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In its recent editorial, "Yokohl Plan Bears Watching," the Times-Delta opined that although the Boswell Corporation's plan to put 50,000 new people in Yokohl Valley has many unresolved issues, if those issues were properly addressed, the plan might make some sense.

The editorial noted that Tulare County's projected population growth over the next 40 years "[has] to go somewhere."

The Tulare County Citizens for Responsible Growth respectfully suggests that that "somewhere" should be centered on our existing towns.

According to many of our local city planners as well as a recent study by the American Farmland Trust, Tulare County's existing communities already have the ability to absorb the next 50 years-worth of expected population growth in the county — at current zoning densities.

With some wise zoning decisions in the upcoming general plan, we could eliminate the need for any new towns in our children's lifetimes. We simply don't need a new town to meet population growth expectations.

The allure of anticipated revenues flowing from a new town shouldn't blind us to the real issue: how can the county as a whole benefit most from inevitable population growth? Increased tax dollars will accrue to the county whether new residents live in existing communities or a new town. Given the right planning, the jobs, businesses and human resources that would be attracted to a new town might otherwise locate in Earlimart, Orosi, Ivanhoe or Porterville, thereby sustaining and enhancing existing communities.

On the other hand, if Yokohl Ranch is truly planned as a "self-contained" community, the benefit to the rest of the county will be negligible, as the new population won't be spending its restaurant dollars or buying its groceries in Exeter, Visalia or Springville. Given the tax revenue-sharing proposals some incorporated cities have already suggested to the county, the county should decide whether to approve development of a new town without regard to potential tax revenues.

Directing growth to the county's existing communities also makes economic sense. A California State University, Bakersfield, study compared the infrastructure costs associated with a community centered development in central Bakersfield with a sprawling subdivision away from town. The sprawl development cost 25 percent more, $927 per house per year, to service. In a new town of 10,000 homes, the cost to the county would be $10 million per year higher than putting those same 10,000 new homes into existing communities.

Although we're often assured that new developments will pay their own way, or that they are good for the economy because they create jobs through construction and the need for increased services, numerous real-life examples suggest otherwise. In a study by Virginia Tech, for example, developer fees imposed to cover the costs of providing county services to new developments were often found to be significantly underestimated — so much so that the study concluded developer fees should be increased by 8 to 22 times.

In 2006, Tulare County was the most agriculturally productive county in the United States, with its farms and ranches adding $4.3 billion to the local economy. Cattle ranching was our third-most productive ag enterprise, coming in just behind citrus, with a value of over $500 million. To treat foothill grazing land as extremely low-value ag land — as the Boswell project attempts to do — is therefore disingenuous if not downright misleading.

Almost unanimously, and repeatedly, Tulare County residents have affirmed that protecting our ag economy is a high priority. As the underpinning of our third most valuable commodity, foothill grazing land should not be unthinkingly sacrificed to development simply because cows are not oranges.

Throughout the public-input phase of the current General Plan revision effort, Tulare County citizens overwhelmingly supported the concept of community-centered growth.

New development outside existing communities, no matter how enticing on paper, is simply not what today's residents of the county want for the future. Our vision is one where future growth is community-centered, our local economy is thriving, we have clean air and water, and farms, ranches and natural resources are protected for future generations. We believe our county's needs are best addressed by a simple approach that keeps people with people, cows with cows and oranges with oranges.

Jeff Steen lives in Porterville and raises citrus crops in Strathmore and Lindsay. He is co-chair of a group called Tulare County Citizens for Responsible Growth.

