
  

10| N magazine |August 2024

  

10| N magazine | Sept. |2026

"Once the last of Natomas 
open land is developed, it 
is gone forever. Together, 
we can preserve it for future 
generations, and in the 
process, save our oun lives. 
You can make a difference."

    Natomas Land
By Dennis Spear

The Natomas region of 

Sacramento is at the center of 

a challenge: how to accommo-

date growth while protecting a 

most important agricultural and 

wildlife landscape. For decades, 

local governments, farmers, 

conservationists, and a few de-

velopers recognized that Nato-

mas is more than vacant land. 

The area is a basin of farmland, 

wetlands, drainage channels, and 

open space that provides habi-

tat for numerous species while 

also serving as part of a major 

migratory route used by birds.

Early City of Sacramento 

planning sought to balance urban 

expansion with environmental 

protection rather than allowing 

unrestricted growth. A major 

milestone was the Natomas 

Basin Habitat Conservation Plan 

(NBHCP), first adopted in 1997 

and revised in 2003. The plan was 

created specifically to promote 

biological conservation alongside 

economic development and the 

continuation of agriculture within 

the approximately 54,000-acre 

Natomas Basin. Rather than stop-

ping development, the plan estab-

lished a framework that allowed 

growth while requiring mitiga-

tion for habitat loss. Developers 

contribute fees that help acquire, 

restore, and manage habitat lands 

elsewhere in the basin, creating a 

long-term conservation system. 

The NBHCP recognized 

that urban development would 

inevitably affect habitat, so it cre-

ated a multi-species conservation 

program to preserve, restore, and 

enhance habitat while allowing 

communities to expand accord-

ing to local land-use plans. The 

strategy reflected an understand-

ing that open land, agriculture, 

and wildlife habitat were essential 

components of the Natomas 

landscape and should not be com-

pletely replaced by urban growth. 

International agreements 

to protect migratory birds were 

established in the early twentieth 

century beginning with the 1916 

Migratory Bird Treaty between 

the United States and Canada 

and later included a treaty with 

Mexico in 1936. These agree-

ments were created to protect 

birds that travel along major 

migration routes, including the 

Great Western Flyway that cross-

es through Natomas. The treaties 

limited unregulated hunting 

and provided legal protections 

for migratory birds, their nests, 

and eggs, helping to conserve 

species that move seasonally 

along the 3 countries coasts. 

There are concrete examples 

of sucess in preservation and 

integrated development. Boulder 

Colorado, Portland  Oregon, 

Lancaster Pennsylvania, and 

even Sacramento in the past, 

have illustrated that successful 

land preservation emerges from 

local decision-making rather 

than federal intervention or 

developers plans. By establish-

ing defined growth boundaries, 

protecting environmentally 

significant lands, investing in 

green infrastructure, and en-

couraging development within 

existing urban area boundar-

ies, cities can grow responsibly 

while maintaining open spaces 

that contribute to their environ-

mental health, economic vitality, 

and community livability.

NatomasOpenLand

ECOS
www.ecos.org

Natomas Basin Conservancy
 www.natomasbasin.org

City of Sacramento
www.cityofsacramento.gov

 Learn more

(top)
The Swainsons Hawk is protected and relies 
on the Natomas Region for its survival.

(above)
Development should be infill and fit the 
character of the community. Not like this 
housing that looks like delivery pages from 
Meals on Wheels.


