quality, improve soil health, increase ag productivity, restore habitat, and reduce regulatory pressure on landowners.
Step 3: Conduct education and outreach to producers.  In tandem with NRCS and Partnership timelines for RCPP participation, Partners will conduct outreach and coordinated producer education to achieve Venture Conservation project target goals and objectives.
Step 4: Implement Conservation Practices
• Develop design level plans and specs for easements that integrate best available science and project goals. SCAPOSD and SLT will incorporate scientific data collection and modeling into easements to achieve water quality, quantity and habitat outcomes on agricultural lands; 
• RCDs will implement 100 Conservation Plans and BMPs with  EQIP and CSP activities; 
• Implement EQIP, TA, CSP and ALE programs and practices 
Step 5:  Create a detailed monitoring and reporting plan to allow Partners to evaluate goals and objectives, develop program and project modifications to surpass goals and objectives, and achieve and/or exceed regulatory compliance.


	regulatory requirements Section 1271Bd4A of the 1985 Act: This proposal outlines an integrated, multi-benefit approach to addressing critical resource concerns related to water supply/drought, water quality, soil health and wildlife habitat – this approach goes beyond the regulatory minimum to achieve long-term sustainability of these resources while supporting the resiliency of Sonoma County’s world class agriculture. By intentionally exceeding the regulatory minimum – by leveraging local and NRCS voluntary incentive based conservation to restore and bolster functional natural systems - agricultural landowners will be able to avoid the need for regulation, economic uncertainty, as well as the negative impacts and resource investments associated with ongoing conflict in the community. There is truly a “win:win” opportunity here and it relies on moving beyond the regulatory big stick - a new way of thinking about resource investment and a realignment of human and monetary capital investments which moves us into the realm of “Venture Conservation”.
By developing and implementing a shared vision for conservation in Sonoma County – one that integrates a diversity of viewpoints and is focused on long-term sustainability of these resources – we expect that landowners can avoid or exceed the requirements of the following regulatory processes active in Sonoma County:
Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA) 
Action: Meet requirements of the new State law mandating groundwater conservation. The planning and implementation developed under this Partnership will enhance groundwater recharge and conservation in Sonoma County by placing easements on agricultural lands that overlay priority groundwater basins – protecting both resources from development. Conservation plans developed by the RCDs will help landowners develop on farm practices that reduce impacts to groundwater.
Federal Endangered Species Act
Action: Create habitat corridors and preserves; seek certainty for producers.  Implementation of recommended BMPs for riparian enhancement and easements to preserve corridors will allow producers to conform to the ESA while improving on-farm resiliency to expected climate-associated changes.
State and Local Riparian Setbacks
Action: Establish functional riparian widths, protect via easements. By combining all partners’ data to develop a scientifically robust target for riparian setbacks in Northern California, the Partnership will enable farmers throughout the region to more adequately prepare for climate related events and ensure sufficient wildlife habitat. Additionally, these investments will ensure the long-term security of public investments on private lands. 
TMDLs 
Action: Implement easements and conservation practices, establish functional riparian widths, protect via easement, and implement riparian restoration. Nearly all BMPs implemented through this Partnership will implement TMDLs by improving agricultural practices, water supply, and water quality.
Governor’s Executive Order B-29-15, Drought Proclamation 
Action: Extinguish development rights via voluntary incentive based easements, water conservation requirements.  Extinguishment of development rights on prime agricultural land will limit water demand in perpetuity while water conservation BMPs will reduce existing demand.
Sonoma County Vineyard & Orchard Ordinance
Action: Establish functional riparian widths, protect via easement. By combining all partners’ data to develop a scientifically robust target for riparian setbacks in Northern California, the Partnership will enable farmers throughout the region to more adequately prepare for climate related events and ensure sufficient wildlife habitat. Additionally, enhancement of riparian corridors will sustain the aesthetic integrity of Sonoma County landscapes, and thus the sustainability of the wine and agriculture tourism economy.
State Water Resources Control Board Russian River Emergency Water Regulations
Action: Implement water conservation activities and off-stream water storage to avoid water curtailments.  Many on-farm BMPs will reduce water demand and increase in-stream flow during warm summer months when juvenile salmonids are threatened by low flow and high water temperatures.
Regional Water Quality Control Boards – Irrigated Orchard and Vineyard, Grazing and Dairy Waste Discharge Requirement
Action: Implement water quality and sediment reduction BMPS derived from conservation plans designed to exceed regulatory requirements.


	achieve the objectives of the project: The partners request to work with NRCS on the following adjustments:
• AGI waiver – Provide a waiver from the AGI requirements for the covered programs.
• Ranking Criteria – Develop unique ranking criteria for ALE, EQIP, and CSP.
• Threshold Score – Develop a threshold score for each of the covered programs.
• Sign-up Periods – Establish program sign-up periods tailored for Sonoma County producers.
• CSP Bundle – Work with NRCS to develop CSP bundles for Sonoma County. 
• Work with NRCS to develop practices which reduce the impacts on in-stream flows during frost protection events, including wind machines, cold air drains and frost weather stations
AGI Waiver: Land prices in many areas of Sonoma County are extremely high due to either high value crops or the development value of the land due to our proximity to the San Francisco Bay Area. Waiving the AGI will ensure the protection of the most critical farmlands as it will allow for selection of projects based on environmental concerns and not the income of the applicant.
Ranking Criteria: The establishment of unique ranking criteria for each of the covered programs will provide transparency, speed the application selection process, and ensure that applications that best meet the project objectives and resource concerns receive consideration for selection. For ALE, we request to work with NRCS to identify locally important soils and other considerations (such as groundwater recharge potential or habitat value) to ensure that only those farmlands which provide the best environmental returns are considered for selection. 
Threshold Score: For the covered programs, we will develop and use a threshold score to approve applications. The threshold score will be jointly developed by NRCS and Federal, local and regional partners, and applicants scoring above a certain number will automatically be approved and not need to wait until the batching and ranking period. This will greatly increase the speed and efficiency of the programs, and also help to coordinate any disparate funding deadlines that may exist from non-NRCS programs used to provide match.
Sign-up Dates: Providing a specific, unified three-program sign-up period for the project will increase efficiency and eliminate landowner confusion with regular program sign-ups. Significant communications support will ensure landowner awareness and interest.
CSP Bundle: NRCS pioneered the concept of bundling CSP enhancements together to achieve desired resource outcomes. The partners request to work with the Agency to develop CSP bundles that are specifically tailored to the project area’s primary resource needs. CSP bundles of enhancements will be developed for each agricultural land use in Sonoma County including pastureland, rangeland, cropland, vineyard and orchard, and forestland.
Protecting In-stream flow via frost protection practices: wind machines, cold air drains and frost weather stations: Include water conservation and wildlife habitat improvement practices of wind machines, weather stations and cold air drains on vineyards to replace diversions from local streams for frost protection that can have negative impacts on habitat and critical water resources, especially federally listed salmon species.

	8: This project does not seek alternative funding arrangements.

	proposal: California and Sonoma County are experiencing a severe drought with profound consequences for water supplies – including massive impacts on the economy, agriculture, landowners, communities and ecosystems. These impacts are exacerbated by climate variability; recent studies suggest substantial volatility in weather patterns in coming years. In Sonoma County, many of these impacts, challenges and conflicts converge: 
• Pressure to sell farmland for residential development given the high cost of land in the Bay Area exacerbates drought conditions by putting additional stress on groundwater basins, and undermines the local ag economy and way of life;
• agricultural landowners are challenged by water regulations and environmental protection for T & E species;
• surface and groundwater are critical to maintain water quality, supply and habitat, and are impacted by adjacent land use and development pressure to ag lands;
• stream systems and floodplains support high levels of biodiversity and T & E species and are critical to maintaining climate resiliency;
• soil health and water deficit is a primary challenge for achieving productivity and sustainability on working lands.
Throughout the State, regulatory oversight has significantly expanded to address these challenges, however, local and regional jurisdictions have yet to adopt bold plans with goals to not just achieve output, but rather outcomes that meet water quality, quantity, ag viability, and T& E species recovery and restoration goals.  Adding to these issues is the tendency for entities to work on single issues with single outputs or objectives without linkages to other groups working in the same area. There are significant economies of scope and scale to be gained from better alignment, integration, and resource leveraging of diverse partners. 
Sonoma County has a history of leadership and innovation in addressing environmental issues and climate resiliency and is an ideal “test bed” for land and water conservation. But, while Sonoma County pushes the bar on innovation, ingenuity, and action, it can achieve much more if it can amplify and focus the power of public-private partnerships toward strategic objectives. By working across agency lines, broadening citizen, non-profit and business involvement, maximizing information technology, and engaging State and Federal resources, Sonoma County can build the template for the next generation of cutting-edge conservation. This project will move beyond just achieving sustainability to actually increase the quality and quantity of environmental resources through a shared Vision called Venture Conservation. This partnership, which broadens the traditional scope of agricultural consortiums by including conservation, climate, and science groups, is in a unique position to implement this Vision. 
With Venture Conservation, we set bold long-term goals including efforts to remove the Russian River from 303d listing within 10 years.  Further, this Partnership seeks to achieve sustainability in the County’s water basins in 15 years – to not just comply with, but exceed, mandates set under the 2014 Sustainable Groundwater Management Act and various federal, state and local stream corridor protection policies. This collaboration will set targets for improving and maintaining natural water infrastructure, which is foundational to our economic, environmental and community vitality.  
We will use a science-based inter-disciplinary approach to:
• apply precision conservation – assess existing conditions, establish desired future states and monitor progress in achieving outcomes using technologies such as modeling and sensor and data management;
• evaluate opportunities for integration of multiple partner objectives into significant shared positive outcomes for ag and natural resources;
• evaluate methods to avoid impacts to sensitive resources to bolster resiliency, protect agriculture and avoid conflict;
• demonstrate innovative practices and tools for integrated stream/floodplain conservation that meet multiple objectives and support multiple beneficiaries;
• share information and lessons with local, state and Federal partners to build support for an integrated approach to locally led conservation and franchise innovative practices.
Instead of measuring success based on amount of resource allocation or actions taken, this locally led conservation initiative looks forward to working with NRCS to measure success based upon collective impact in achieving outcomes for water quantity and quality, functional habitats and ecosystems, and the continued viability of our world class agriculture.

	resource concerns identified in the project area: Objective 1: Develop and implement a shared, proactive, positive vision for conservation of working lands and natural areas resulting in agriculture systems that conflict less and are more symbiotic with natural resources.
The Sonoma County Venture Conservation Partnership will form a steering committee (SC) of the lead partners (NRCS District Conservationist, SCAPOSD, SCWA, SRCD, GRRCD, Pepperwood) and an advisory committee (AC) comprised of the larger partner network. These groups will meet upon grant approval and decide how to evaluate and prioritize projects.
The SC will contribute and review data, advise on criteria for easement selection/terms and conservation priorities/actions, and review performance. The SC will meet monthly and the AC and SC will meet quarterly during the RCPP grant period. This process will strengthen our shared vision and build comity. 
SCAPOSD is in a unique position to lead; it is embarking on a stakeholder-driven two-year countywide conservation planning process that will include development of conservation targets and prioritized conservation actions addressing research, planning, easement acquisition and stewardship. The plan will be supported by science/technology, and a GIS-based spatial decision support system. Visioning meetings for the Venture Conservation Partnership will fold into the comprehensive planning process and will implement Objective 1. This effort will be funded entirely by SCAPOSD. 
Objective 2: Strengthen the resilience of Sonoma County ag and natural systems to drought and climate change by using a broad suite of NRCS programs and practices to address priority resource concerns. This integrated approach includes: 
Admin/Outreach: 100% local SCAPOSD, SCWA: outreach, coordination, administration.
Conservation Planning, Technical Assistance: The RCDs will continue collaborations with local NRCS and private landowners to plan/ implement projects aligned with NRCS conservation goals. RCDs will use Land SmartTM, COMET, and other NRCS tools to develop site-specific plans and practices. Prioritization of project planning using climate/ drought resiliency criteria will ensure that Objective 2 is met. 
Easement Purchase: SCAPOSD and SLT will use voluntary easements on ag lands to protect critical water quality, supply and habitat features. Easements will realize multiple benefits including ag viability, drought and climate change resiliency, water quality and supply and biodiversity. Easement purchase will be guided by selection criteria established by the SC and AC.
Implementation of conservation practices: The Partnership with NRCS will identify and target EQIP and CSP practices by prioritizing applications that target insufficient water and drought (surface/ groundwater), inadequate T&E species habitat, and water and soil quality. RCDs will provide TA.
Science Based Planning and Performance Monitoring: SCWA, Pepperwood, SCAPOSD, and other partners will contribute significant resources including: SGMA plans, downscaled climate data and USGS Basin Characterization Model outputs, salmonid/habitat surveys, water quality and flow data, and climate, riparian, and groundwater models and data. These resources will be funded 100% locally, significantly leveraging NRCS investment.

Partner roles and responsibilities and contribution levels:
• SCAPOSD 
o Lead, science, admin, easement negotiation, acquisition, and monitoring, technical planning, research, outreach, education.
o $14 million
• SCWA
o Coordination, data, conservation practices, technical planning and on-the-ground tech support, outreach, education. 
o $ 200,000
• GRRCD 
o Partner, coordination, conservation plans/ practices, technical planning and on-the-ground support, outreach, education. 
o $ 112,000
• SRCD 
o Partner, conservation plans/ practices, technical planning and on-the-ground support, outreach, education. 
o $ 221,500
• Pepperwood 
o Conservation science technical support, outreach, education. 
o $100,268
• Other Contributing Partners (listed above in question 1) 
o Technical support, data, prioritization and evaluation
o $1,237,169
The partnership will use SCAPOSD’s existing adaptive mechanism to continually update our alignment with local, state, regional and Federal planning processes during the 5-year RCPP grant period and beyond. 
• NC Resource Partnership 
• NCRWQCB Basin Plan
• Russian River Coho Water Resources Partnership
• RCD watershed & regional plans
• Coho Recovery Plan
• SR Plain Conservation Strategy
• SGMA regional groundwater planning
• Bay Area IRWMP
• Climate Ready North Bay
• Laguna de Santa Rosa Master Plan
• City Creek Master Plans
• Sustainable Groundwater Management Plans


	resources identify inkind and cash contributions: The Sonoma County Venture Conservation Initiative is well positioned to leverage Federal NRCS resources –in terms of both financial capital and the human and social capital that stems from long-term collaborative relationships. This ensures that Federal funds will be used effectively to support a community conservation vision.
O1: Develop and implement a shared, proactive and positive vision for conservation of working lands and natural areas resulting in agriculture systems that conflict less and are more symbiotic with natural resources.
SCAPOSD will provide local funding to leverage NRCS Federal resources to support the development of a shared vision for conservation in Sonoma County. This includes developing a suite of multi-benefit conservation targets and priorities to protect agriculture, water quality and supply, soil health and at-risk species. The partnership will develop a detailed charter that includes shared metrics for success – replicable and exportable to other areas – to quantify benefits of conservation work.
Voluntary easements will promote a more symbiotic relationship between ag systems and natural resources by protecting sensitive habitats and water supplies and sheltering ag land from development. Using incentive-based tools to implement the community’s conservation vision is  a “win:win:win” outcome whereby private landowners are not unduly impacted by regulations  and environmental agencies and local environmental groups achieve desired outcomes. Additionally, ag conservation easements infuse capital into ag operations and relieve development pressure on ag lands. Pepperwood will use their extensive outreach network to obtain relevant data sets and develop management recommendations to support ag practices sustainability. The RCDs will provide technical support, implementing on-farm practices to maintain ag viability and avoid/exceed regulatory requirements. Additionally, conservation plans implemented via EQIP will result in outcomes that can be shared with other landowners and the community – helping to educate the general public and agencies about the multiple positive benefits of keeping land in agriculture. 100% of the science based planning funds will be provided from local sources to leverage Federal NRCS investments.
O 2: Strengthen the resilience of Sonoma County agriculture and natural systems to drought and climate change.
SCAPOSD will leverage ACEP and ALES funding to reduce development pressure on ag and natural lands.  We will place conservation easements on ag lands that protect high priority groundwater basins, while including easement language to protect riparian corridors, wetlands, floodplains and habitat areas, thereby lessening impacts to these critical resources.  These easements and their enhancements will protect key groundwater basins from overdraft associated with residential development, protect key habitats and at-risk species, and make riparian areas, groundwater basins and wetlands more resilient to climate change, drought and flooding. The RCDs will leverage TA and EQIP dollars by developing conservation plans and supporting landowner implementation. About 70-80% of easement acquisition funding will be provided from local sources to leverage Federal NRCS investments. 
Source and amount of each partner’s funding to leverage local resources with NRCS funds:
SCAPOSD
¼ cent sales tax plus grants  
$14,000,000 
SCWA
property taxes and rate payers plus outside funding leverage  
$200,000 
GRRCD
local tax plus grants and donations
$112,000 
SRCD
local tax plus grants and donations 
$221,500 
Sonoma County Agricultural Commissioner
local taxes  
$14,169 
Sonoma County Regional Parks
local taxes plus grants and donations  
$150,000 
Regional Climate Protection Authority
local taxes plus outside funding leverage   
$50,000 
NCRWQCB
state taxes  
$170,000 
Pepperwood
grants and donations  
$100,268 
SLT
member dues, grants and donations  
$600,000 
Russian Riverkeeper
grants and donations 
 $ 150,000 
Laguna de Santa Rosa Foundation
grants and donations  
$ 3,000 
TNC
grants and donations 
 $40,000 
Russian River Watershed Association
Member contributions 
 $10,000 
North Coast Resource Partnership
Grants, member contributions  
$ 50,000 
Sonoma County Winegrape Commission
member dues  
  
Total   $ 15,870,937

	A: The intended participants are typical USDA-NRCS farm bill program participants.  These participants are either individuals engaged in farming activity or have developed a legal entity for their farming business.  Intended producers are eligible farmers and ranchers whose production type and location best meet the project objectives of applying targeted conservation easements, planning and practices to directly address resource concerns.  The ‘best fit’ candidates envisioned for the ALE program would be grape growers or ranchers with pasture or hayfields that are located along the Russian River, or one of its tributaries or other key streams in County watersheds such as Estero Americano, Sonoma Creek, Gualala River, or Salmon Creek.  For EQIP and CSP conservation activities, intended producers would be those located in priority groundwater basins in watersheds where conservation planning and practices would result in multiple benefits.  
Sonoma County contains predominantly small to medium sized farms, averaging 165 acres (USDA AgCensus2012).  The two highest value and predominant producer types in Sonoma County are winegrapes (67% total production value) and livestock and poultry (28%) which includes milk, eggs, pasture for livestock and production of rye and oat hay and other grain types for livestock feed or silage.  Next highest value groups of producer types include vegetables, flower and ornamental nurseries, and apples.   Because the predominant producers in our region are growers producing premium winegrapes, a high percentage of potential producers are not typical NRCS/FSA program participants meeting AGI eligibility. 
Our partnership is strong and active including several agricultural producer associations and industry organizations. We will outreach directly to producers and provide one-on-one education and technical assistance.  RCDs, the Winegrape Commission, and United Winegrowers will work closely with the Partnership to develop effective outreach.  We will coordinate closely with NRCS Field Office staff to design comprehensive communication strategies and synchronize program timelines and industry receptiveness to encourage participation from underserved producers such as: women, beginning farmers, veterans, limited resource and socially disadvantaged, and Tribes.

	were identified: 1°: Insufficient Water/Drought 
Sonoma County is experiencing competing uses for increasingly limited water – conflicts between uses for agriculture vs. sufficient in-stream flow for wildlife are exacerbated by development pressure. The drought is affecting all Californians, but it may be the final challenge that forces some Sonoma farmers into selling prime farmland to satisfying Bay Area housing demand. Per NOAA, the western US, including Sonoma County, is experiencing the worst drought in 1200 years; even record rainfall would not reverse impacts to habitat, agriculture and communities. 
This Primary Resource Concern was identified by evaluating current data, meetings with partners and through the evaluation of local policies/plans, and regional, state and Federal plans.  These include SGMA legislation and SCWA Groundwater Assessments and Plans for the Santa Rosa Plain, Russian River Integrated Coastal and Green Valley Creek Watershed Management Plans, NOAA Coho Recovery Plan, and many other plans and policies that identify lack of water as an important challenge facing Sonoma County watersheds, wildlife, and people. 
2°: Inadequate Habitat
Sonoma County is a hotspot of biological diversity, is in the midst of a severe drought, and is home to multiple Federally listed aquatic species - thus improvement of riparian and aquatic habitats and related at-risk species is a resource concern. Sonoma County’s riparian and in-stream ecosystems provide critical habitat for threatened and endangered salmonids and support many other species as well as providing movement corridors between habitat patches. The county provides critical habitat for 16 species of animals and 22 plant species listed as threatened or endangered. 
The presence of three Federally listed salmonid species in Sonoma County has resulted in broad community, landowner and agency agreement that we should enhance and restore salmonid habitat.  However, when resources are scarce, we experience increasing conflict over best uses.  There are inadequate economic incentives for protecting habitat (public trust benefits) on private property and farmers’ and ranchers’ profit margins are so slim that they cannot afford to take it upon themselves.  The methods proposed by the Partners will leverage landowner resources to enhance habitat protection and ensure agricultural sustainability.
This resource concern was identified through multiple Partner concerns as well as regional, state, and Federal plans and programs, including NOAA’s Coho Recovery Strategy, Biodiversity Action Plan, North Coast Resource Partnership, Coho Water Resources Partnership, and the Gualala River Watershed Council Restoration Program. 
2°: Water Quality
Many of the waterways in Sonoma County are 303(d) listed for pollutants, including water temperature, sediment, low Dissolved Oxygen, and pathogens. Some waterways are listed for multiple pollutants and landowners are concerned about potential TMDL regulations.  Impaired water puts even greater stress on habitats and wildlife and human communities struggling with changing climate conditions. Ag operators are increasingly pressured to implement practices to reduce pollutant loads on nearby waterways.  
This resource concern was identified during scoping meetings.  It is also identified in multiple regional, state, and Federal plans and programs, including the North Coast Basin Plan, Petaluma Watershed Enhancement Plan, Upper Mark West Watershed Management Plan, and Russian River ICWMP.
2°: Soil Quality 
Up to one third of excess atmospheric CO2 is attributed to land management practices that transfer carbon from the terrestrial to the atmospheric pool. This suggests potential for GHG to be sequestered in plants and soils, and that agriculture can play a key role in mitigating emissions while improving productivity and viability of farms and ranches. Diversion of organic waste from landfills and anaerobic manure lagoons to aerobic compost use mitigates GHG while enhancing the fertility, water holding capacity and productivity of receiving soils. Enhancing soil quality and water holding capacity provides a positive feedback cycle: the enhanced soil quality and water retention in the soil results in increased rates of photosynthesis, removing further quantities of CO2 from the atmosphere and reducing the need for GHG-forcing petrochemical fertilizers.
This resource concern was identified during partner meetings.  It is also identified in local plans and programs, including Nutrient Management Planning and Guidance for Small Coastal Dairies, the Draft Petaluma Watershed Enhancement Plan, and the Marin Carbon Project.

	National or State: The primary objectives for the Sonoma County Venture Conservation Initiative are to:
O1: Develop and implement a shared, proactive and positive vision for conservation of working lands and natural areas, resulting in agriculture systems that conflict less and are more symbiotic with natural resources.
O2: Strengthen the resilience of Sonoma County agriculture and natural systems to drought and climate change by using a broad suite of NRCS programs and practices to address priority resource concerns in an integrated, multi-benefit fashion; 
Of the five national resource concerns identified by NRCS, Sonoma County is primarily focusing on four high priority resource concerns:
• Insufficient Water and Drought
• Inadequate Habitat for Fish and Wildlife
• Water Quality Degradation
• Soil Quality Degradation
Easements on ag lands address the above objectives and resource concerns in a measurable way – they protect Sonoma County’s productive farms and rangelands and key habitat, provide corridors for wildlife migration, reduce erosion, improve water quality, and sequester carbon. Carbon sequestration in rangeland soils also leads to increases in forage productivity and water retention, making protected lands more resilient to climate change. Agricultural conservation easements are critical for protecting the agricultural productive capacity of the land. An easement can provide a landowner the financial means to keep land in agriculture when faced with rising production costs and environmental regulations. By purchasing development rights that agricultural producers are unlikely to realize, conservation easements can significantly reduce the market value of agricultural lands. In most cases this reduced value, plus the funds from the easement sale, makes it more feasible for agricultural producers to maintain ownership of and/or buy ag land. Additionally, creation of an agricultural easement creates an opportunity for the easement holder to create a trust relationship with the landowner regarding implementation of water quality enhancements, habitat restoration and climate-beneficial practices. Land trust and SCAPOSD involvement with selection of the lands to be protected with easements ensures that scarce resources are used to protect the most important agricultural lands.
We will provide technical assistance (TA) – project planning, engineering, implementation, and biological resources and permitting expertise assistance – to ensure that each property receives locally vetted site-specific solutions to natural resource challenges. The LandSmart TM Program works with producers to develop Farm Conservation Plans; these also implement climate beneficial practices. As recognized resource conservation experts in the County, program partners are in a unique position to ensure that planning and implementation are both effective and efficient – using known local solutions and making adjustments as-needed for site-specific conditions allows for the best use of limited resources while ensuring that desired results are achieved. This Partnership will raise each Partner’s local contributions to the next level – through close communication; partners will bring greater resources and knowledge to each location, thus improving regional delivery of planning services.
The timeline is provided in the GANTT chart, Q. 20. This proposal will demonstrate cost effectiveness by pooling resources of multiple organizations to achieve common goals.
Objective 1: Environmental outcomes include: prioritization of lands for planning and implementation projects, planning for and implementation of BMPs on working farms and ranches, and easement purchases on working farms and ranches. Outcomes will be measured through prioritization lists/analyses, number of BMPs implemented, number of landowners and partners engaged in the planning process, number of development rights extinguished, number of landowner conservation plans developed, and number of acres of easement purchased.
Objective 2: Environmental outcomes include: improved water quality, increased in-stream flow, improved/increased in-stream habitat, improved soil health, sustainable groundwater basins, viable populations of sensitive plant and wildlife species, increased agricultural productivity, and reduction in regulatory action in the targeted geographies.  Outcomes will be measured through water quality grab samples, continuous water quality and flow measurements, soil sampling, crop reports, evaluation of riparian corridor function, number of acres of habitat restored, groundwater analyses, and habitat surveys.

	provided: Objective 1: Develop and implement a shared, proactive and positive vision for conservation of working lands and natural areas resulting in agriculture systems that conflict less and are more symbiotic with natural resources. 
Activities to achieve this objective include: 
• County wide conservation planning and prioritization - meetings with key stakeholders and partners to develop a comprehensive plan for agricultural and natural area land conservation in Sonoma County, including wetlands, riparian corridors and groundwater basins (100% SCAPOSD and other local agency funding)
• Sonoma County Water Agency (SCWA) – meetings regarding groundwater and water supply planning, monitoring data, technology (100% SCWA local funding)
• Pepperwood – climate-hydrology modeling for prioritization process (100% local funding)
• RCDs  – on-the-ground recruitment, planning, and implementation of relevant NRCS conservation plans and practices (NRCS Program Assistance matched with local, state funding)
These actions will highlight drought response and resiliency and potential solutions for climate resiliency. Using local science, the partnership will develop its conservation vision and criteria for prioritization that incorporate common goals and shared values – such as the importance of retaining strong and viable agriculture – into scientifically derived spatial models.  
• Easements are a voluntary compliance based approach to reducing conflict (NRCS Program Assistance and local SCAPOSD funding (20-30% federal; 70-80% local) 
• RCDs will implement conservation planning including engineering and permitting
• Monitoring – The partnership will develop quantification and evaluation tools and a public facing dashboard to share monitoring data and environmental outcomes (100% local funding)

Objective 2: Strengthen the resilience of Sonoma County agriculture and natural systems to drought and climate change.
Activities to achieve this objective include:
• Easements to avoid development, habitat and agricultural losses in key groundwater basins (NRCS funds and local funds; 20-30% federal; 70-80% local )
• Easements to avoid development in key riparian habitat and floodplain zones (NRCS funds and local funds; 20-30% federal; 70-80% local)
• Easements to avoid development in key wetland and riparian areas, including CEQA/NEPA (NRCS funds and local funds; 20-30% federal; 70-80% local)
• RCDs will assist with EQIP and CSP Conservation Practices to minimize agricultural impacts to water quality, in-stream flow, and habitat availability (NRCS assistance plus local funding) CSP bundles of enhancements will be developed for each agricultural land use in Sonoma County including pastureland, rangeland, cropland, vineyard and orchard, and forestland.
• Conservation Practices including: Stream Habitat Improvement and Management (395), Roof Runoff Structure (558), Restoration and Management of Rare and Declining Habitats (643), and Water Harvesting Catchment (636) (NRCS and local funds).
• Other conservation planning (SCWA, SCAPOSD; 100% local funds)
• Permitting (SCWA; 100% local funds)
• District real estate transaction and conservation planning costs (100% local funds)

These activities will strengthen resiliency to drought and climate change by keeping land in agriculture, especially in important recharge areas, and advancing conservation practices that target water supply, water quality, soil and habitat improvement.
These actions will address drought and climate resiliency by increasing social capacity and decreasing environmental impacts caused by agriculture in Sonoma County.  Conservation planning and practices will better enable agricultural producers to steward natural areas important for water quality, supply, and wildlife habitat.

	project: Living up to its county government motto, “Agriculture, Industry, Recreation”, Sonoma County has the most diverse mix of natural land uses in the San Francisco Bay Area. Its productive soils, rangelands, and redwood forests drive a $1 billion local agricultural economy. Its natural beauty and recreation opportunities fuel a $1.6 billion local tourism industry.  The Russian River provides drinking water for 600,000 North Bay residents and gravel for the area’s construction needs. The Geysers geothermal field generates enough electricity to power 750,000 homes. Its mild Mediterranean climate, ample flat land, and proximity to major Bay Area job centers make it a desirable place for suburban/ rural living and light industry. 

Sonoma County has a mix of agricultural uses. The county’s roughly 160,000 acres of cultivated lands and 417,000 acres of pasture/ rangeland bear a wide range of row and field crops and livestock and poultry products, notably high-quality wine grapes and organic dairy products. Three-fourths of the county’s flat arable valleys are used for cultivation, primarily winegrapes, while the remaining one-fourth has been developed for urban uses such as residential, light industrial, and municipal. Grasslands on the moderate slopes of Sonoma Mountain and the hills stretching west of Petaluma to the coastline are used as forage for livestock, including dairy and beef cattle and sheep. The forested land of the coastal range is used for timber production and increasingly, hilltop vineyards.

Dense urban area covers about 7½% of the county and generally follows the north-south Highway 101 corridor which bisects the county. County population has doubled since 1970, from 250,000 to 500,000 in 2014. This is contrasted by Marin County immediately to the south, which has seen an increase of only 20% (217,000 to 260,000) in the same time span.  The greatest concentration of urban development is on the flat lands of the Santa Rosa Plain, Petaluma Valley, Sonoma Valley, and alluvial valleys created by the Russian River. 

By land area, medium-density rural residential development far exceeds urban. Sonoma County has one of the highest numbers of historical parcel divisions in California; the average rural parcel size is 15 acres. Relatively small parcel sizes distributed among about 57,000 rural households creates a diffuse patchwork of rural land uses. Near cities, the patchwork is especially heterogeneous and includes truck crop farming, wineries, “ranchette” estates, hobby vineyards, equestrian facilities, and event centers. Farther from cities, average parcel size increases and land extensive uses – large vineyards and orchards, livestock grazing, timber harvest, and recreational parks – are more common. 

Sonoma County’s unique mix of natural land uses have come at great cost to the natural environment, particularly aquifers, stream corridors and floodplains. Nearly all flat alluvial areas and floodplains were developed. As these flat areas were developed or planted, historically wide alluvial stream corridors and wetlands that provided fish habitat and recharged aquifers were filled and armored to increase arable land. Further revetments and retaining structures have been added along many stream corridors to prevent flooding of crops and rural residential buildings, which has resulted in deeper, narrower channels with faster flows. Aquifers and stream corridors are further impacted through surface and ground water drawdown for agricultural irrigation and rural residential needs. A population increase of 25,000 by 2040 translates to greater demands on land and natural resources, especially water.  Climate change is expected to increase precipitation volatility. Narrow bands of atmospheric water vapor, called “atmospheric rivers” are responsible for about half the major rainfall in the Russian River watershed. Extreme weather associated with atmospheric rivers is predicted to become more frequent and severe (Dettinger 2011). Land use has heavily impacted watershed function.  Urban impervious surfaces collect and transmit pollutants such as oil and heavy metals to stream corridors, impairing water quality and fish habitat. Timber harvest in the Coast Range impacts salmon-bearing streams by removing large trees that trap fine sediment and create complex fish habitat when periodically deposited in the channel by natural causes.  Agricultural practices can cause sedimentation and polluted runoff, which further impact water quality and habitat.  Gravel mining from major river valleys, including the Gualala, Petaluma and Russian Rivers, have significantly altered their hydrology and geomorphology.

	to CCA national or State priorities: There are multiple scientific reasons for our focus on the intersection between agricultural lands, stream corridors, recharge areas, wetlands, and supply watersheds. The County’s major waterways and their tributaries provide important habitat for at-risk species, have been recognized internationally, nationally and locally as significant waterways, and, along with much of the rest of the west, are experiencing the fourth year of an historic drought, a condition expected to occur with increasing frequency. Sonoma County is at the nexus of the rapidly urbanizing SF Bay Area and the rural, predominantly forested and agricultural North Coast. Meanwhile, county land – specifically, world class farmland – is experiencing increasing development pressure as we prepare for uncertain future climatic conditions. 
Historically, Sonoma County had an agricultural economy, with world-renowned wineries and artisan cheese and festivals year-round that celebrate our ag heritage.  Nearly all towns host summer farmers’ markets and the larger cities hold them year-round. However, in the past 20 years, more than 200,000 acres of agricultural land in the Bay Area have been converted to urban/suburban development. Because of high development value, floodplain areas in Sonoma County – and the ag and natural resources benefits they provide – are at risk of being lost or severely degraded. The area chosen – prime farmlands that intersect with stream corridors, recharge areas, wetlands, and supply watersheds – are not only recognized as valuable for their resources, but also for being at high risk of conversion to impervious surfaces.
 The Laguna de Santa Rosa and Santa Rosa Plain is a floodplain wetland complex internationally recognized by RAMSAR and is one of CA’s largest freshwater wetlands. This high value agricultural area is home to 3 Federally listed plant species and the Federally endangered California Tiger Salamander. The Russian River was designated by the White House, USDA/NRCS and others as a priority for the Resilient Lands and Water Initiative due to its importance for biodiversity, water supplies and agricultural viability.  Several subwatersheds in the Lower Russian River have been identified as critical to coho recovery by NOAA (2012) and SWRCB in 2014 curtailed post-1914 water rights in those watersheds to support juvenile salmonids. In 2013, Grape Creek in the Lower River was selected as one of the 10 national Waters to Watch by the National Fish Habitat Partnership. 
Restoration and collaborative partnerships in Sonoma County are noticed, too.  In 2014, Gio Martorana, winemaker, was awarded the Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies’ Private Lands Fish and Wildlife Stewardship Award, the first time recognizing a private landowner for fish habitat restoration (NFWF 2015). The White House recognized Sonoma County Regional Climate Protection Authority for being a “Climate Action Champion,” and Sonoma County Water Agency has embarked upon several initiatives with NOAA to restore anadromous fish populations to the Russian River.
Most of the major waterways in Sonoma County are 303(d) listed for sediment, water temperature, nutrients, pathogens, or some combination thereof. The planning and implementation activities in this Proposal will contribute towards voluntary TMDL attainment within ten years.
The Santa Rosa Plain is considered a high priority basin under the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA). The Partnership will work with the SRP GMP Basin Advisory Panel to ensure that sensitive floodplain/recharge areas are prioritized.  Such collaborations will amplify the magnitude of benefits – they will inform each partner’s work, expanding and enriching project planning and implementation.   
National NRCS priorities include: water quantity, water quality, soil health, at-risk species habitat and air quality. These dovetail with local priorities. Targeted conservation in stream corridors, recharge areas, wetlands, and supply watersheds will contribute solutions to local, regional, and national priorities.  This project will support actions that contribute to:
• Sustainable agriculture, including its inherent economic, cultural and natural resource values
• Improved water quality – voluntary attainment of TMDLs within the next decade
• Increased water quantity – protecting groundwater basins from development and use of most current BMPs for efficiency and rain and stormwater capture
• New (transportable) model of and framework for partnerships that include a larger circle of collaborators
• Improved habitat and connectivity for T&E wildlife
• Habitat and community resiliency to climate change; climate refugia.
	effectiveness of your approach: This Proposal enables a nontraditional – but expert – partnership to develop a shared vision and a suite of prioritization metrics to identify areas in greatest need of conservation, protection, restoration, and/or enhancement. After prioritized sites are identified, we will implement conservation practices that protect stream corridors, groundwater basins, native species habitats and viable agriculture via development of site-specific management plans, and purchase of conservation easements. This multi-pronged approach is cost-effective and has a high probability of achieving Program objectives to ensure agricultural productivity, local food and fiber production, water quality, supply and habitat goals, and to help producers ameliorate and adapt to a changing climate. Additionally, it avoids the negative alternatives to the above outcomes – notably continued conflict and litigation, groundwater overdraft and damage to water quality, damage to soil quality, regulatory pressure on agricultural landowners, damaged ecosystems and species loss, and loss of productive agricultural lands to development.
Easement purchase is cost effective because it leaves land in private management, on the tax rolls and in productive agriculture, and the cost of easement purchase is only a fraction of fee title purchase. Easements are also cost effective to the taxpayers, as they ensure that public investments on private land are maintained in perpetuity – providing a higher level of security for this investment. Alternative scenarios include: a) private landowners pay for public benefit improvements to riparian corridors and groundwater basins; b) purchasing land outright via fee title, which takes the land off the tax rolls and usually out of productive agriculture, and typically costs 30-50% more than easement purchase, c) using regulation to achieve natural resource goals, which takes control from the landowner, does not fully achieve natural resource objectives and creates conflict and litigation costs. 
This project will couple EQIP delivery with prioritized target areas where implementation of BMPs will have the greatest “bang for the buck” – all partners will bring resources to bear in these areas for greatest cumulative effects.  The EQIP program will be expanded and integrated with easements in Sonoma County via the prioritization process and stipulations written into easement language to enhance easement areas using NRCS approved practices.
The alternative to this proposal is the current situation. While individually, partners have made progress towards protecting important ag and natural resources, there is not a mechanism to support coordination between land conservation organizations, landowners and other NGOs, agencies, and RCDs. Through this Partnership, coordination of conservation activities in Sonoma County will be taken to the next level – coordination between agencies, NGOs, the scientific and university community, and individual landowners. Funding this Partnership will exponentially expand well-prioritized, focused conservation actions and climate-beneficial land management throughout the county.
The Proposed Partnership is a natural progression of ongoing collaborative efforts and new challenges and opportunities – such as need for climate resiliency and movement towards integrated natural resource management.  This approach builds capacity between the Partners, allowing them to share lessons, research, and issues while coordinating on-the-ground conservation practices to achieve the most benefit given each partners’ other activities. By reinforcing the effort through leveraging resources, the program strengthens and builds Sonoma County’s agricultural sustainability, leading to greater cumulative physical benefits  than will be realized by each partner working individually. Additionally, collaboration between interests historically at odds will foster mutual understanding of each other’s concerns and each successful undertaking will increase comity.
Conservation prioritization of targeted lands will be conducted using LIDAR, Ag and Open Space District spatial analysis and modeling tools, and Pepperwood’s downscaled climate data, as well as data from other partners.  Prioritization will be science-based and spatially organized to identify critical locations with multiple benefits. Local funds will entirely cover these costs, resulting in the cost effective leveraging of federal resources.

	reporting dates monitoring schedule outreach meetings and other pertinent project activities: see below - pdf of GANNT chart inserted after this page due to inability to retain formatting in fillable form. 
	innovative or include outcomebased performance measures implemented by the partner: Implementation Steps:
1. Develop shared vision – partners, NRCS. Identify highest value, multi-benefit conservation strategies/actions focused on priority resource concerns in targeted geographies. Administration and outreach funding 100% local.
2. Develop spatially explicit priorities for participation – partners, NRCS. Identify 20-30 priority projects which best meet Objectives and resource concerns and determine threshold scores, ranking criteria, sign-up dates, and application prioritization/selection.
3. Create a detailed monitoring and reporting plan to evaluate goals/ objectives, develop modifications to meet goals and objectives and achieve regulatory compliance – partners, NRCS.
4. Solicit landowner participation, RCDs, SCAPOSD, SCWA, SLT.
5. Easement negotiation and purchases for prioritized easements, SCAPOSD, SLT.
6. EQIP, TA, CSP and ALE implementation on prioritized lands – 20 – 40% on SCAPOSD/SLT easements, rest related to GW basin/ riparian corridor and complementary to easements, existing efforts. RCDs will implement 120 BMPs with EQIP and CSP activities. 
7. Evaluate, analyze, revise objectives/ criteria as needed.
A series of meetings will accomplish steps 1 & 2 upon project approval.  Once priorities for easements and conservation plans/projects are developed, we will solicit applications from landowners in priority areas.  Outreach will be conducted through partner websites, mailers and direct contact.
Easements – SCAPOSD and SLT will solicit potential sellers of ag easements in high priority areas. Easement ranking will adapt existing USDA Screening/Ranking Criteria. High priority: land contains 5 or 6 of 6 to-be-identified attributes (e.g., connectivity, T&E habitat, prime farmland, floodplain, GW basin recharge, stream corridors) and medium priority: contains 4 or more of 6 to-be-identified attributes.  Multiple benefit projects that include solutions for ag viability, groundwater, riparian function, at-risk species, and soil health will be prioritized. Highest ranking projects will be submitted to Petaluma NRCS for final approval. Regular meetings will evaluate direction and priorities and share lessons and successes, improving comity and increasing innovation.
We will use funding opportunities (e.g., Fish and Wildlife Habitat Plan, LandSmartTM) to improve resources and agricultural productivity, further leveraging the program’s impact. Funds leveraged through the project will allow partners to protect and enhance up to 1000 acres of valuable farmland and important riparian, wetland, and recharge areas. Easement holders will be required to enhance/ maintain natural habitat on easements using accepted NRCS practices.
LandSmart Conservation Plans –describe natural and ag resources of a property, document resource protection, identify conservation practices to meet goals, establish an implementation timeline, identify monitoring locations, and cost share opportunities. RCDs assist in seeking implementation funds, environmental review, and permitting. 
NRCS Conservation Plans – Including, but not limited to:
Fish and Wildlife Habitat Plan (142)
Forest Management Plan (106)
Grazing Management Plan (110)
Innovations – This Partnership is highly innovative, bringing together multiple groups to prioritize lands based on existing and projected future conditions using cutting-edge climate, hydrologic, terrestrial and atmospheric data.  We are on the forefront of new drought/ climate resiliency planning and propose to assist in development of practical new standards for establishing protection levels for functional riparian corridors and groundwater basins, the use of wind machines, cold air drains and frost weather stations for frost protection, and compost addition for enhanced forage, soil moisture and nutrient, and C sequestration.
Performance Measures – we will expand on existing assessment data and tools related to carbon sequestration/emissions, vegetation/habitat, climate conditions, and surface/groundwater hydrology to develop project-based monitoring and performance measures. The partnership will build on existing project-specific monitoring protocols used by the RCDs and other partners.
Conservation Practices - A complete list of intended conservation practices is not possible due to space limitations. A partial list is provided.
 
NRCS CP Partial List
Field Border  386
Hedgerow Planting 422
Windbreak/Shelterbelt  380
Nutrient Management  590
Prescribed Grazing  528
Range Planting  550
Riparian Forest Buffer  391
Roof Runoff Structure 558
Streambank and Shoreline Protection  580
Tree/Shrub Establishment  612
Water Harvesting Catchment  636
Weed Management 315
Wetland Restoration 657
	implemented through the project: This program seeks to deliver cost-effective, multi-benefit practices on farms and ranches that can be scaled throughout California, the western US, and the nation using a three pronged approach – conservation easements, on-farm technical planning, and implementation of NRCS conservation practices. Project assessment and monitoring progress reports will be provided to NRCS yearly. The lead partner – Sonoma County Agricultural Preservation and Open Space District, along with Sonoma County Water Agency and the Pepperwood Foundation – will provide substantial resources to perform baseline assessments of carbon, climatic factors, riparian corridor function, surface and groundwater hydrology, vegetation and habitat, as well as resources to evaluate the effects of conservation practices and activities – at the project, watershed and countywide scale. 
Objectives will be measured as described below.
Conservation practices: Each partner will perform standard, established monitoring protocols to measure outcomes of specific conservation practices. On-the-ground projects are subject to NRCS standards, specifications and monitoring and RCD/NRCS staff will assist landowners to measure/document outcomes. Monitoring will include established protocols to measure parameters such as # of producers reached, acres of habitat enhanced, water quality (including edge-of-field monitoring), and other metrics of interest. Monitoring will be funded through partner contributions and conducted by partners and/or landowners.
Site-specific technical planning: At least 100 LandSmartTM Conservation Plans will be developed, including vineyard and grazing operations and other irrigated agriculture crops. LandSmartTM Conservation Plans include photo monitoring points to track project and practice effectiveness. As projects from the plan are designed, appropriate tools to quantify outcomes will be identified to provide measurements of water quality, habitat enhancements, water conservation, etc. using established monitoring programs and approved methods for calculations.  RCDs and landowners will conduct monitoring.
Easement acquisition: We will implement a robust easement monitoring program modeled on the standards of the Land Trust Alliance and will apply any additional performance metrics recommended by the Steering and Advisory Committees.  All easements will be monitored at least annually, and all monitoring will be documented in writing.  Monitoring reports will contain easement location, date, monitor’s name and position, and a comprehensive description of observations relative to restrictions, reserved rights, conservation values, and implementation of easement-specified resource management practices (e.g., riparian fencing/ setbacks).  Additionally, monitoring reports will provide a description of the area observed (e.g., entire property, eastern boundary and south roads, etc.), any information to substantiate monitor’s observations, observation of the conditions in the context of the inspection (such as weather or ground conditions, routes of travel, means of travel, etc.), and a notation of the presence or absence of the landowner or other party. SCAPOSD and SLT will monitor easements.  
Existing countywide ongoing assessment and monitoring programs include:
• SCAPOSD: GIS, Veg Map, SDSS, LiDAR, Conservation Targets, HLHE data, carbon data
• SCWA: Atmospheric rivers, fish monitoring, groundwater monitoring
• Pepperwood: Climate Ready North Bay downscaled climate-hydrology data, 
• Sonoma RCD: Land Smart, Carbon Farming, Mark West Creek flow monitoring
• Gold Ridge RCD: Groundwater Elevation Monitoring, flow monitoring
• USGS & NCRWQCB water quality and flow monitoring
These data will be collected as available and incorporated into long-term trend monitoring and effectiveness analysis.  Results will be incorporated into the project evaluation process and inform adaptive management as we strive towards achievement of TMDLs. Using an adaptive management approach, the Partnership will evaluate monitoring data, outcomes and lessons learned annually. Annual meetings will also be used to evaluate direction and priorities of the group and share success stories, improving group cohesiveness and setting the stage for increased collaboration and innovation. Yearly reports will be submitted to USDA NRCS Petaluma office documenting progress towards achieving objectives.

	practices installed or simulation modeling to estimate practice effects: This Program will be managed adaptively, with outcomes assessed yearly. Partners will attend at least one yearly in-person meeting to evaluate Objectives, prioritization criteria, and assessment/monitoring results. Newly identified issues will be addressed with possible solutions (e.g., specific conservation practices, specific management plans, scientific field trials) proposed. Projects will be managed adaptively to allow quick and flexible response to monitoring data and other feedback from field observations. With our science partners and other project collaborators, we will hold informal meetings as necessary to discuss progress, possible obstacles to implementation and monitoring needs. Partners conducting research will share research results and recommend locally effective conservation practices to best achieve program Objectives.
Project outcomes will be evaluated on a site-specific basis, but also aggregated, to give an overall picture of program effectiveness – for example, how much progress is being made towards TMDL achievement at the county or watershed scale. The Partners will use a web based Dashboard interface to track multiple projects and research initiatives relevant to project prioritization, planning, and implementation.  Site-specific monitoring such as that developed during Land SmartTM planning will provide effectiveness information about specific practices.  Edge-of-field NRCS tools (Nutrient Tracking Tool) will be used to document water quality improvements and Comet-farm will be used to track GHG emissions reduction and carbon sequestration. Additionally, SCWA and Pepperwood are conducting both small and large scale monitoring – where projects coincide with small scale monitoring, before and after data will potentially be available to test effectiveness of specific practices.  Pepperwood is testing soil carbon monitoring protocols with Point Blue Conservation Science and the District will be evaluating the role of easements and the associated development rights extinguishment in increased in-stream flow.  USGS and Pepperwood are currently developing a watershed-based Basin Characterization Model for scenario planning and ranch planning addressing water-resource issues.   All of these protocols and resulting data will be incorporated in prioritization and assessment as available.
Some indicators to be included in general Program effectiveness and output include:

• Number of acres in easement
• Number of acres of restoration
• Number of BMPs
• Number of landowner participants in planning and implementation
• Water conserved (gallons)
• Water quality, per RWQCB protocols
• In-stream flow
• Groundwater levels
• Carbon sequestered and emissions avoided
• Wildlife corridor picture index and protocols
• LIDAR derived data – supports baseline assessment, conservation plans and monitoring related to carbon sequestration, emissions avoidance, riparian corridor function, vegetation and habitat viability
• Riparian models

	programs regulations  See list of NRCS State Conservationists and their addresses in Appendix B: A coalition of NGOs and agencies – coordinated and led by the District – will work with NRCS, the partnership steering committee and advisory committee and the Local Work Group to identify local priorities.  We will expand the Local Work Group Framework to include non-traditional partners such as Tribes, County Agencies, and environmental NGOs. The National NRCS does not always cover practices needed by this unique geographic area and its producers, so this process allows for local expert knowledge to guide such decisions (e.g., wind machines). The Partnership will develop project ranking criteria which will be reviewed annually for relevance/ feasibility. Screening/ ranking criteria will be scientifically based, quantifiable and objective; ranking criteria will be developed cooperatively with partners and NRCS local and state conservationists to ensure that all priorities are represented and ranked. 
Screening criteria will meet criteria for EQIP allocation; those pursuing LandSmart (conservation) plans will attain “compliance plus” – NRCS uses LandSmart plans as a baseline or site assessment criterion for their EQIP allocation.  Additionally, screening criteria may include a checklist of select objectives/priorities from relevant local plans – such as Integrated Regional Water Management Plan priorities, the Russian River Habitat Blueprint, and IRWSS (Integrated Water Resources Science and Services) to serve as reliable and authoritative means for adaptive water related planning, preparedness and response activities.  The Russian River watershed is the west coast IWRSS demonstration area for this national partnership (USGS, FEMA, NOAA, USACE, and SCWA).
Prioritization criteria will use spatial information from NASA funded LIDAR products, Sustainable Groundwater Management Plans, Coho and Steelhead Recovery Plans, and the California Tiger Salamander Santa Rosa Plain Conservation Strategy.  Additional sources for prioritization include USGS/Pepperwood North Bay Climate Ready assessments of climate change and hydrology impacts via the USGS Basin Characterization Model, Sonoma County Climate Action plan, the Ag and Open Space District’s Climate Action Through Conservation Plan, and Climate Action 2020 which identify GHG reductions considerations, including BMPs and VMT (vehicle miles traveled as it relates to emissions).  The project will benefit from technical advising via Pepperwood’s Terrestrial Biodiversity Climate Change Collaborative (TBC3), which advances an interdisciplinary strategy for advancing science-based conservation and includes climate and biodiversity scientists from UC Berkeley, Stanford and other academic institutions.  TBC3’s recommendations include prioritization of critical landscape linkages relative to climate and will inform conservation plans and easement selection. 

Easement ranking will integrate the Ag & Open Space District’s existing easement ranking protocol with the Grassland Reserve Program Screening and Ranking Criteria: High priority: land contains 5 or more of 6 identified attributes (e.g., connectivity, T&E habitat, prime farmland, floodplain, groundwater basin recharge, stream corridors) and medium priority: contain 4 or more of 6 identified attributes (e.g., connectivity, T&E habitat, prime farmland, floodplain, groundwater basin recharge, stream corridors).  Multiple benefit “win:win” projects that include solutions for ag viability, groundwater, riparian function, wetlands, sensitive species habitats, scenic viewsheds and community separators will be prioritized. Examples of further prioritization include projects that address:
• water quality impairments, 
• habitat and biological diversity, 
• proximity to urban areas/development threat
• Adequate water supply and other on-farm infrastructure
• Demonstrated support for project from local community
• Presence of willing landowners
• Landscape connectivity with other conservation efforts by partners and their collaborators
• Number of beneficial practices implemented
• Distribution of funds across the County
Projects will be reviewed and ranked according to the agreed-upon selection criteria with those that rank highest selected for implementation. Annual meetings will be used to evaluate direction and priorities and share lessons learned and success stories, improving group cohesiveness and setting the stage for increased regional collaboration and innovation.
	or ranchers and Tribal producers and how many are expected to participate in the project: Potential participants in the Program Area include owners and producers on working lands in prioritized areas – groundwater basins, floodplains, and riparian systems. Many landowners are aware of NRCS programs and there is strong interest in participation, yet Sonoma County has the highest parcel density of any county in California and there are one thousand landowners who still do not have conservation plans. Of these, this Venture Conservation initiative seeks to develop conservation plans for and implement projects with at least 165 landowners (or 16% of the total number of eligible participants). During the five-year grant period, the partnership will evaluate how to expand these numbers and will use lessons learned to increase the number and diversity of producers engaged.

In order to provide outreach to some of our underserved and underrepresented producers, the Venture Conservation Initiative will place special emphasis on communicating with beginning farmers or ranchers, limited resource farmers or ranchers, socially disadvantaged farmers or ranchers, eligible veteran farmers or ranchers, and Tribal producers using methods ranging from dissemination of information in multiple languages, attending meetings frequented by these groups and holding informational sessions to ensure that underserved landowners and producers have access to the partnership’s resources. 
Additional participants will be recruited through the partners’ extensive contacts, including farmers, farm support organizations, and other partners. With this funding, the RCDs will accelerate outreach efforts to underserved farmers and ranchers by working with groups that have traditionally served underserved groups – the Farmers Guild, Latino and Hmong farming groups, Beginning Farmer and Rancher groups. The partnership will use custom communication strategies (ie, farmers markets), directed farmer outreach, beginning farmer and ranchers meetings and social media to reach new groups.

	conservation objectives to be achieved: Program Partners have a long history of working with landowners – the RCDs have collectively been cooperating with local landowners and the NRCS for over 140 years while SCAPOSD and SCWA have collectively been working with local landowners on conservation projects for 90 years (SCAPOSD 25 years; SCWA 65 years).  All Partners are well-known and respected, both in conservation and ag circles; these trust relationships will enable smooth, effective project solicitation and implementation through well-established communication channels. Brief descriptions are provided below; space limitations preclude inclusion of everything.
Sonoma County Agricultural Preservation & Open Space District (SCAPOSD)
SCAPOSD has protected over 106,000 acres of land (over 10% of the county) since 1990, predominantly via conservation easement. Its current projects include 15 high-priority ag conservation easements with the potential to protect 5,000 acres of agricultural land, and 5 high-priority sustainable forestry projects with the potential to protect 6,500 acres of forest.  SCAPOSD engages in outreach to the local ag community to ensure producers are aware of the potential to sell easements. SCAPOSD partners include RCDs, County Farm Bureau, Ag Commissioner, and UCCE to encourage protection of ag lands, and help inform the larger community about the importance of agriculture to ecosystem health and the numerous benefits local agriculture provides. After easement purchase, SCAPOSD maintains a positive lifelong relationship with landowners via its stewardship program, which protects land conservation values in perpetuity. Additionally, SCAPOSD is partnering with UCCE to create an incubator farm on SCAPOSD-owned land to demonstrate and educate about BMPs related to water conservation, climate beneficial practices and sustainable agriculture.
Gold Ridge and Sonoma RCDs
The two RCDs are recognized as amongst the most innovative and active RCDs in California; they help landowners navigate a complex landscape of natural resource agency requirements, regulations and laws, bringing in data, science and funding to solve daunting environmental challenges in a non-regulatory framework. They have proposed and implemented cutting-edge solutions related to in-stream flow and on-farm practices such as frost protection and alternative irrigation strategies. The RCDs are very active in educating the public regarding the importance of sustainable, viable agriculture, and act as a synchro between private landowners and producers and public agencies.
Pepperwood
Pepperwood has worked with willing landowners via its Mayacamas Forum for land and water managers, technical trainings, and community outreach.  Through this program, it has developed tools to identify and protect critical water supply areas, approaches to minimize soil erosion, evaluations of wildlife corridors and connectivity, and engagement of local land and water agencies in developing strategies for climate change resilience.  Pepperwood has successfully used science-based forums to resolve conflict between resource users and it will bring this knowledge to bear with existing controversy. The NGO uses innovative and cost-effective approaches to long-term monitoring, which will inform development of project assessment protocols.
Sonoma County Water Agency
SCWA works with private agricultural landowners on solutions to drought, in-stream flow, irrigation, fisheries and habitat protection and water supply and quality. They are currently working under a federal NOAA biological opinion on coho recovery in the Dry Creek watershed where they are engaged in habitat restoration with private landowners in a premier wine growing region. They provide cutting-edge science to the ag community related to fisheries, atmospheric rivers, water quality and supply, and climatic factors.
Sonoma Land Trust (SLT)
SLT has adopted a strategic plan that focuses on highest priority conservation opportunities in Sonoma County for both acquisition and land management efforts. These areas include productive agricultural and non-industrial timberlands. Through participation in the Sonoma County Forest Conservation Working Group, the Sonoma Valley Wildlife Corridor Project, and within its network of conservation easement landowners and similar partner efforts, SLT conducts outreach and education supporting water and climate beneficial practices and working lands. In addition, working with the NRCS, local RCDs, and similar partners, SLT will use its preserves to implement and demonstrate the effectiveness of water and climate beneficial practices.

	the cooperation of producers in the targeted area: Barriers usually consist of producers not knowing about the programs, often when growers are from traditionally underserved commodities (i.e., specialty crops, new farmers and ranchers), or have a resistance to participating because of economic concerns or a reluctance to work with government agencies, or they simply don’t want to spend time or effort to fill out applications.  This unique Partnership is key to reaching traditionally underserved groups through targeted outreach by trusted local groups such as the Resource Conservation Districts, the Ag Preservation and Open Space District, the Sonoma County Winegrape Commission, Cooperative Extension, United Winegrowers, Sonoma County Farm Bureau, and the Sonoma County Agricultural Commissioner – all collaborators with a long history of communicating and collaborating with a diversity of agricultural sectors.  Each will provide outreach to let producers know that assistance is available through their regular outreach media – websites, local meetings, e-mail listserves, etc.  Additionally, SCAPOSD, which is beginning its countywide comprehensive plan outreach, will use its outreach tools (website, social media, meetings, listserves, workshops) to target landowners in prioritized areas. 
We have multiple groups of producers who may submit joint applications: landowners connected via stream reach or groundwater basin. We have identified 5-7 potential projects where landowners in a particular riparian corridor, stream reach or groundwater basin may be interested in jointly applying for technical assistance, planning and easements to address multiple objectives – including water supply, quality, soil health and/or biodiversity concerns – in a more holistic fashion. This type of comprehensive, multi-landowner strategy is often more likely to “move the needle” on challenging natural resource concerns, yet can often be a barrier due to its complexity.  The RCDs, Ag and Open Space District and other partners have already begun collaborations to identify multi-landowner strategies for addressing partnership objectives and resource concerns. Our network and partnership of local entities will effectively leverage federal funds to address the above listed barriers.
Once prospective landowners have been identified, the Partnership will provide technical assistance and inform them of the opportunities associated with NRCS and the Venture Conservation initiative.  The RCDs will help producers apply for EQIP/TA/Planning via a subcontract with SCAPOSD.  SCAPOSD will help producers with easement negotiations and in applying for NRCS programs by referring them to the RCDs.  
SCAPOSD has a 25 year history of working with producers on easements and land stewardship, with over 106,000 acres currently under easements with over two hundred landowners. Additionally SCAPOSD has a long history of collaboration with the two RCDs, Sonoma Land Trust, and other agricultural entities, agencies and NGOs throughout the County.

	regulation: This Program will provide incentives for landowners to enter into voluntary, incentive based conservation easements and implement BMPs that conserve water, improve water and soil quality, and increase wildlife habitat. It is expected that these practices will go above and beyond those required by natural resource regulations. In addition, landowners will have the benefit of easement proceeds, grant funding, and technical assistance. 
Most watersheds in the county are under one or more TMDLs and will shortly need to comply with the California Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA) as well as other regulations and policies focused on flow and surface waters in response to the drought. Support provided through the Program will assist landowners with voluntary compliance, alleviating the need for regulatory action, and saving time, effort, and resources for state agencies and landowners. The Program will also assist producers to exceed regulatory requirements before they become regulations, again saving time and resources for both regulators and regulated.  For example, any pending riparian width requirements by local, regional, state, or Federal regulators are expected to be exceeded by projects implementing this Program. The RCDs especially have a long history of using a proactive approach to anticipating regulatory requirements and helping producers put practices in place in advance – they and SCAPOSD will lead this aspect of the program.
This Program supports efforts for Safe Harbor by agricultural producers, which allows landowners to aid in species recovery without further restrictions on land use. Program participants will be encouraged to use NRCS approved BMPs for land management.  The Program will also support NRCS and USFWS efforts to approve conservation practices for certain BMPs, such as wind machines and compost application, which currently lack rigorous standards. Additionally, inclusion of regulators and funders in the planning and prioritization process will ensure that projects meet or exceed existing/ upcoming regulations.
Finally the Program leverages multiple funding sources (NRCS, local, Federal (NOAA), state (FWS), and nonprofit (NFWF)) to achieve greater benefits than regulation could as well as avoiding the economic uncertainty and conflict associated with enforcement.  This Program provides a “win-win-win” solution for agricultural landowners, the targeted natural areas, and regulators.
Relevant regulatory programs include:
Sustainable Groundwater Management Act
Action: Planning and implementation will enhance groundwater recharge/conservation, and avoid overdraft from development and agricultural land conversion. Extinguishment of development rights on ag land will limit water demand in perpetuity and water conservation will reduce existing demand.
Federal Endangered Species Act
Action: Create habitat corridors and preserves.  Implementation of recommended conservation practices will allow producers to conform to the ESA while improving on-farm climate resiliency and drought.
State and Local Riparian Setbacks
Action: Establish functional riparian widths, protect via easements. By combining partners’ data to develop a scientifically robust target for riparian setbacks, the Partnership will enable farmers to prepare for climate related events (e.g., drought, flooding) while protecting ecosystem function and wildlife habitat and avoiding regulation and conflict.
TMDLs 
Action: Implement conservation practices, establish functional riparian widths, protect via easement, and implement restoration. Nearly all practices will implement TMDLs by improving agricultural practices, water supply, and water quality.
Governor’s Executive Order 
Action: Extinguishment of development rights on agricultural land will limit water demand in perpetuity while water conservation will reduce existing demand.
Sonoma County Vineyard & Orchard Ordinance
Action: Establish functional riparian widths, protect via easement. Enhancement of riparian corridors will sustain the aesthetic integrity of Sonoma County landscapes, and thus the sustainability of the wine and agriculture tourism economy. Extinguishment of development rights will limit water demand while water conservation will reduce existing demand.
State Water Resources Control Board Drought Year Water Actions
Action: Implement water conservation activities and off-stream water storage to avoid water curtailments.  BMPs will reduce water demand and increase in-stream flow during warm summer months when juvenile salmonids are threatened by low flow and high water temperatures. Extinguishment of development rights will limit water demand in perpetuity.

	adjustments meet statutory requirements intent and priorities of the program: The partners request to work with NRCS on the following adjustments:
• AGI waiver – Provide a waiver from the AGI requirements for the covered programs.
• Ranking Criteria – Develop unique ranking criteria for ALE, EQIP, and CSP.
• Threshold Score – Develop a threshold score for each of the covered programs.
• Sign-up Periods – Establish program sign-up periods tailored for Sonoma County producers.
• CSP Bundle – Work with NRCS to develop CSP crop bundles for all relevant land uses in Sonoma County
AGI Waiver: Land prices in many areas of Sonoma County are extremely high due to either high value crops or the development value of the land due to our proximity to the San Francisco Bay Area. Waiving the AGI will ensure the protection of the most critical farmlands as it will allow for selection of projects based on environmental concerns and not the income of the applicant.
We are requesting a waiver to the AGI limits, though we will work with NRCS to develop a ranking system to prioritize those projects that meet the AGI requirements and prioritize underserved producers and landowners. Lack of access to farm bill financial assistance programs significantly impacts the conservation work being conducted in the area. A waiver of the AGI is essential to protect critically important resources in the Bay Area, to preserve agriculture in the area, and to provide critically needed assistance to producers as they struggle to meet increasingly stringent local, state, and Federal environmental regulations. Please consider the following points when considering an AGI waiver:
• The high cost/value of land and labor in the area makes it expensive to operate an agricultural business. 
• Agricultural lands in Sonoma County are under major threat of loss or conversion from the rapidly urbanizing San Francisco Bay Area and the high land prices that result from this proximity
• Sonoma County includes premier winegrowing regions and collectively produces world class wines, artisanal cheeses, free-range poultry and beef, and a diversity of specialty and organic products. 
• Growers in Sonoma County are committed to protecting natural resources and have a strong land-stewardship ethic. Preservation of agriculture through local sales tax has been approved by voters in parts of the region, showing strong community support for Bay Area agricultural sustainability.
• Many producers desire to and are struggling to meet local, state and Federal environmental regulations that require extensive farm water quality planning and project implementation; air quality standards and carbon-emission reduction requirements, and protection of threatened and endangered species. This program may be a lever which allows them to do so.
Ranking Criteria: The establishment of unique ranking criteria for each of the covered programs will provide transparency, speed the application selection process, and ensure that applications that best meet the project objectives and resource concerns receive consideration for selection. For ALE, we request to work with NRCS to identify locally important soils and other considerations (such as groundwater recharge potential or habitat value) to ensure that only those farmlands which provide the best environmental returns are considered for selection. 
Threshold Score: For the covered programs, we will develop and use a threshold score to approve applications. The threshold score will be jointly developed by NRCS and Federal, local and regional partners and applicants scoring above a certain number will automatically be approved and not need to wait until the batching and ranking period. This will greatly increase the speed and efficiency of the programs, and also help to coordinate any disparate funding deadlines that may exist from non-NRCS programs used to provide match.
Sign-up Dates: Providing a specific, unified three-program sign-up period for the project will increase efficiency and eliminate landowner confusion with regular program sign-ups. Significant communications support will ensure landowner awareness and interest.
CSP Bundles: NRCS pioneered the concept of bundling CSP enhancements together to achieve desired resource outcomes. The partners request to work with the Agency to develop CSP bundles that will specifically meet the project area’s primary resource needs. CSP bundles of enhancements will be developed for each agricultural land use in Sonoma County including pastureland, rangeland, cropland, vineyard and orchard, and forestland.

	selected preproposals: No alternative funding arrangements are requested.
	that may result in unacceptable adverse environmental impacts: • Frost Protection in Support of In-stream Flow for Federally Threatened and Endangered Salmonids: Wind Machines - Wind machines and associated practices on vineyards can replace diversions from local streams for frost protection – the timing of water diversion for frost protection can have negative impacts on habitat and critical water resources for federally listed salmonid species during a critical point in their life cycle. We propose to assist the NRCS Petaluma Field Office to develop a County-specific wind machine standard to address the benefits and challenges associated with their use for crop protection. The Venture Conservation initiative will also request to explore cold air drains and frost weather stations as a means to support growers in implementing alternative technologies for frost protection while avoiding impacts to aquatic ecosystems and in-stream flows during a critical period for both viticulture and salmonids. 
• Compost Application - We are currently able to address the practice of compost application under the NRCS Practice Standard for Mulching (484), which is defined as “applying plant residues or other suitable materials produced off site, to the land surface.” Research has resulted in confirmation that application of compost to grazed rangelands/ permanent pastures can improve soil water and nutrient holding capacity and increase soil organic carbon and forage production (Ryals and Silver 2013, Ryals et al 2014) while removing significant quantities of CO2 from the atmosphere (Delonge et al 2013). These results strongly suggest the potential for compost to provide similar benefits for arable cropping systems.  We propose to assist the NRCS California  to develop a County-specific compost application standard for grazed rangelands that more robustly addresses the soil improvement, water holding capacity improvement, and other attributes of this practice.
• Groundwater Quality and Quantity: Given the recent passage of the California Sustainable Groundwater Legislation, we propose that NRCS add groundwater quality and quantity to its list of priority resource concerns. Given the increasingly important role of scarce groundwater resources in a drought-ridden landscape under volatile climate change regimes, it is important to proactively address this issue in the interest of viable agriculture, healthy ecosystems and conflict avoidance/reduction in regulatory pressure. The Venture Conservation Initiative is proposing multiple mechanisms to address this major change in the California political and physical landscape. These include using the best available science, data and technology, development of a shared vision and conservation plans, voluntary incentive based easements on private land, innovative project implementation (rainwater catchments, alternative sources to groundwater, and working with municipal suppliers), education and outreach, and high quality precision monitoring.
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