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Subject:  August 12, 2025 City Council Agenda, Item #8 – County Development 
Project 
 
Dear Ms. Hodge: 

This letter is submitted to address inaccuracies in the staff report for Item 8 on the 
August 12, 2025, Sacramento City Council agenda and provide clarification. This 
agenda item pertains to County Development in the Natomas area and the proposed 
Upper Westside Specific Plan, which is currently being processed through Sacramento 
County as the lead agency with land use authority over the proposed project. This letter 
provides greater context and notes areas of disagreement to supplement your staff 
report and the Natomas Basin Chronology contained therein as Attachment 4 to achieve 
the stated goal of a comprehensive understanding by all interested parties. 

Natomas Joint Vision MOU 

As noted in the City’s Natomas Basin Chronology, in 1993 the Sacramento County 
Board of Supervisors (Board) concurred with a letter signed by the City Council 
members stating that in the event the Natomas Vision Plan (NVP) area were to urbanize, 
such urbanization should occur within the City of Sacramento. Based on that information, 
the Board chose not to extend the Urban Services Boundary (USB) via the 1993 General 
Plan to include the NVP area but recognized the potential urbanization of the area. In the 
late 1990s, both the City and County were pursuing projects that would urbanize a 
substantial portion of the Natomas Basin while the City was also preparing the Natomas 
Basin Habitat Conservation Plan (NBHCP).  Beginning in 2001, City and County staff 
met to discuss a process for land development and conservation in the unincorporated 
Natomas area. This gave rise to the City/County Joint Vision for Natomas. The two 
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jurisdictions coordinated and along with input from stakeholders created the basic 
principles for development in the area. 

On December 10, 2002, the Board and the City Council adopted a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) establishing principles for land use and revenue sharing in the 
Natomas area. This agreement laid the foundation for what became known as the 
Natomas Joint Vision.  

The MOU’s recitals note the intent to “reach a formal conceptual agreement for broad 
collaboration between the City and County regarding principles for growth, revenue 
sharing, and permanent open space preservation”, as well as the fact that the County 
and City have “mutual policy and economic interests in accommodating long term 
development”, and “proactively influencing the emerging form, by guiding inevitable 
growth to provide for residential and employment opportunities close to the region’s 
urban core” (MOU, p. 1).  The MOU was intended to provide a “set of proposed 
principles that the City and County would consider when analyzing land use planning 
and revenue sharing in the Natomas area” (MOU p. 2, Purpose). The principles in the 
MOU were intended to guide further discussions and the ultimate negotiation of an 
agreement between the City and County (MOU p.3, Section II). However, no such 
agreement was ever reached. 

In the early 2000s, the City and Sutter County continued revising the NBHCP in 
response to litigation. The final NBHCP was adopted in 2003 and again faced litigation 
that was concluded in 2005. One of the critical assumptions in the 2003 NBHCP was 
that the existing agricultural uses in the unincorporated portion of Natomas in 
Sacramento County would remain. However, the County did not agree to that 
assumption and neither the City of Sacramento nor Sutter County have land use 
authority in the unincorporated portion of Sacramento County, and thus could not legally 
require affected property owners to continue their existing agricultural land uses. This 
shortcoming and others were raised in Sacramento County’s December 5, 2002 
comments on the Draft NBHCP (Attachment 1). Over 20 years have passed since the 
final NBHCP was adopted and the City has consistently collected NBHCP mitigation fees 
during this period. However, the City has taken not acted to acquire, preserve or 
otherwise place under conservation easements properties within the Swainson’s Hawk 
one-mile buffer zone from the Sacramento River or other properties with desirable 
habitat value within the area proposed for urban development in the Upper Westside 
Specific Plan. 

Following adoption of the MOU, City and County staff began working collaboratively with 
Natomas landowners on a Broad Visioning Process. This process aimed to guide 
comprehensive planning and development in the Natomas Joint Vision area, with a 
particular focus on open space and conservation strategies as well as identification of 
four potential urban development “precincts”. However, in 2005, the City Council decided 
not to move forward with the planning process for the NVP area beyond the Greenbriar 
annexation project that was in progress at the time. The City Council’s decision to not 
move forward prompted landowners in two of the urban precincts to further engage with 
the County regarding potential development of their respective landholdings.  

Consequently, the four urban development precincts were further refined with three draft 
land use sketches that were presented through several public workshops, culminating in 
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presentations to the County Planning Commission, County Board of Supervisors, and 
City Council in April 2009. In December 2009, the County Executive sent 
correspondence to the City Manager (Attachment 2) advising the City that the County 
would be taking the lead on subsequent steps toward potential development.   

Efforts to advance the Natomas Joint Vision were placed on hold during the update of 
the Sacramento County General Plan, which was completed in 2011. During the initial 
phases of that update in the early 2000s, it was anticipated that the City would serve as 
the primary urbanizing entity for the Natomas area. As that role began to shift in the late 
2000s, the draft Land Use Element of the General Plan was revised to incorporate the 
Natomas Joint Vision Area as an overlay in the County. 

The adopted General Plan describes the overlay as follows: 

“On December 10, 2002, the Sacramento City Council and Board of Supervisors 
adopted a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) outlining principles of land use and 
revenue sharing between the City and County of Sacramento for the Natomas area, 
setting the stage for what has come to be known as the “Natomas Joint Vision.” The 
“Natomas Joint Vision Study Area” overlay on the Land Use Diagram indicates the 
area addressed by this MOU. The cooperative effort addresses land use, economic 
development, and environmental opportunities and challenges in Natomas. The result 
will be quality development balanced with permanent open space preservation 
systems. Additionally, SACOG’s Blueprint shows significant development in the 
Natomas Joint Vision Area. Because of the MOU, the Blueprint and the importance of 
the Natomas Joint Vision Area to the region, the County anticipates development in 
portions of the Natomas Basin within the timeframe of the General Plan. Subject to 
the preparation and certification of the appropriate environmental 
documentation, this development shall be accomplished either by an 
expansion of the USB, the City’s Sphere of Influence, or both. See related policy 
LU-114 and Implementation Measure C in the “Regional and Local Agency 
Coordination” section of this Element.” 

The County’s Natomas-specific growth policy, LU-114, states: 

“It is the policy of Sacramento County that development and open space preservation 
in the Natomas Joint Vision Overlay Area occur in a comprehensive, responsible and 
cohesive manner that best addresses land use, economic development and 
environmental opportunities and challenges in Natomas.” 

As part of the 2011 General Plan update, the County also adopted a new criteria-based 
growth management strategy, including policies LU-119 and LU-120, governing 
expansion of the Urban Policy Area (UPA), and LU-127, governing expansion of the 
Urban Services Boundary (USB). The 2030 General Plan growth management approach 
focuses on design, quality, and performance. The growth management criteria, Land 
Use Element Policies LU-119 and LU-120, address complex growth issues amidst 
extreme economic fluctuations and sweeping regulatory changes. LU-119 and LU-120 
were developed in collaboration with Sacramento Area Council of Governments 
(SACOG) staff, the State of California Office of the Attorney General, environmental 
interests and other stakeholders with the primary objective of reducing Vehicle Miles 
Travelled (VMT) and associated greenhouse gas emissions and requiring projects to 
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include: (1) sufficiently high densities to support transit; (2) infrastructure, including 
transit, that is put in place at the same time the project is developed; (3) a jobs-housing 
balance that reduces the need for long commutes and ensures lower VMT; (4) a network 
that enables residents to walk, ride bicycles, or take transit to their jobs and schools; and 
(5) a reasonable amount of mixed-use development.  

On February 7, 2012, the Board of Supervisors initiated a master planning process 
known as the Northwest Master Plan, independent of the City of Sacramento. This effort 
included a proposed General Plan amendment to expand both the USB and UPA within 
the Natomas Joint Vision area. Although the County was leading this effort, City of 
Sacramento staff actively participated in regular meetings with the County staff and 
major landowners, with the landowners paying the cost for City staff to participate in 
meetings through approximately 2014 when City staff was directed internally to stop 
participating.  

In the years that followed, planning efforts evolved into multiple, individual master 
planning initiatives led by landowners and project proponents in the four potential urban 
precincts identified in the draft land use sketches presented to the Board and City 
Council in 2008/2009. This transition led to the initiation of the Upper Westside Specific 
Plan by the Board on February 26, 2019, pursuant to Sacramento County Code (SCC) 
Section 21.14 and General Plan policies LU-114, LU-119, and LU-120. Similarly, in 
November 2015, the Board initiated the North Precinct Specific Plan, which was later 
renamed the Grandpark Specific Plan. That effort was eventually revised, and on 
February 25, 2025, the Board initiated two separate applications: the Grandpark 
Southwest Specific Plan and Grandpark Trails Specific Plan.  

Each of these Specific Plans is at a different stage in the master planning process. The 
Upper Westside Specific Plan is the most advanced. On June 23, 2025, the Planning 
Commission voted (4-yes, 0-no, 1-absent) to recommend that the Board approve the 
Specific Plan and its associated documents, including the Final Environmental Impact 
Report (FEIR), the Statement of Overriding Considerations, and the Mitigation 
Monitoring and Reporting Program. The FEIR was published on June 11, 2025 and the 
City of Sacramento was notified of this publication as required by CEQA. The FEIR 
includes the County’s responses to the City’s comments on the Draft EIR, which are 
notably absent from the City’s staff report package published on August 7, 2025. The 
FEIR, including responses to all comments received on the Draft EIR, is available on the 
Upper Westside project page on the County’s website: 
https://planning.saccounty.gov/PlansandProjectsIn-
Progress/Pages/UpperWestsideSpecificPlan.aspx 

Staff is now preparing the project for final consideration by the Board. Throughout the 
Specific Plan preparation and hearing process, County staff has engaged the 
community, outside agencies, and other jurisdictions, including the City, through robust 
outreach and engagement efforts, issue-specific coordination meetings, and formal 
distributions of the project including Notices of Preparation and Notices of Availability. 

County staff also included the City on the Notice of Preparation and Notices of 
Availability, keeping City staff informed about the project as it progressed, and facilitated 
numerous coordination meetings with City staff on various topics including water supply, 
the Natomas Basin Habitat Conservation Plan, and the general County master plan 

https://planning.saccounty.gov/PlansandProjectsIn-Progress/Pages/UpperWestsideSpecificPlan.aspx
https://planning.saccounty.gov/PlansandProjectsIn-Progress/Pages/UpperWestsideSpecificPlan.aspx


Page 5 of 5 
8/11/2025 County to City re: 8/12/25 City Council Agenda Item #8 

process. City staff were also involved in the review of early drafts of the land use plan 
and Specific Plan and they provided technical input on the transportation analysis. 

The City’s disengagement in discussions necessary to develop the agreement originally 
envisioned in the MOU regarding development and conservation in Natomas as well as 
the City’s failure to pursue annexation in the area prompted the departure from the 
collaborative framework originally envisioned under the 2002 MOU.  Collectively, the 
General Plan update, which incorporates the overall intent of the MOU, and subsequent 
City Council and Board actions, including the initiation of independent, County-led 
master planning efforts consistent with the County’s adopted growth management 
strategy, memorialize this shift. Consequently, when analyzing development in Natomas 
now, the County considers the concepts articulated in the MOU but understands they are 
merely “proposed principles”, not binding contractual obligations.  

The Upper Westside project achieved the maximum score of 24 out of 24 points in LU-
120's criteria-based standard relative to residential density, proximity to amenities, transit 
access, transit frequency, and proximity to employment. The transportation analysis 
demonstrates that the project’s Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) is below the County’s 
adopted significance thresholds of 85 percent of the regional average and among the 
lowest VMT of all the County’s master planned areas. These facts effectively 
demonstrate that the MOU’s intent of “proactively influencing the emerging form, by 
guiding inevitable growth to provide for residential and employment opportunities close 
to the region’s urban core” is achieved with this project through implementation of the 
County’s adopted General Plan policies. 

We appreciate the opportunity to provide this greater context to the City Council for their 
consideration. Please feel free to contact me at smithtodd@saccounty.gov should you 
have any questions. 

Sincerely, 

 

Todd Smith 
Planning Director 

Attachment 1: County comments on Draft NBHCP, December 5, 2002 
Attachment 2: County Executive correspondence to City Manager, December 29, 2009 

mailto:smithtodd@saccounty.gov
























County Executive
Terry Schutten

County of Sacramento

December29, 2009

Mr. RayKerridge
CityManager
CityofSacramento
915I Street, 5th Floor
Sacramento, CA95814

RE: County of Sacramento and Natomas Landowner Group
Natomas Joint Vision

Dear Ray:

Board of Supervisors
Roger Dickinson, District 1

Jimmie R. Yee, District 2
Susan Peters, District 3

Roberta MacGlashan, District 4
Don Nottoli, District 5

This correspondence is being sent to ensure that the Sacramento City Mayor and
City Councilremain informed about the status of discussions between the County of
Sacramento and the Natomas Landowner Group.

Weappreciate the on-going collaboration by County and City representatives on the
Natomas Joint Vision project. Our respective staff members have worked
cooperatively towards the completion of the initial phases of the work program
(Phases I through III). We now look forward to addressing the challenging issues in
the Phase IVprocess.

As you are aware, Sacramento County has a pending Board hearing on the Natomas
Joint Vision project scheduled for 2:00 p.m. on January 13, 2010. This discussion
will address the continuing work by the three parties, the City of Sacramento, the
Countyof Sacramento, and the Natomas Landowner Group. Recent milestones have
includedinitiation of the "Phase II . Broad Vision Process" with the goal of engaging
in a land planning exercise to:

• Create a special and unique place
• Assure quality and consistency in development projects
• Capitalize on existing assets - airport, freeways, river, farmland
• Locate and employ exemplary cases of urban design complementing

(and enhancing) habitat preservation

This Broad Vision Process culminated in the presentation of several conceptual
sketchesboth to the City Council and County Board of Supervisors and initiation of
a TechnicalPhase III effort in April of 2009.
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The Technical Phase III began with a series of hearings with non-participating
property owners within the unincorporated portion of the County. Much of the
focusof this phase has been on the formation of a team of consultants engaged by
the Landowner Group to prepare background technical information that will form
the basis for the development of a new or amended Habitat Conservation Plan
(RCP).

In a successionof meetings between the City, County, and the Natomas Landowner
Group, the Landowner Group has expressed its desire to progress towards
completionof major milestones. The County of Sacramento currently is in a position
to moveforward with a Phase IV effort. Therefore, County staff will recommend to
the BoardofSupervisors the following actions at the hearing on January 13, 2010:

• Adopt a resolution of intent to engage in a formal process for
preparation of a habitat conservation plan (RCP);

• Adopt a resolution to initiate proceedings for a Special Planning Area
land use zone that can facilitate a number of the Natomas Joint Vision
objectives, specifically the habitat conservation and airport protection;
and

• An amendment to the County's SpecificPlan Ordinance that may allow
a concurrent specific plan to be prepared if accompanied by a County
initiated change to the General Plan.

Should you have any questions regarding these recommendations, please contact
Paul Hahn, Administrator, Municipal Services Agency at 916-874-5889.

Sincerely,

c: Members,Board of Supervisors
Members,City Council
StevenC.Szalay-Interim County Executive
HardyAcree-Director ofAirports
WilliamJ. Hatch-W. Hatch Interests, Inc.
John Dangberg-Assistant City Manager, City of Sacramento
ScottMende-New Growth Manager
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