
Managing natural, agricultural  
and forest areas as a tool  
for local resilience?  
The example of the Plateau de Saclay  
and the Santa Clara Valley
Depending on the French or the American context, the management of open spaces relies on a range of tools that are diverse 
in their approach (land-use policy, collaboration, regulation) and in their degree of influence. In both cases, the local scale of 
municipal land-use planning appears to be limited by the pressures of urbanization and individual interests. In the United 
States, there is a gap between the long-standing implementation of a system to protect federal lands and the challenges of 
protecting (peri-urban/suburban) natural and agricultural areas close to development centers. In France, despite the influence 
of centralization and the primacy of state power, the effects of decentralization on the territorial (regional) authority leave 
ample room for local initiatives. The general clause of municipal competences and the principle of subsidiarity thus favors the 
local authority. While France is multiplying legal protection easements and the United States is working to provide incentives 
for local climate-relevant land conservation, both countries are showing encouraging examples of renewed interest in local 
governance and facilitation initiatives. This is demonstrated by the actions undertaken by the Santa Clara Valley Open Space 
Authority and the Terre et Cité association on the Plateau de Saclay. 

The Williamson Act Contracts (1965) are a system of CALIFORNIA tax breaks for landowners who agree to 
maintain farming activity on their land for at least 10 years. This system, while costly for the counties, makes 
agriculture and raising of livestock more profitable financially and limits land sale to developers. In 2013, 
nearly 62% of Santa Clara County’s farmland (8537 acres of farmland and 210 086 acres of rangeland) was 
under Williamson contract.  
IN FRANCE, the tax system focuses on incentives for densification and undeveloped areas are not subject 
to exemption. Moreover, agricultural land is subject to various levies and taxes that are independent of 
the income generated. This limits their profitability and encourages holders to build on their land. “We are 
exempting carbon assets from taxation, we are overtaxing protected assets and carbon sinks, this is a blind 
spot in the climate policy” underlines Guillaume Sainteny.

 · http://www.intechnic.com, Intechnic. « Santa Clara Valley Open Space Authority ». 
Open Space Authority, https://www.openspaceauthority.org/. Consulté le 7 janvier 
2021.
 · La fiscalité actuelle ne protège pas suffisamment les terres agricoles. http://www.
lesillon.info/2018/12/11/4180-fiscalite-actuelle-protege-pas-suffisamment-
terres-agricoles.html. Consulté le 7 janvier 2021.
 · Miller G., et Krieger D. « Purchase of Development Rights: Preserving Farmland and 
Open Space ». PlannersWeb, 23 janvier 2004, http://plannersweb.com/2004/01/
purchase-of-development-rights-preserving-farmland-and-open-space/.
 · Terre & Cité | Préserver et développer l’agriculture sur le plateau de Saclay.  

https://terreetcite.org/. Consulté le 7 janvier 2021.
 · Transfer of Development Rights : ConservationTools. https://conservationtools.org/
guides/12-transfer-of-development-rights. Consulté le 7 janvier 2021.
 · « What Is a Conservation Easement? » National Conservation Easement Database |NCED, 
https://www.conservationeasement.us/what-is-a-conservation-easement/. 
Consulté le 7 janvier 2021.
 · What Is a Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) Program? (Rutgers NJAES).  
https://njaes.rutgers.edu/highlands/transfer-development-rights.php. Consulté le 
7 janvier 2021.

SO
UR

CE
S

TAX RELIEF  
To improve the  
profitability of  

undeveloped land



IN CALIFORNIA, a distinction is made between the public system of protected lands, primarily known for its natural 
and recreation-oriented public parks, and the private system, which relies on land trusts using public and private 
funding, to permanently protect lands for their natural and agricultural resources. One tool commonly used by land 
trusts is the  conservation easement (CoE), a voluntary legal agreement that permanently limits land uses to protect its 
conservation values. Unlike tax exemption, a CoE only involves a one-time expense and maintains private ownership 
status. The easement is monitored by a land trust or a responsible agency and remains in place in the event of a sale 
or transfer. In the Santa Clara Valley, the Peninsula Open Space Trust and the Santa Clara Valley Open Space Authority 
are both accredited to hold CoE’s.   
IN FRANCE, the system of public easements varies according to the different administrative (territorial?) levels. Its 
degrees of protection and reversibility differ between parks (national and regional parks), environmental protection 
sites (classified and registered sites, biotope orders) and urban planning documents (SDRIF, SCOT, PLU). The trust 
system created in 2007 is less developed, but since 2016, “environmental real obligations” (EROs), were set as a 
mechanism that allows any owner to establish a contract attaching protection to a property for up to 99 years

CALIFORNIA created a special district in 1993 dedicated specifically to the protection and management of Santa Clara 
Valley’s open spaces: The Santa Clara Valley Open Space Authority. Special districts are governmental organizations 
that carry out specific missions in a given geographical area, regardless of other governmental administrative 
boundaries. The Open Space Authority has protected more than 10,000 hectares through acquisitions, easements 
and partnerships with conservation organizations. In 2014, the Authority published the Valley Greenprint, a 
community-informed roadmap coordinating preservation and management goals for the next 30 years. Its 
18-month participative process included input from more than 100 partners (scientific experts, Authority staff, 
Advisory Committees, citizens etc.). 
ON THE PLATEAU DE SACLAY, farmers created the non-profit organization Terre et Cité in 2001. The association has 
grown (since then) thanks to the regional policy for “territoires agriurbains” areas and by obtaining LEADER funding 
to deploy a strategy for the development of agricultural and natural lands. Its aim is to ensure the preservation 
of land and the respect of agricultural activities by setting up a space for exchange and a process of collaborative 
construction between the various players of the (area/territoire). Terre et Cité is a dedicated resource center and a 
focal point that establishes relationships and bonds of trust between the various players, through its accessibility and 
its multi-stakeholder collective functioning. Its actions are based on cooperative projects at different levels: Territorial 
Food Project (PAT), Study on Local Food, action/practical/tangible/ research projects of the Living Lab, etc.

In 2019, California State Assembly member Ash Kalra authored Assembly Bill 948 which designates Coyote Valley 
as a landscape of statewide significance in CALIFORNIA and identifies a specific conservation area (Coyote Valley 
Conservation Program area). It is not regulatory, but through identification of the importance to all of California 
of this 17,200 acres,, the Open Space Authority, can better accommodate restoration and conservation projects 
through greater access to public funds. Other, more theme-based initiatives have also been implemented such as 
the Santa Clara Valley Agricultural Plan for the preservation of agriculture from Coyote Valley to Gilroy, enacted by 
Santa Clara County in 2018.  
ON THE PLATEAU DE SACLAY, the “Zone de protection naturelle, agricole et forestière” (ZPNAF) is a public interest 
easement that sets out a regulatory perimeter of approximately 10,168 acres (including 6,101 acres of agricultural 
land). It protects the land from any form of development. Introduced by Article 35 of the “Grand Paris’’ Act of 2010, 
its perimeter was established by Decree 2013-1298 in 2013. Following an initial consultation 
process the action program was updated in 2017. The objective of the action program is to 
coordinate the protection zoning and to specify the developments and the main guidelines of 
the protected area. Its implementation is planned for a period of six years from 2017 to 2023.

IN THE UNITED STATES, the right to build is « separate» from the ownership of the land and can sometimes be 
traded in the marketplace (Miller et al., 2004). A distinction is made between the Purchase of development rights 
(permanent restriction of ownership through a conservation easement) and the Transfer of development rights 
(transfer of the building potential to another parcel). After identifying conservation areas and areas targeted to 
densify, local authorities leverage these transactions of development rights to compensate for the decrease in 
potential real estate value of the protected land and to guide development. In the Paris region, land acquisition is 
carried out via individual entities or dedicated land management agencies: the « Société d’aménagement foncier et 
d’établissement rural” (SAFER) and the “Agence des Espaces Verts” (AEV). 
ON THE PLATEAU DE SACLAY, the citizen’s group Terres Fertiles has acquired nearly 49 acres of land to prevent 
urban development. For its part, the regional land intervention perimeter (PRIF) has enabled the acquisition of more 
than 1 482 acres of deteriorated or threatened agricultural and natural areas by the AEV as a matter of priority to 
ensure their restoration and recovery. These acquisitions are carried out by mutual agreement or by means of pre-
emption and by (expropriation/dispossession/eviction/expulsion) via the SAFER’s land monitoring and intervention 
agreement. The SAFER also monitors land transactions to counter property speculation in natural and agricultural 
lands. 

Due to constraints resulting from the property tax limitation (Proposition 13 H. Jarvis and P. Gann of 1978), local 
government entities in CALIFORNIA often use the parcel tax to generate revenue. The parcel tax is a special, 
sometimes time-limited property tax that provides funds for specific purposes. It can be levied by a local unit of 
government (city, county, special district) and is subject to a vote that must be approved by a two-third majority. 
Santa Clara County has implemented several parcel tax measures, such as Measure Q (2014) which is a $24/parcel 
annual tax and generates approximately $7.9 million annually for open space protection. This tax funds two-thirds 
of the Authority’s operating budget. In 2020, the Measure T vote secured long-term funding for the Authority and 
demonstrated the strong commitment of citizens. In fact, 81% voted to remove the original Measure Q expiration 
date.  
ON THE PLATEAU DE SACLAY, Terre et Cité ensures the bulk of its funding through occasional grants and by tenders 
to carry out specific projects.  
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