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Everybody wants to save the small farmer. And everybody wants to save the farmland, so they say.  But a funny thing happened on the way to the ballot box, no one asked the farmer if he wanted to be saved and no one asked him what would be the best way to save his farm.





The premise of the Rural Heritage Initiative on this November’s ballot is that farms, and especially small farms, need to be protected from any type of development.  While there may be some who truly are concerned about the future of farming, the fact that the proposed initiative originated in San Francisco and not Sonoma County makes me a bit suspicious.  Could it be that the weekend “gentleman farmers” are more interested in preserving their rural retreats than in saving the small farmer?





The Rural Heritage Initiative would prohibit any change in the use of even an individual farm from that currently authorized without a countywide vote approving the change.  





Imagine the impact this would have on the farmer or rancher who needs to sell a marginal or failing property.  Perhaps he’s only managing to get by because of a son who works the farm with him, or an outside job he or a spouse has, or because there’s no mortgage on his home.  What happens when his son grows up and leaves?  If he or his spouse has to quit work? Or if he can no longer farm because of health reasons?





How can he sell a farm whose books show it as not a money maker?  How can he afford to spend several hundred thousand dollars to put it on a countywide ballot and also promote its passage? He can’t!  His future is of no concern to the authors of this initiative.





He can’t give his son a small piece to build his own home on because the General Plan doesn’t allow that.  He can’t sell a small piece to someone else for a homesite because the General Plan doesn’t allow that.  He has to find a buyer for the whole farm. This might seem normal for those of us who live in typical single family homes on a city street, but it might not be the best way to sell a failing farm.   





This initiative isn’t about helping the small farmer, it’s about an attempt to control growth in the face of California’s increasing population.  And it’s not even primarily about that but about trying to control undeveloped areas by not allowing any nonagricultural uses in them.





And it’s not about preserving farmland so crops can still be grown. We’ve been bombarded with the “fact” that, with urban growth there is less and less farmland to grow the crops needed to supply food. Here’s some national information from the U.S. Statistical Abstract, agriculture, table 1100.  Between 1987 and 1997 there was a decrease of 8% in the number of farms over ten acres.  But, during the same period, there was an  increase of 10% in the number of acres actively used for growing crops.





In this county some of that growth may have been the vineyards replacing grazing land, such as along Adobe Road and between Petaluma and Sonoma.  But conversion to vineyards is being challenged by some because there are already “too many” and they want variety in their views while driving around the county.  Any change to vineyards could be stopped under the Rural Heritage Initiative if any non-agriculture use was proposed.





We were told the Urban Growth Boundary passed several years ago in Petaluma would keep the city from expanding into the nearby rural areas.  We were told the county’s ordinances prohibiting development in the areas between cities would preserve those areas.  Now we’re being told we have to control all the areas outside of cities and mostly out of sight from any major road.





Do you see the trend?  You can’t have a widened 101 because someone thinks it might encourage growth.  You have to conserve water because someone thinks conservation is the way to go.  You can’t have Rainier because someone doesn’t like it.  And now, a whole class of people, farmers, has to ask the whole county to let them do something different with their land because someone doesn’t trust what future county supervisors might do. 





Someone is telling you, “No, No, No” because “they” like to control.  Maybe we should say, “No, No, No” to the Rural Heritage Initiative.


