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Agenda Item #9b 
INFORMATION 

August 9, 2016  
 
Subject:  Urban Growth and Conservation 
 
Reporting Period:  April – August, 2016  
 
Staff Lead: Emily Tibbott, Senior Program Advisor, Environmental Science and Policy 
  

 

Recommended Action: 

For information only – no action required.  
 

Background: 
 
Along the High Speed Rail corridor, 24 station areas are envisioned, some in major population 
centers and others in more rural contexts, particularly the Central Valley.  These stations will 
have significant impacts on their surrounding communities as well as implications for how these 
communities grow.  Each station area has or will receive a grant from the High Speed Rail 
Authority to assist with elements such as station siting, design, retail development, housing, and 
other land use considerations, with a principal focus on the area within a half-mile radius of the 
station.  Stations are expected to bring economic opportunity and vitality, facilitate multi-modal 
transportation options, and encourage transit-oriented and compact development.  While 
planning effectively for downtown development is critical to high speed rail success, an explicit 
focus on protection of the open space and agricultural lands values that in many cases provide 
the backdrop for these communities is equally important. 
 
The Urban Growth and Conservation (UGC) Program, a new venture of the Strategic Growth 
Council, aims to help high speed rail station area geographies plan sustainably for the growth 
anticipated with the advent of the train.  The Program goal is to assist station area communities 
in rural settings to protect urban open space values, as well as implement mechanisms for more 
efficient growth such that adjacent farm and ranch lands are protected; initial focus will be on 
the station area cities of Gilroy and Palmdale.  In these locations, staff will work in tandem with 
the Office of Planning and Research, which has recently launched the Best Practices Pilot 
Program (BP3), aiming to bring resources and technical guidance to jurisdictions interested to 
pilot best practices for strengthening community resiliency to climate change.  
 
Through the UGC Program, staff intend to assist station area cities with public funding, science, 
and other tools to enable development of planning best practices that can be leveraged in other 
communities.  Towards that end, the Program envisions working with communities in one or 
more of the following ways to support them in prioritizing conservation, infill, and efficient 
growth:   

 Engaging in station area planning efforts to provide guidance on open space planning 
and protection mechanisms; 

 Offering scenario planning tools to develop a range of growth projections; 

 Developing sustainability best practices for use in general plan and other local planning 
processes; 

 Facilitating access to biological and other data to help design an agricultural lands 
protection framework, greenbelt plan, or some similar construct to guide conservation 
efforts;  
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 Providing technical assistance regarding State and federal conservation funding and 
other incentives that will enable protection of priority natural and working lands;  

 Supporting additional capacity to enable communities to pursue policy, funding, and 
other opportunities to support local sustainability; and 

 Working with HSR staff and Board to develop and approve mandatory sustainability 
parameters linked to future HSR station area city funding. 

 
Update: 

During the past three months, staff have developed and begun socializing this program concept 
with High Speed Rail senior staff as well as other key public and private partners.  There is 
agreement to focus initial efforts on the station area cities of Gilroy and Palmdale; conversations 
with OPR staff working to pilot general plan best practices have led to a decision to work jointly 
in these cities. SGC has conducted strategy sessions among staff of Office of Planning and 
Research, High Speed Rail Authority, and the US Environmental Protection Agency to share 
information and begin to formulate strategy.  As an initial step, we have scheduled meetings 
with Gilroy and Palmdale planning staff to discuss how the State might support local planning 
and implementation efforts. SGC has also started to engage other State and local partners in 
hopes of increasing capacity to yield more robust and sustainable outcomes.  While this 
program is in its infancy, we intend to create tools for and model approaches to land use 
planning and conservation in these geographies that can be used in other station area cities and 
beyond.  

 
Key Outcomes and Timing1 
 

 Climate-smart practices supported in Gilroy’s and Palmdale’s high speed rail station 

area plans and general plan updates 

 Gilroy station area plan and general plan update underway; best practices for 

both adopted by June 2017 

 Palmdale station area plan underway and general plan update process begins 

mid-2017; best practices adopted for both by Dec 2017 

 Public funds awarded to one or both cities in support of efficient growth 

 AHSC and/or SALC funding awarded, and ideally paired in at least one city (July 

2017) 

 One or more additional GGRF funds leverage AHSC and/or SALC funding in at 

least one city (Dec 2017)) 

 Additional State-funded capacity placed in both cities, liaising with SGC and OPR staff 

(March 2017) 

 Biological and/or agricultural values data made available to each city and adopted to 

guide future infrastructure mitigation investments (June 2017) 

                                                      
1
 Outcomes and timing are preliminary and subject to change following upcoming conversations with each 

city. 


