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WHITE PAPER 

Establishing the City of Escondido as the Demonstration 

Model for Agricultural Water Resilience and Farmland 

Preservation in San Diego County 

Prepared for: 

San Diego County Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) 

Supporting Implementation of the SALC 2.0 Strategic Action Plan 

 

Executive Summary 

The Sustainable Agricultural Lands Conservation (SALC 2.0) initiative seeks practical, scalable 

solutions that address one of the greatest threats facing San Diego County agriculture: the 

widening economic gap confronting small-scale and family-owned farming operations. 

No challenge is more immediate than the cost and availability of irrigation water. 

The City of Escondido has already demonstrated leadership through its recycled water program 

serving local avocado growers and agricultural operations. As agricultural producers throughout 

San Diego County face increasing imported water costs, prolonged drought pressures, climate 

uncertainty, and development pressures, Escondido offers a unique opportunity to become a 

countywide demonstration project for agricultural resilience. 

This white paper recommends that the SALC 2.0 Final Report designate the City of Escondido as 

a "Working Model for Agricultural Water Resilience and Preservation" and establish a formal 

collaborative framework among: 

• San Diego LAFCO 

• County of San Diego Planning & Development Services 

• City of Escondido 

• Escondido Growers for Agricultural Preservation (EGAP) 

• Local agricultural producers 

• Regional water agencies 
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The purpose of this collaboration would be to immediately implement a replicable framework 

that integrates recycled water, agricultural preservation, economic sustainability, and farmland 

protection into a single operational model that can be adapted throughout San Diego County. 

 

Why Escondido Is the Ideal Demonstration 

Community 

1. Existing Agricultural Water Infrastructure 

Unlike many communities that would require substantial capital investment before 

implementation could begin, Escondido already possesses: 

• Existing recycled water production capabilities 

• Established distribution infrastructure 

• Agricultural customers currently utilizing recycled water 

• Operational experience serving avocado production 

• Municipal commitment to water sustainability 

As a result, Escondido can move from planning to implementation faster than any other 

jurisdiction in San Diego County. 

 

2. Direct Connection Between Water Affordability and 

Farmland Preservation 

The SALC 2.0 process recognizes that farmland preservation cannot occur without economically 

viable farming. 

For many avocado growers: 

• Water is the single largest operating expense. 

• Escalating water costs force acreage reductions. 

• Agricultural lands become vulnerable to conversion. 

• Generational farming operations become economically unsustainable. 

Lower-cost recycled water provides one of the few immediately available tools capable of 

improving farm economics without requiring significant public subsidy. 

Protecting agriculture therefore requires protecting affordable agricultural water supplies. 
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3. Alignment with State Climate and Sustainability 

Objectives 

Expanding agricultural recycled water use advances multiple statewide priorities: 

• Water reuse 

• Drought resilience 

• Groundwater sustainability 

• Climate adaptation 

• Reduction of imported water dependence 

• Agricultural preservation 

• Sustainable land-use planning 

The proposed Escondido model directly supports the goals of the Sustainable Agricultural Lands 

Conservation Program and demonstrates measurable climate benefits. 

 

Recommended New SALC 2.0 Strategic 

Action 

Cultivating Solutions Recommendation 

Establish the Escondido Agricultural Resource Stewardship & Reuse 

Partnership (EASRP) 

SALC 2.0 should recommend creation of a formal implementation partnership that transforms 

Escondido into a countywide demonstration model for agricultural water resilience. 

The partnership would include: 

San Diego LAFCO 

Role: 

• Regional coordination 

• Policy oversight 

• Replication strategy development 

• Performance monitoring 

• Annual reporting 
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County of San Diego 

Role: 

• Agricultural preservation planning 

• Land-use coordination 

• Grant support 

• Integration into regional agricultural initiatives 

City of Escondido 

Role: 

• Recycled water program administration 

• Infrastructure planning 

• Agricultural water delivery 

• Demonstration project implementation 

Escondido Growers for Agricultural Preservation (EGAP) 

Role: 

• Local grower representation 

• Program oversight 

• Performance review 

• Stakeholder engagement 

• Grower recruitment and participation 

Agricultural Producers 

Role: 

• Participation 

• Water-use reporting 

• Agricultural viability monitoring 

• Best-practice implementation 

 

Immediate Implementation Opportunity 

Integrate SALC 2.0 Recommendations into the Escondido 

Agricultural Recycled Water Plan 
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The City of Escondido can immediately become the first jurisdiction in San Diego County to 

incorporate SALC 2.0 recommendations into a municipal agricultural water management 

framework. 

Recommended actions include: 

Action 1 

Expand agricultural recycled water enrollment opportunities. 

Action 2 

Identify priority agricultural preservation zones. 

Action 3 

Develop long-term agricultural water reliability targets. 

Action 4 

Establish agricultural sustainability performance metrics. 

Action 5 

Create annual reporting mechanisms documenting: 

• Acres preserved 

• Water delivered 

• Farm participation 

• Economic impacts 

• Climate benefits 

 

Proposition 218 Considerations 

A critical implementation opportunity exists through appropriately structured recycled water rate 

policies. 

Existing legal analyses have demonstrated that Proposition 218 does not prohibit differential 

recycled water rates when those rates are properly supported and consistent with cost-of-service 

principles. 

Consequently, Escondido has an opportunity to evaluate agricultural recycled water pricing 

strategies that: 
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• Improve participation 

• Increase agricultural competitiveness 

• Encourage long-term agricultural retention 

• Support regional sustainability objectives 

Such approaches should be evaluated through appropriate legal, engineering, and financial 

review processes. 

This represents one of the most significant opportunities available to strengthen agricultural 

viability without requiring ongoing public subsidy. 

 

Measuring Success 

The Escondido model should establish measurable outcomes over a five-year period. 

Suggested performance indicators include: 

Agricultural Outcomes 

• Agricultural acreage retained 

• Avocado acreage preserved 

• Number of participating growers 

• Reduction in agricultural land conversion pressure 

Water Outcomes 

• Recycled water utilization 

• Reduction in imported water dependency 

• Water supply reliability improvements 

Economic Outcomes 

• Farm operating cost reductions 

• Agricultural revenue retention 

• Local agricultural employment support 

Climate Outcomes 

• Water reuse expansion 

• Drought resilience improvements 

• Sustainable resource management metrics 
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Replication Framework for San Diego 

County 

The ultimate value of the Escondido initiative extends beyond city boundaries. 

The demonstration project would create a framework that could be adapted by: 

• Fallbrook 

• Valley Center 

• Rainbow 

• Bonsall 

• Pauma Valley 

• San Pasqual Valley 

• Other agricultural communities throughout San Diego County 

The result would be a practical roadmap for connecting recycled water resources with 

agricultural preservation objectives on a regional scale. 

 

Why Escondido Should Be the SALC 2.0 

"Poster Child" 

Escondido represents the rare convergence of: 

• Existing recycled water infrastructure 

• Active agricultural production 

• Strong avocado industry presence 

• Immediate implementation capability 

• Measurable outcomes 

• Replication potential 

• Alignment with State SALC goals 

• Regional leadership opportunity 

Most importantly, Escondido offers the ability to move beyond planning and demonstrate results. 

While many agricultural preservation strategies require years of study and significant new 

funding, the Escondido model can begin implementation immediately using existing 

infrastructure, existing agricultural partnerships, and existing community support. 
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For this reason, the SALC 2.0 Final Report should formally recognize the City of Escondido as 

San Diego County's pilot demonstration community for agricultural recycled water innovation, 

agricultural economic resilience, and long-term farmland preservation. 

 

Conclusion 

SALC 2.0 seeks actionable solutions capable of narrowing the economic gap facing small-scale 

agriculture. 

Affordable and reliable irrigation water is the single most important factor affecting the future 

viability of agriculture in San Diego County. 

Escondido has already established the foundation necessary to demonstrate a practical solution. 

By creating the Escondido Agricultural Resource Stewardship & Reuse Partnership and 

integrating SALC 2.0 recommendations into the City's Agricultural Recycled Water Plan, San 

Diego County can establish a replicable model that protects agriculture, strengthens farm 

economics, advances climate goals, and preserves working landscapes for future generations. 

The recommendation is straightforward: 

Designate Escondido as the SALC 2.0 Demonstration Community and utilize its recycled 

agricultural water program as the countywide model for agricultural resilience and preservation. 

This draft is written at a policy-board level. Once you provide the actual SALC 2.0 report 

language and the three supporting Escondido reports, I can strengthen it considerably by 

incorporating their findings, economic data, Proposition 218 legal analysis, water cost 

comparisons, acreage preservation metrics, and specific implementation recommendations so it 

reads as an official companion white paper for the LAFCO Board rather than a conceptual 

framework. 

 


