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An Overview

Prepared by: B~rt Ambrose
USDA Soil Conservation Service
Phoenix, AZ
March 3, 1983

Our cQunt.r:y is growing - growing in many ways. Infact,the National Agricultural

"Lands Study {NALS) estimated that as much as3 million acres of non-urban land is

being developed each year to make way for our growth. Perhaps a milliol1.acres of

thattotali.sprimecropland•

Maricopa County has participated in this growth in a big way. Thecounty'splanning

staff has ... estimated that some 100 sections of irrigated cropland has been developed

fer non-crop uses in the ten year period from 1972 to 1982.

To put that figure inte perspective, consider this brief analysis: 100 sections is

64,000 acres-That's roughly equivalent to developing all of the present-day crop

land lorthoftheGilaRiverfromJackrabbit Trail to the Hassayampa River. That

much land could produce 138,000 bales of cotton in a season- worth perhaps 45 mil

lion dollars at today·s prices -or the equivalent of· over 45 million 100% cotton

jeans. Or it might produce 300,000 tons of wheat, or ~ million tons of hay, ora

great many other things.

The "LESA"system is a new method for evaluating growth with an eye to maintaining

the productivity of our· irrigated lands for as long as.possible. The>systemhas

two parts: A land evaluation which determines the quality of land for agricultural

uses, based on soil surveys, and a site assessment to considert.he area's agricul

viability.as it is affected by other factors.
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comparison is based on the estimated yield data contained in

survey publications. This information was gathered from growers at the

soils were surveyed.

The objective of the LESA approach is to provide a tool to aid local decision

makers in planning for orderly growth. The system's development is localized 

It is developed at the level at which it will oeused,and it is developed by

local work groups. We suggest a working committee for each part of the process.

The design of the system is"also oriented to local use - The land evaluation is

based on existing knowledge as contained in published and on-going soil surveys.

This data is cO.r-sistent from site to site, it is flexible, and it is technically

defensible.

Wh.ere agricultural districts are· used,LESA can p.rovide a basis for determining

minimum economic lot sizes - a means of controlling subdivisions into uneconomic

production units. Public utility and transportation systems can be planned more

effectively if the long term management of cropland is part of the criteria.

There are many other applications for LESA that· may fit an·area's needs.

An analysis of soil productivity provides a basis for comparing different sites

in terms of their relative value for crop production. In other words, the best

crop-producing soils·· are compared to the worst.

factors considered are the landcapabl1ityclassification, which

into ·seven groupings of productivity and management limitations, and

whicnmight be designated as important farmland, such as those which might be

particularly well suited to citrus production. Again, we· suggest that a local

committee be utilized.tocarryout the land evaluation phase.

-2-

As mentioned earlier, LESA has two parts - a land evaluation and a site assessment.

The cropland evaluation is based on several factors.

The system can be used in many ways. As a land use planning tool it gives a sound

basis for making decisions about where and when changes should occur.

used as .a manas for ·structuring tax assessments on agricultural lands, or as an

.. additional tool in planning for water and resource projects such as Rio Salado and

~istributionsystemsfortheCentralArizona Project.



site assessment phase should also be done byalocal work group. Initially,

assessment involves gathering together all pertinent data that will beusefu"

as comprehensive plans, population "projections, and land use

The committee then determines whch factors to

factorsare.weighted according to/their importance.

"

The percentage of an area currently in

Whether· -the area

conversions will viability.

uses also can be considered as a separate factor, if needed.

The support facilities which makeup the agri-business infrastructure

a consideration in the area's long term viability for agriculture.

The need for additional urban land would be an important consid.eration, as would

availability of less productive agricultural lands. The urban lands

concerning state trust ·lands would have a significant·impact on this

Compatibility with surrounding uses

years with· conflicts over

livestock operations.

The distance to a city, and its services and supplies, might be important in con

use change. Transportation systems are important to farms as well

and environmental

all play a role in considering a transportation factor.

Environmental and·culturalinfluences can be very important- such things assail

suitability for septic systems and flood hazards to intensive developments can

system. Historic sites and other cultural considerations might

be inclUded. Compatibility with adopted



Again, "LESA"is a tool to aid decision-mak~rs in planning for land use, as well

as a means that can be used to help implement planning decisions.

do so.

It has the advantages of being developed at the level at which it will be used, and

based on existing knowledge. It is a flexible system which can be fine

to local needs, and irb can be applied consistently from case to case.

"!.ESA" can be an important tool in helping to shape.MaricopaCountyts·future~ It

is entirely a matter of choice to the people and government of Maricopa County to

use,the system. The Soil Conservation Service, through the Hohokam

Resource Conservation and Development.Areaorganization, stands ready to provide

you with our technical expertise in developing your program, should you decide to
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- DETEP~lrIES THE QUALITY OF LAND FOR
AGRI CULTURAL USES BASED ON SOl L

SURVEYS

~ ASSESS SITES OR A~~~SOF LAND FOR

AfRICll1LTUPAl VIABILITY

.. CCKSltERS All FACTORS IKFlUEfCClt!G
TlifSlTE1 If( ADDITI~TO SOILS

AGRIC..·UlTURA.l LAND ·EVAlUATItJJ· AND SITE ASSESSMENT,
\

SYSTEM

FARTI ..
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IK'LErENTNATIONALAND STATE FARMLAND
PROTECTION POLICIES
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LOCAL COM~il TTEES

~PART I - LANDEVALUATl0r~

1. I'lSTRJCT'CONSERVATJONIST -COORDINATOR

P., :SOJl SCIENTIst

B. Ass] STANCE FRon fJ,REA" STATE... NTC STAFF AS NEED::!;

2. tOUNTVPLANNE RI

3. EXTENS10N ADVISOR'

~. SWCD BOARD REPRESENTAT1VE '

5. ACADEMICPfOPL:

6. .~.NYOr~E WI TH KNOWLEDGE OF SOl lSANDAGRICULTURE

AREA



\\

-12-

..

tOCAtCOMM1TiEES... . .
PART II - SITE ASSESSM£NTfACTORS. .

1. COUNTVPL.ANNER - COORDINATOR.... .. ..

2•.D) STRICT ·CONSERVATIONIST

3. MEMBER OF tOUNTY BOARD OR PL.ANNING COMMISSION

14. REALTOR AND/OR DEVELOPER

5. ANYONE WHO HAS AN INTEREST AND KNOk'LEDGE AT THE

LOCAL LEVEL or~ LAf,D USE PLANNING.

THESE TvlO COM~] TTEES MUST COORDINATE WITH EACH OTHER.

MUS~UNDERSTAND HOW EACH PART OF THE SYSTEM WAS

AND HO~THE PARTS FIT TOGETHER.

..' .'
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PART III

LAND EVALUA.TION

SAMPLES FROM SOIL SURVEY DATA

MARICOPA COUNTY , CENTRAL PART
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(

PERCENT,"
POTENTIAL OR
PRODUCTIVITY

900 - 1550 17.0 90

1100 .. ·1900 1.8 87

•
7S0~ -. 1300 I -2.1 Ln

~

•

800 ~ 11'10 .. lI.7 26~869

5.3 30~685



PRODUCT OF
RELATlVE YIELD: TIMES 100

- (3) (lj) .

100
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.9 100 90

87
i

.87. 100 I
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100 77 I-,

I
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100 67

.6') 60



SITE ASSESSMENT
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SITE ASSESSMENT

1• LOCAL PlANi~ER

2. EXTENSION AGENT .
3. NRCD OfFICIALS
4. CONSERVATION GROUPS

5. ELECTED OFFICIALS
6. SCS DC
7. OTHERS

STEP 1





RESPONSIBILITY OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT

-COi~S IDERS:

% OF AREA Ji~ AGRICULTURE

SIZE OF SITE
AGRICULTURAL INFRASTRUCTURE
LAND USE REGULATIONS
AVAILABILITY OF NONFARMLAND AS AN ALTERNATE SITE

r~EED FOR ADDITIONAL URBAN LAND
C011PATIBILITY WITHCOMPREHEr~SIVE PLAIiS

DISTANCE TO CITY OR URBAN BUILT UP AREA
DISTANCE TO WATER1SEWER
INVESTi1ENTS INURBAr~DEVELOPMEi~T

PUBLICTRA[~SPOR_TAT IO(~

ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS

\\

DETERt\llf~E ITEf1S TO BE CONSIDERED li~ FARMLAND
PROTECT IOf~







AGRICUI.1"JP.Af.. .SUmRTSYST£.f1

(9) ,.m .F. ADDITltJlAL .UW.NI.AND

(1)

(11) DISTMCETOL'RBAfI. AREA

(12) .fU1ICIPALHATERSYSTEP1

(15) . TPIJI.S!ftO!rrATlfII ..

(13) PII..nCIPAL SANITARY· svsm

(l1) £.IIYIP.OIUTAL FACTORS··,

(16) . CClFI.!. VlSl!RRtU'tD.If\)US£
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9SPaCOO IF MEl 1ft Nift ICUL.TURE
. so PE.~ m: ·AREA Ire AGRICULTURE

10 PERCOO· CF ....A II M!ICILTURE

- A1.1.SIDEStf' SITE 1ft "~ICUU'JIE
-- - (lIE SUE ~. SITE ~JAt9rT TO IOM'iRICULTURALLAftD
-- - 1'1() sun .SItt AD~IACOO TO ID'.A6RICULTUPAI. I.AN!l
_. - 11tREESliD CF SITE IDJAC£IT TO OAGRIQJL.TUAAL/LVID
o - THE SITE IS UROlIIDEDBY II(IM1UCUl1UP~l WI)

SIZE (1=. SITE oR FARP1<IASED tI EDED SIZE IIIIT TOPERPtIT
FEAS IBI..E FAil! OPERATICIO(w!IIHT 1-10) .
• b .

(3)PERCOO (I IRS IIAGRICUl..nJRE linn" IP!IL£ (WEIGHT 1-10)
1

AGRICUI.TUPAl. SITE ASSESSP9TSY~Ft'R PRCPOSED 1.A!tD USE CONVERSIONS
"
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.
- SllEMD ALLSUPJlJIID116 SIllS -lMD A6RICULTURAL.

IRIGHl·TO--FAPJt _Cl.RICUL1UP~ DISTRICT)
- SITE ztxe bAGlICUL_t. .. 1 SIDE NOOGRICULT1JMI..

SIlt MD 1 SIDE flClAGIUCULlUfI.At. OR SITE AGRICUI..TUPAI..
MID SSIDES bA61UCUltuMl

- SlltMD 2 SIDES UA6IliCULnJRAL 01 SITE AGRICUI.TlJPAL
MD AU. SDlES IUlAGRtOJl1UML

• SItE lID 3 SillS Jt(ItAG!UCUl1"JPAl.
-am MD w. SIDES lItIA6'UaJLTUI)}L

AVAIt.D ILltY fF ICIFAIlUJm OR LESS PROOUCTIVE lAHD AS
M.1tPMTIYE SITE 1",,11·.11I9. (1=- QllSIDERATICft (VEIGHT 1-10)

• • •

ED FCIt~n:t•••• aflllIIT 1-10)

tlltt.J1Y rItl CM'P.EHEHStvEM 0fI18HT 1-10)
d )
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