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by Diane Keaton

ock Creek Road wraps into the

foothills off Highway 4 in

Calaveras County, past grazing cat-
tle and the occasional bald eagle. The Salt
Spring Valley Reservoir dominates here;
people are few and far between. It is hard
to imagine this peaceful expanse as any-
thing other than wide-open space. home to
cattle and wildlife alike. And it won't be.
Although tourists buy trinkets just on the
other side of Highway 4, the 7,400 acres
along the Salt Spring Valley Reservoir are
protected from subdivisions and super-
markets forever.

Known as the Lewallen Land and Cattle
Company Salt Spring Valley Grazing
Land and Wildlife Preserve, the area will
remain private agricultural land. This is
the showcase of a joint arrangement be-
tween the State Department of Fish and
Game and a Linden family long known for
its conservation efforts.

*“The purpose is to preserve farmland
for perpetuity.”” says Catherine Marconi,
who. with her mother, Alberta Lewallen,
spearheaded the donation of 10.000 acres

n

in easements in the past decade to Fish and
Game. The Lewallens retain ownership of
the land, but the easement gives Fish and
Game the permanent right to use the land
for wildlife conservation purposes.

The acreage donation amounts to nearly
all the family’s available holdings. In fact,
John Schmidt, executive director of Fish
and Game’s Wildlife Conservation Board,
says farmers tend to sell or donate an oc-
casional acre or two of easements. The
Lewallen gift is unprecedented. “It’s ab-
solutely great—they're good people,”
Schmidt says.

““We are each full-time, in our minds.
mentally totally committed to preserva-
tion of farmland. We don’t have a reser-
vation about it in the world,’” says
Marconi. { Gotie Webster)

The family chose Fish and Game rather
than private organizations for developing
its easements to show how private land-
owners and governmental bodies can
“work together to maintain and protect
pristine, productive cattle-grazing land,”
Marconi adds.

Recently the family lobbied for a desig-
nation that would specify preservation of
the land as a farm easement’s primary pur-

The easements encompassed a
total of 10,000 acres, including this
small valley.

pose. Fish and Game already uses two
other legal designations for easements it
buys or receives as gifts—wildlife areas
and ecological preserves. Thanks to the
family’s efforts, the California Fish and
Game Commission is in the final stages
of approving the new **land conservation
area” designation expected to appeal
more to farmers.

Marconi says the new category is an im-
portant legal distinction, because it also
would require the state to back ranchers
and farmers challenged for their agricul-
tural practices—no idle concern in this era
of *‘right to farm’’ ordinances that ward
off complaining country newcomers.

On the family’s 3,000-acre San Joaquin
County ranch, site of its first easement
donation to Fish and Game, Alberta
Lewallen negotiates the bumpy dirt road
past Herefords and hills to a pond where
the cattle water. Following a hunch. she
arrives just in time to thrill to the vision of
hundreds of ascending Canada geese.

Lewallen’s conservation efforts have
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A Linden family

helps maintain the character

of the Valley through ag easements.

given this sun-weathered cattlewoman po-
litical savvy as well as deep satisfaction.
“I'll tell you what the important thing is,
it’s alignment,”” she says. * ‘Farmers must
align with environmentalists, and environ-
mentalists must align with farmers.”

Her past decade has included more than
personal conservation challenges. Alberta
Lewallen helped organize the successful
mid-1980s battle against bringing the
Supercollider to the San Joaquin Valley.
Now she’s active in the permanent coali-
tion of farm and nature interests that
emerged from that fight, the San Joaquin
County-based Land Utilization Alliance.
She is a veteran supporter of the American
Farmland Trust; in September the organi-
zation gave her its 1990 Agricultural Con-
servation Award in the individual land
protection project category.

The Lewallens foresaw the time when
conservationists would turn to and accom-
modate agriculture in order to achieve
their own goals. According to Fish and
Game biologist Dan Gifford, California’s
continued transformation from wildlands,
to rural lands, then to more and more
urban lands, causes the state’s wildlife to
depend on private agricultural land.
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Mark Lewallen, Alberta Lewallien,
Catherine Marconi, and Sarah Mar-
coni retain ownership of the land.

“‘Cattle land and agricultural land are
what’s left of the wildlife habitat,”” says
Gifford, who works closely with the
Lewallen family. *‘If we can stop it at the
rural [stage], [ will take all the rural I can
get.”

Gifford notes Fish and Game can afford
to pay perhaps only half as much of the
land’s purchase price for a farm easement,
so he knows what he’s up against. *‘So
much of the time you have these guys who
have been on the land, farming farms, and
[they] paid $500 an acre, and some guy in
a pinstriped suit offers $10,000 an acre
and [the farmers] don’t have to do any-
thing for the rest of [their] life.””

Easement advocates like to stress that
farmers who sell easements can get in-
come tax write-offs for donations and be
assessed at farm, rather than development.
property tax rates. The Lewallens talked
tax and sign-posting benefits at their re-
cent Salt Spring Valley gathering of ranch
neighbors, political representatives, and
more than a dozen state and private wild-

life and agricultural leaders.

Three generations of Lewallens lent
weight to the occasion, including Alberta
Lewallen, her son Mark, who manages the
ranch, Catherine Marconi, and Marconi’s
college-student daughter, Sarah.

The family brought their guests to an
oak-shaded crest offering a panoramic
view of surrounding hills and valleys, the
reservoir, and a pond sprinkled with
egrets. One wag couldn’t resist an obser-
vation about this land in easement: **This
would be a great place for a house.”

Despite the bucolic setting and the
red-and-white checkered cloth-covered
tables of food, the political purpose was
paramount. One refreshment crock still
sported an anti-Supercollider sticker, and
the blessing of the food included an invo-
cation to *‘preserve this land for agricul-
fure.

As participants praised the quality of
the grazing land and wildlife habitat, Mar-
coni and State Fish and Game Resources
Director Pete Bontadelli assured ranch
neighbors they could write any restrictions
they want into the agreement.

Drafted by a family attorney, the
Lewallen easement gives broad, flexible
rights to the landowners for agricultural
usage, while preventing ‘‘degradation of
fish and wildlife habitat due to residential,
industrial, or other uses detrimental to
such purposes.”” Among the stipulated
items in the agreement: The family retains
water and mineral development rights as
well as the right to build six single family
homes.

Marconi doesn’t expect farmers and
ranchers to convert overnight to the ease-
ment cause, but she says they are starting
to realize now that they can better protect
the character of the valley while the bal-
ance is still tipped toward agriculture.

The family, along with Fish and Game
biologist Gifford, takes the message
wherever there's an audience: next spring
the Lewallens will host a field day for an
easement update.

To the Lewallens, this effort to stop the
development clock is a wise design for the
future. **We need to redefine what prog-
ress is,” Marconi says. “Progress is
[keeping] the farmland in this valley.”” H
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