
Draft letter only – Draft to be edited 

and reviewed for potential approval at 

the NSV MAC meeting of 9/21/22. 

September 13, 2022 

Mr. Brian Oh 
Permit Sonoma  
Address / Email 

Dear Mr. Oh, 

On behalf of the North Sonoma Valley Municipal Advisory Council (NSV MAC), I respectfully submit the 
following comments pertaining to the Public Review Draft of the Sonoma Developmental Center (SDC) 
Specific Plan (Proposed Plan) and the SDC Specific Plan Draft Environmental Report (DEIR), as issued by 
Sonoma County in August 2022. While this letter is reflective of community input, it is not intended to 
be exhaustive or to take the place of individual comments from community members and other 
interested parties.  

Given the tremendous amount of input from Sonoma Valley residents and business owners concerned 
about the project size and its impacts, as well as this MAC’s own request and the Board of Supervisors’ 
direction to scale back the Specific Plan, it is surprising that the proposed Specific Plan still contains over 
1,000 homes and approximately 940 jobs. It appears that the DEIR fails to disclose the full extent of 
impacts that will result throughout Sonoma Valley from this large-scale development outside of an 
urban growth area, as is further detailed in this letter.  

The Specific Plan represents one of the largest, if not THE largest, developments in the history of 
Sonoma Valley and is in conflict with County General Plan policies calling for city-centered growth. 
Furthermore, the proposed plan is inconsistent with its own guiding principles calling for a balance 
between redevelopment and historic preservation; the plan will destroy the very qualities that make the 
historic SDC site unique and its implementation will have far-reaching, significant adverse impacts on 
Sonoma Valley residents.  

With this in mind, we provide the following comments, by general category: 

PROJECT SCALE & HOUSING 
Increasing the supply of affordable and workforce housing is broadly supported by the Sonoma Valley 
Community, but not at any cost to the environment and the health and safety of Sonoma Valley 
residents. Our understanding is that the DEIR should help the community better understand the scale of 
the environmental impacts of the Specific Plan, how they will be mitigated, what options were 
considered, and why these options were dismissed. We do not believe the DEIR has yet met these 
objectives.   

For example, the DEIR identifies the smaller-scale Historic Preservation Alternative (Historic Alternative) 
as the environmentally superior alternative. It is not ruled out in the DEIR because it meets the required 
objectives, but it is dismissed from full consideration. Why?  
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If this alternative is environmentally superior and substantially reduces impacts of the proposed plan; 
if it more effectively meets some of the fundamental project objectives as outlined in the Specific Plan 
guiding principles, including Preservation of Historic Resources and Balancing Redevelopment with 
Land Use (DEIR pages 5 and 6); if it provides 450 new homes (still the largest project in Sonoma 
Valley); and meets the state’s statutory objectives regarding the disposition of the SDC site, why is 
this alternative (or a version of it that addresses some of the issues identified) not being put forward 
as the proposed plan?  

“Overall, the Historic Preservation Alternative is the environmentally superior alternative, although 
significant impacts of the Proposed Plan and the two alternatives are largely comparable, and the 
Historic Preservation Alternative would be less superior in some environmental features such as energy 
use, biological resources, and wildfire risks. Additionally, this alternative would not support key project 
objectives related to increased housing supply, varied housing opportunities, community vibrancy, and 
long-term fiscal stability to the same degree as the Proposed Plan.” (DEIR page 14)  

We do not find adequate data in the DEIR that supports the “less superior” distinctions above, or any 
reason why these couldn’t be readily addressed. There is no requirement that maximum housing be 
developed, especially if it means significant impacts in several issue areas. In terms of biological 
resources, the analyses on page 563 of the DEIR indicates that the Historic Preservation Alternative 
would be “similar or slightly better” than the Specific Plan. In terms of energy use, the older historic 
buildings are presumed to be less energy efficient, but it’s not clear how the net calculation was made 
since “energy use” is also cited in conjunction with construction and demolition GHGs, which would be 
significantly higher in the Specific Plan. The increased wildfire risk with this lower density plan is 
presumably solely because of the arbitrary exclusion of the Hwy 12 connector road in this alternative. 
How would the proposed Specific Plan fare in comparison to the Historic Preservation alternative if it 
also excluded the Hwy 12 connector road, or if both included the Hwy 12 connection? 

Scale is the most obvious way to mitigate impact. While the types of impacts of the Historic and 
proposed Specific Plans may be the same, they are not equal in magnitude.  

FEASIBILITY  
If the Historic Preservation alternative was dismissed because of an assumption that feasibility will 
require higher development densities, how is a feasibility analysis considered in the DEIR and shouldn’t 
this be more transparently addressed in the Proposed Plan?   

Since it’s unclear what “economic feasibility” means for the SDC campus at this time, shouldn’t there be 
an economic feasibility analysis as part of this evaluation process? The market demand study that was 
prepared for the alternatives report does not fill this need (and is inconsistent with the Specific Plan in 
any case in that it reports little demand for non-residential uses).  

MITIGATION MONITORING / PERFORMANCE STANDARDS  
It’s of concern to the community that most of the policies in the proposed Specific Plan are not 
enforceable, generally because of the use of “should” in the descriptive language rather than “shall” in 
many instances. Terms such as “if feasible” and “assumed” are also used repeatedly and the DEIR 
analysis acknowledges considerable uncertainly in the impacts and thus in the mitigation measures as 
well.  
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Will the policies and conditions of the approval of the Specific Plan be put into a mitigation 
monitoring plan or program to ensure mitigation compliance for the project?  

Given the scale of the proposed Specific Plan and absence of any phasing requirements, it’s critical that 
performance standards be developed and tied into the phasing of the project, especially since the DEIR 
calls for future studies and mitigations that are not yet identified. Will performance standards be put 
into place, potentially to consider impacts that might include Traffic, Wildlife Function, Resources, 
Noise?  

HOUSING NUMBERS  
The Specific Plan states that it will result in 1,000 units and the DEIR uses that assumption, but as noted 
in Specific Plan Table 4.2 there could be closer to 1,210 units, even without likely density bonuses. That 
means that most of the environmental impacts in the DEIR are underestimated for the number of units 
permitted. 

CULTURAL RESOURCES / HISTORIC PRESERVATION 
The Historic Alternative meets the fundamental project objectives listed on pages 5-6 of the DEIR, unlike 
the proposed Specific Plan that is inconsistent with the fundamental project objective calling for 
balancing development with historic resource conservation.  

Regarding policies and impacts on cultural resources, the DEIR does not specifically address impacts on 
Contributing Resources. This should be its own section, not embedded in the discussion of impacts on 
the district as a whole. For example, if impacts on the integrity of the historic district are considered 
unavoidable and this would result in removing its eligibility for the National Historic Register, under 
CEQA that means there are no contributing resources because there is nothing to contribute to, and that 
all Conditions of Approval referring to contributing resources are effectively moot and not applicable. 
This seems to be the rationale used under Policy 4-25, but we’d like further detail as to how this is 
applied.  

What are the criteria to determine which building are saved, reused, or demolished? Criteria and 
standards are mentioned, but we don’t find any specific documentation, policy or analysis to properly 
guide this determination in the Specific Plan. Also, the loss of eligibility for the National Register listing 
would have additional significant impacts. (Detail to be confirmed.)  

Regarding the Sonoma House and the main building, Specific Plan Policy 2-47 uses terms like “consider” 
and “if feasible.” Where is the text describing how these determinations will be applied? Why is this not 
explained through explicit mitigation measures, of which there are currently none? Analysis of impacts 
on individually significant historic resources are deferred to a time when individual projects  
are proposed. However, since many future projects will not be subject to CEQA, doesn’t this analysis 
have to be done as part of the Specific Plan EIR with mitigation measures identified, not deferred?  

Neither the proposed Specific Plan nor the Draft EIR acknowledges the community effort to get the SDC 
listed in the National Register as an Historic District. Why is this not mentioned?  

UTILITY INFRASTRUCTURE (Comments to come)  

CLIMATE CHANGE Comments to come)  
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VEHICLE MILES TRAVELED (VMT) 
The Specific Plan indicates that there will be no free parking on campus. Has the DEIR studied the VMT 
and traffic safety impacts of this policy with respect to visitor vehicle trips to find parking off-site; the 
impacts on the narrow streets in the adjacent neighborhoods, particularly the Glen Ellen streets south of 
the SDC (Martin, Lorna, Burbank, Sonoma Glen Circle, Marty and Madrone) where parking is free; or the 
public safety or emergency evacuation impacts of this policy? Has the potential limit on public access 
been evaluated?  

There is no evidence at this juncture that anyone living on the SDC site will be employed at the site so 
this cannot be assumed. Has the DEIR considered this in one of its VMT scenarios?  

Can the DEIR appropriately consider the completion of the Sonoma Valley Trail multi-use path, 
connecting the SDC site with Santa Rosa, as part of the SDC site VMT mitigation if this is a Caltrans 
controlled project?  

Why is the downscaling or elimination of the hotel not considered part of VMT mitigation? The hotel is 
no identified as a priority in the state legislation pertaining to the SDC site and will contribute 
significantly to VMT.  

In Table ES-2, the DEIR determines that VMT reduction measures cannot be guaranteed, and they may 
be insufficient to reduce VMT per capita below the applicable significance threshold or fully offset the 
effect of induced VMT. “There are no other feasible mitigation measures available.” Why is this an 
allowed conclusion when there are certainly mitigation measures available that might justifiably be 
considered, even if reductions might not reduce impacts to levels that are less than significant? 
Examples of mitigation include a reduced scale alternative or elimination (or reduction of size) of the 
hotel or other commercial development.  

WILDLIFE CORRIDOR  
There is no analysis of the impacts on the wildlife corridor through the campus and no 
acknowledgement of the fact that animals currently use the campus and will be impacted. Also, there is 
no assessment of the impacts of fencing on wildlife. (Only wooden fences are prohibited on the 
campus.) The fencing policies appear to apply only to the open space and human/wildlife interface 
areas, not the campus. 

LAND USE IMPACTS  
The proposed Specific Plan is both inconsistent with several project objectives, as noted above, and 
inconsistent with existing County General Plan policies encouraging growth in transit-oriented, urban 
areas. It is also inconsistent with General Plan policies calling for an overall reduction in VMT since it 
introduces urban uses in a non-urban area; this will necessarily increase vehicle trips to reach services in 
either Sonoma or Santa Rosa.   

COMMERCIAL SPACE / JOB CREATION  
There appears to be no policy saying that the hotel can’t be built first. Is there anything in the proposed 
Specific Plan requiring the developer to build housing first? 

Why is such a large-scale hotel being proposed when it’s not a defined project objective, and when VMT 
is listed as a challenge?  
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POPULATION and GROWTH ASSUMPTIONS  
The DEIR analysis of growth-inducing impacts is based on a comparison of the project size to county-
wide population and employment numbers, which is an unrealistic and invalid comparison. As a distinct 
planning unit, Sonoma Valley should be the region of comparison. Given the relatively small population 
of Sonoma Valley, the proposed plan represents a substantial growth-inducing project. Alone, it will 
double (triple?) the community housing numbers and draw population and employees from other parts 
of the county as well as from outside the county. Given its location away from necessary goods and 
services, it will generate pressure for additional urban land uses on surrounding and nearby 
unincorporated lands. This urban sprawl growth scenario is in direct conflict with climate change policies 
to encourage compact, in-city growth.  

IMPACTS ON NEIGHBORHOODS SOUTH OF SDC 
The Glen Ellen neighborhoods adjacent to SDC will take the brunt of both the construction and 
operation impacts – not to mention the ongoing impacts of traffic and safety related to parking if there 
is no free parking on the SDC campus. The over 200 apartments and small lot single family homes 
directly south of the SDC property will be subject to the aggregate effects of noise, traffic, air emissions, 
and visual effects. These residents’ daily routines will be disrupted during a very long-term construction 
period. This area is home to many low to moderate-income families who have arguably not had an 
adequate voice in this planning process.   

Has the DEIR adequately studied the effect of the Specific Plan on this neighborhood, to include the 
narrow Glen Ellen streets from Martin Street south to Madrone Road and along Madrone Road?  

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS 
There are several foreseeable projects within 15 miles of the SDC site that will contribute to cumulative 
growth and related impacts, including but not limited to: the Graywood Ranch Hotel, Elnoka Village 
Senior Citizens housing project, Milestone Siesta Senior Citizens housing project, Donald Street housing 
development project, Verano hotel and housing project, Hanna Boys Center residential development 
program, and the proposed ~70% membership license increase at the Sonoma Golf Club.  

In the Transportation Methodology section (page 432), the DEIR states,” The model’s 2040 cumulative 
year includes growth that is consistent with adopted general plans within the County and with regional 
projections contained in Plan Bay Area 2040.” Were the above-mentioned projects, and any additional 
foreseeable projects, considered either in the general plans or by Plan Bay Area 2040? Is Permit Sonoma 
able to share what was included in the model?  
  

 

FIRE / EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS  
The DEIR did not consider a fire scenario in which the fire comes in from the west, down from Sonoma 
Mountain. “Historically, a fire approaching from the west may be less likely, and therefore did not 
warrant further specific analysis” (DEIR page 515). We know that fires are now burning in ways that are 
outside of historical precedent due to climate change and related impacts, and that this area has not 
burned in recent history. With this in mind, we believe a west-approaching fire scenario west must be 
considered.  

Did the DEIR consider an evacuation scenario where broadband and/or cell service is out, or is 
unreliable, affecting receipt of alerts? This occurred in both the 2017 and 2020 fires – land lines and cell 
service were knocked out or overloaded and people had limited information to guide evacuation. 
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In Section 16.1.3.4 (page 511), the DEIR states that to further mitigate potential impacts, Policy 2-54 
requires that the project sponsor proactively plan for emergency wildfire safety by building or 
designating an on-site shelter-in-place facility, to be open to both SDC residents and the general public. 
In our community conversations to date, Sonoma County fire and emergency experts have not 
condoned or recommended this as appropriate for the SDC site, so we question this as an appropriate 
mitigation measure.  

The DEIR indicates no significant increases in evacuation times with the Specific Plan. Tables show 
evacuation times in the order of 15-20 minutes, with and without the proposed project. The Evacuation 
Time analysis suggests that “added times” for travel during an evacuation range from 1 or 2 minutes to 
37 minutes to get to Napa. These hypothetical scenarios defy residents’ reality and the actual 
evacuation times experienced during recent fires: Nuns Canyon fire (2017) resulted in evacuation times 
out of Sonoma Valley of 1 hour or more; Glass Fire (2020) resulted in evacuation times from nearby 
Oakmont onto Hwy 12 of one to two hours; evacuations from Kenwood during recent fires took hours, 
not minutes; adding thousands of vehicles will exacerbate the problem.    

Page 520 of the DEIR states that, “The additional SR 12 connector road will provide additional fire access 
and evacuation routes.” However, during a wildfire, it’s quite possible that residents and workers in the 
proposed project area will not be able to take this connector route east toward highway 12 due to the 
high probability of a wildfire advancing from the highway 12 direction (see Specific Plan, figure 2.3-1). 
Has this possibility been considered in the DEIR analysis of evacuation times? Also, can the analysis 
assume the Hwy 12 roadway connection when it will be subject to a separate CalTrans review and 
approval process and might not be approved?    

The DEIR indicates that the SDC core campus is in the Local Responsibility Area (LRA) versus the State 
Responsibility Area (SRA) with respect to fire-related development governance. In Figure 3.16-2, it 
appears that the LRAs are outside of any fire hazard severity zone. However, given that parts of the LRA 
are immediately adjacent to medium, high and very high fire hazard severity potential zones (FHSZs), 
can this be accurate?   

CLOSING COMMENTS (to come)  

Sincerely,  
North Sonoma Valley Municipal Advisory Council  

cc:    Susan Gorin 
Tennis Wick 
Rajeev Bhatia 
(Other tbd at NSV MAC 9/21 meeting) 




