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BACKGROUND AND EXISTING LAW 

Existing law 
 

1) Directs the Air Resources Board (ARB) to monitor and regulate sources of 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. ARB oversees the administration of Greenhouse 

Gas Reduction Fund (GGRF) programs by state agencies and approves 
quantification methodologies to calculate the GHG impacts of those programs.  
  

2) Establishes the Strategic Growth Council (SGC) for various purposes, including to 
support the development of sustainable communities, administer multiple climate-

related grant programs, and help coordinate the State’s activities and funding 
programs.  

 

a) SGC partnered with the Department of Conservation (DOC) to administer the 
Sustainable Communities Strategies Planning Grants and Incentives Program 

with funding from Proposition 84. The program offered planning grants to support 
the development of sustainable communities strategies required under SB 375 
(Ch. 728, Statutes of 2008).  

 
b) SGC administers the Affordable Housing and Sustainable Communities Program 

(AHSC), which seeks to reduce GHG emissions through projects that implement 
land use, housing, transportation, and agricultural land preservation practices to 
support infill and compact development, and that support related and coordinated 

public policy objectives, as specified. Existing law continuously appropriates 20 
percent of GGRF proceeds to AHSC. 

 
c) SGC created the Sustainable Agricultural Lands Conservation Program (SALC) 

as a component of AHSC and allocated 10 percent of AHSC funding to this 

program. SALC funds agricultural conservation planning grants, fee title 
acquisitions, and conservation easements. SGC partners with DOC to implement 

this program. 
 

3) Establishes DOC under the California Natural Resources Agency (CNRA). In 

addition to SALC, DOC administers other agricultural conservation programs. 
 

4) Establishes the California Department of Food and Agriculture (CDFA) for various 
purposes, including to promote and protect the agricultural industry of the state. 
CDFA administers multiple programs to support certain agricultural management 
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practices and operations, including the Environmental Farming Program, Healthy 
Soils Program, and the State Water Efficiency and Enhancement Program.  

 
Background 
 

Merced County’s Climate Action Plan.  Merced County’s 2030 General Plan directs the 
county to prepare, maintain, and implement a climate action plan that identifies 

strategies to reduce GHG emissions through land use and transportation planning. The 
plan must address economic and social adaptation to the effects of global and local 
climate change. The General Plan also requires that county operations and actions, as 

well as land use approvals, be consistent with the climate action plan. 
 

In 2018, Merced County released an RFP to hire a consultant to help the county 
complete a countywide GHG inventory, develop a climate action plan, and develop a 
web-based implementation and monitoring tool. Progress developing the climate action 

plan has been significantly slowed due to the Covid-19 pandemic, but Merced County 
tentatively estimates it will adopt the plan next year.   

 
TerraCount.  In 2017, DOC hired The Nature Conservancy (TNC) to develop a county-
level GHG accounting methodology and implementation guide in collaboration with 

Merced County. The result – TerraCount – is a scenario planning tool for land use 
planners and decision-makers that models the GHG and natural resource implications 

of different development patterns, and land management and restoration activities at the 
jurisdictional scale. TNC also developed the tool to be accessible to landowners.  
 
PROPOSED LAW 

This bill would establish the Resilient Merced County Incentive Pilot Program. 

Specifically, the bill would: 
 
1) Require DOC, until an unspecified date, to develop and implement the Resilient 

Merced County Incentive Pilot Program for two purposes: 
 

a) To provide financial and technical assistance to Merced County to support the 
county’s climate action plan development and goals through the use of a 
scenario-planning tool developed by DOC, including the TerraCount tool, that 

models the greenhouse gas and natural resource implications of different land 
use development patterns and management activities. 

 
b) To provide financial assistance to private landowners to voluntarily implement 

activities resulting from the scenario-planning tool and supported by Merced 

County to help meet its climate goals. 
 

2) Provides that these activities are eligible for grants under SALC, as specified, 
consistent with the requirements for AHSC. 
 

3) Requires DOC, on or before an unspecified date, to submit a report to the 
Legislature on the results of the pilot program and a recommendation as to whether 

to expand the program to other areas of the state. 
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4) Makes legislative findings and declarations as to the necessity of a special statute 
for Merced County. 

 
ARGUMENTS IN SUPPORT 

According to the author, “The Department of Conservation, the County of Merced, The 

Nature Conservancy, the Merced County Farm Bureau and other stakeholders recently 
completed the “Resilient Merced” project, which informs county-wide GHG reduction 

opportunities by engaging private landowners. Key to this strategy is the Department’s 
TerraCount tool. The Department of Conservation states, ‘TerraCount is a scenario 
planning tool for cities, counties, districts, and other land use planners and decision-

makers. TerraCount models the greenhouse gas (GHG) and natural resource 
implications of different development patterns and management activities. TerraCount 

allows planners to evaluate the application agricultural activities such as cover cropping, 
restoration activities such as riparian restoration, and avoided conversion such 
conversion of agricultural land to development. TerraCount provides reporting for how 

these activities affect a suite of co-benefits. 
 

SB 359 takes the next logical step in the Resilient Merced program. The bill incentivizes 
landowners’ participation, informed by the TerraCount tool, to implement planning 
decisions to accomplish regional GHG reduction goals.”  
 
ARGUMENTS IN OPPOSITION 

None received. 
 
COMMENTS 

 
Is this pilot program necessary?  This bill seeks to create a pilot program to fund 

projects and activities for which other state programs already exist. For example, DOC, 
SGC, and OPR have offered (and continue to offer as funding allows) planning grants to 
local governments under various programs. DOC offered funding under Proposition 68 

to local and regional governments to use TerraCount in their planning processes. 
SALC’s planning grant component includes the use of TerraCount as a fundable 

activity. Multiple departments, boards, and conservancies under CNRA offer funding for 
conservation easements to limit conversion of natural and working lands. CDFA offers 
funding under its climate smart agriculture programs for various management practices. 

SGC offers technical assistance to help landowners apply to these climate smart 
agricultural programs, with a dedicated technical assistance provider in Merced County.  

 
Other SALC applicants.  This bill would earmark SALC funding for Merced County. 
This would necessarily limit funding for SALC applicants and projects. Further, the 

Legislature would be bypassing SGC’s competitive public process under that program 
to pick its own winners. The Senate Appropriations Committee may explore this issue 

further.  
 
Should the bill pre-select TerraCount for use in the pilot program?  Calling out 

TerraCount in the bill would imply the Legislature is giving its own endorsement of the 
tool. It may be premature to do this before it has been widely tested across multiple 

jurisdictions. Also, ARB has not yet officially adopted the tool for use in the state’s 
climate programs. If the Committee chooses to move forward with this bill, the 
Committee may wish to amend the bill to eliminate the reference to TerraCount and 
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instead allow the pilot program to support the use of relevant scenario planning tools 
more generally (see amendments).  

 
How do TerraCount’s quantification methodologies compare to those adopted for 
GGRF programs?  TerraCount measures impacts across spatial scales whereas 

GGRF programs measure across project scales. Also, some of TerraCount’s 
methodologies differ in the fundamental approach. For example, TerraCount’s avoided 

conversion calculation looks at the intensity of the land use whereas ARB’s 
quantification methodology looks at the avoided vehicle miles travelled.  
 

Essentially, this means that TerraCount might report different impacts for the same 
projects and activities compared to what the state’s tools would report. If the Committee 

chooses to move forward with this bill, the Committee may wish to consider amending 
the bill to require SGC to consult with ARB and DOC to estimate and monitor the GHG 
emissions reductions, carbon sequestration and other benefits associated with the pilot 

program (see amendments). 
 

Is DOC the right agency to house this program?  DOC administers SALC on SGC’s 
behalf. This includes drafting program guidelines and application materials, providing 
staff assistance to review grant applications for eligibility, preparing recommendations 

for funding, and reviewing grant activities and reimbursement requests for consistency 
with the grant’s terms. SGC makes the major programmatic decisions via a vote of the 

council members, including to approve guidelines, open the program for solicitation, and 
making funding awards. Therefore, DOC cannot guarantee funding for this program, as 
envisioned by the bill. If the Committee chooses to move forward with this bill, the 

Committee may wish to address this issue by amending the bill to house the pilot 
program at SGC as a subprogram of SALC and to require SGC to consult with DOC 

during program development and implementation (see amendments).  
 
Related legislation   

SB 27 (Skinner) would require CNRA to establish carbon sequestration goals for 
natural and working lands, as provided. (This bill is pending before this Committee.) 

 
AB 284 (Robert Rivas) would require ARB to identify a 2045 climate goal, with interim 
milestones, for the state’s natural and working lands, as defined, and identify practices, 

policy incentives, market needs, and potential reductions in barriers that would help 
achieve the 2045 climate goal. (This bill is pending before the Assembly Appropriations 

Committee.) 
 
AB 564 (Lorena Gonzalez) would establish the Biodiversity Protection and Restoration 

Act and provide that it is the policy of the state that all state agencies, 
boards, and commissions utilize their authorities in furtherance of the biodiversity 

conservation purposes and goals of certain executive orders. (This bill is pending before 
the Assembly Accountability and Administrative Review Committee.) 
 

AB 1395 (Muratsuchi) would require the Natural and Working Lands Climate Change 
Implementation Plan to include sequestration targets consistent with achieving carbon 

neutrality. (This bill is pending before the Assembly Natural Resources Committee.) 
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SUGGESTED AMENDMENTS:  

 
SECTION 1. 
 Section 616 is added to the Public Resources Code, to read: 
 

616. 
 (a) The department shall develop and implement the Resilient Merced County Incentive Pilot Program to 
do both of the following: 

(1) Assist the County of Merced, by providing financial and technical assistance, to support the county’s 
climate action plan development and goals through the use of a scenario -planning tool developed by the 
department, including the TerraCount tool, that models the greenhouse gas and natural resource 

implications of different land use development patterns and management activities. 
(2) Provide financial assistance to private landowners to voluntarily implement activities resulting from the 

scenario-planning tool and supported by the County of Merced to help meet its climate goals.  
(b) Activities described in subdivision (a) are eligible for grants under the Sustainable Agricultural Land 
Conservation Program that is funded by the Strategic Growth Council consistent with the requirements of 

Part 1 (commencing with Section 75200) of Division 44. 
(c) On or before ____, the department shall submit to the Legislature, in accordance with Section 9795 of 
the Government Code, a report on the results of the pilot program and a recommendation as to whether the 

program should be expanded to other areas of the state.  
(d) This section shall remain in effect only until January 1, ____, and as of that date is repealed.  
SEC. 2. 

 The Legislature finds and declares that a special statute is necessary and that a general statute cannot be 
made applicable within the meaning of Section 16 of Article IV of the California Constitution because the 

Department of Conservation and the Nature Conservancy, in collaboration with the County of Merced, has 
developed a scenario-planning tool, known as TerraCount, to model greenhouse gas and natural resources 
implications of different development patterns and management activities and it would be desirable to 

determine the efficacy of this tool by implementing a pilot project to provide incentives for the 
implementation of voluntary activities informed by the tool to accomplish the regional greenhouse gas 
emissions reduction goals for the County of Merced. 

 
SECTION 1. Section 75219 is added to the Public Resources Code, to read:  
 

75219. (a) The council, in consultation with the Department of Conservation and California Air Resources 
Board, shall develop and implement the Resilient Merced County Incentive Pilot Program to do the 
following: 

(1) Provide financial and technical assistance to the County of Merced to do the following: 
(A) Use scenario-planning tools to estimate and account for the countywide greenhouse gas reduction and 

carbon sequestration potential of different land management, restoration and conservation activities; and  
(B) Integrate these activities into its climate and land use plans.  
(2) Provide financial assistance to private landowners to voluntarily implement activities resulting from the 

use of a scenario-planning tool specified in subparagraph (A) of paragraph (1) of subdivision (a) and 
supported by the County of Merced to help meet its climate goals. 
(b) The council shall develop and implement the program described in subdivision (a) as a component of 

the Sustainable Agricultural Lands Conservation Program, consistent with the requirements of this part.  
(c) The council, in collaboration with the Department of Conservation and the California Air Resources 
Board, shall estimate and monitor the greenhouse gas reductions, carbon sequestration and other benefits 

associated with Merced County’s scenario planning and the implementation of land management, 
restoration or conservation activities implemented pursuant to paragraphs (1) and (2) of this part.  
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(d) On or before ____, the council shall submit to the Legislature, in accordance with Section 9795 of the 
Government Code, a report on the results of the pilot program and a recommendation as to whether the 

program should be expanded to other areas of the state. 
(e) This section shall not require the creation of a new tool.  
(f) This section shall remain in effect only until January 1, ____, and as of that date is repealed.  

 
SUPPORT 

None received.  

 
OPPOSITION 

None received. 
 
 

-- END -- 


