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Email to: James Caruso, County 
Planning  (jcaruso@co.slo.ca.us)  

 
April 11, 2007 
 
James Caruso 
Department of Planning and Building 
County of San Luis Obispo 
County Government Center 
San Luis Obispo, CA 93408 
 
Re: Santa Margarita Ranch DEIR 

 
Mr. Caruso: 
 
North County Watch recognizes that numerous experts and private citizens are providing comments 
regarding the DEIR for the Santa Margarita Ranch and expressing their serious concerns regarding the 
Agricultural Residential Cluster Subdivision Project and the Future Development Program.  In light of 
these extensive, detailed comments on the project, North County Watch is submitting the following 
general comments. 
 
Ag Cluster Subdivision 
 
The term Agricultural Residential Cluster Subdivision is a misnomer.  Agricultural and residential uses 
are not compatible uses.  In this case, the ag cluster does not even cluster the homes.  Ag cluster 
subdivisions still remain an experiment which may be destined to failure.  An agricultural cluster creates 
neighborhoods of people ultimately not sympathetic to the many nuisances of real agriculture.  Bringing 
residences into an agricultural setting introduces incompatible uses, which will ultimately make the 
agricultural uses of the property no longer viable.  An alternative to the project should be considered 
which locates the homes closer to the existing town and reduces the environmental impacts.    
 
Agricultural Conservation Easement 
 
The agricultural conservation easement needs to be made available for review by the public, so that the 
project can be properly evaluated.  Uses which will be allowed on the property in the future need to be 
reviewed as to their compatibility with the resources on the site.  Impacts on resources by wineries, 
special events, rural camping, and other uses must be evaluated.  These impacts may be significant. 
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Each easement is unique.   Whatever uses are retained by the owners make a huge difference in what will 
happen on the site.  How can it be correct to exclude the easement itself from the process?    Are we to 
just trust that it will be negotiated later by wise and careful people and that the public interest will be 
protected? 
 
Without this key element, the impacts of the project have not been adequately considered.  There has been 
a failure to inform the public of the terms of the easement for the “remainder parcel” or for the open space 
parcel in the Ag Cluster.  The purpose of CEQA is to inform the public.  A revised EIR should be 
prepared and recirculated.  
 
Water Usage 
 
Significant and detailed comments have been submitted by members of the Water Resources Advisory 
Committee.  We ask that these comments be carefully reviewed.   
 
Usage of water by wineries was significantly underestimated in the report.  The water analysis only 
included the water used by visitors to the tasting rooms.  It did not address the large amount of water used 
in processing the wine.  The industry average for water use at wineries is 10 to 12 gallons per case of 
wine produced. 
 
Best Management Practices for wineries indicate that instead of the industry average of 10 to 12 gallons 
of water per case of wine, water usage can be limited to 3 to 5 gallons of water per case of wine.  These 
lower limits should be mandated on the wineries, although the larger industry average values should be 
used in the analysis to ensure that adequate water is available.   
 
Water usage by the vineyards needs to include water used for frost protection, for pre-watering the soil 
during winter months with low rainfall, and for leaching salts.  Estimates provided by the Ranch owners 
or other vintners are only estimates.  The actual water usage will differ based on varietal, rootstock, vine 
spacing, trellising, tons of fruit produced per vine / per acre, winery requirements, vintner’s growing 
practices, and annual rainfall.  Since annual rainfall cannot be predicted accurately into the future (and is 
predicted to decrease due to climate change), water usage should not be underestimated.    
 
Accurate water meters need to be utilized during the current season to track actual water usage in the 
vineyards.  Irrigation data for the 2007 year needs to be used in the water balance calculations, since this 
season is probably more representative of what future rainfall may be than were the last couple of years.    
 
Climate change may greatly affect future water availability, and cannot be ignored.  A recent Los Angeles 
Times article (attached) discussed a recent article in the journal Science regarding the potential for 
permanent drought throughout the Southwest.  According to Richard Seager, a climate modeler at 
Columbia University and the lead author of the study, “There are going to be some tough decisions on 
how to allocate water.  Is it going to be the cities or is it going to be agriculture?”  All water availability 
estimates must take into account the impact of climate change and the potential for permanent drought.    
 
In San Luis Obispo County, Ag Policy 11 states that water should be reserved for agriculture.  How is this 
policy being complied with?  
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The highest and best use of our water resource must be considered.  Is the use of precious groundwater for 
expensive rural homes the best use of this water.  If the water is used for residential purposes, would not a 
better use be for workforce housing? 
 
Data from the document, “Progress on Incorporating Climate Change into Management of California’s 
Water Resources”, a July 2006 Technical Memorandum Report by the California Department of Water 
Resources (http://baydeltaoffice.water.ca.gov/climatechange/DWRClimateChangeJuly06.pdf) needs to be 
utilized and incorporated into the analysis of water use and water availability. 
 
Until a reliable water balance study is performed on the basin from Margarita Farms upgradient, this 
project should be put on hold.  The rights of the existing water users should not be adversely impacted by 
this development.  Monitoring should not be considered a mitigation measure.  Monitoring and analysis 
of the data must be performed before the project is approved.   
 
The implications of the recent California Supreme Court case, Vineyard Area Citizens for Responsible 
Growth, Inc. v. City of Rancho Cordova (attached) must be taken into account.  A near and long-term 
water supply analysis must be performed for the Ag Cluster and for the Future Development Program. 
 
Data on the water use and waste disposal in the existing ag cluster developments in the county should be 
initiated.  An adequate water balance study cannot be generated for this project without having this type 
of database. 
 
The Ranch owners’ description of the basin as a “virgin aquifer” has no basis in fact.  If water is removed 
from the aquifer, it has to be replenished by rainwater.  Rainwater is the only source of water in this area.  
Any water that flows into basin after pumping is water which would have flowed somewhere else.  There 
will be a net loss in water either way. 
 
All landscaping must consist of drought-resistant plants. 
 
Wastewater 
 
A significant portion of the water balance assumption presented is related to the recharge associated with 
wastewater disposal through septic tanks withing the proposed agricultural cluster subdivision.  Although 
this recharge appears to be overestimated, the impact of wastewater on the groundwater quality must be 
evaluated. 
 
Water softeners will increase the salt loading.  Many chemicals, pharmaceuticals, hormones, etc. may not 
be degraded in septic systems.  These impacts must be quantified and presented for review in the 
environmental document. 
 
The sewage and chemical toilet waste generated during the special events needs to be estimated. 
   
Winery sanitation practices add to the salt content of the discharge.  Wineries should be required to utilize 
Best Management Practices, including the use of ozone for water treatment.  These impacts must be 
quantified and presented for review in the environmental document.   
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Air Quality Issues 
 
The DEIR does not address the fact that SLO County is in the process of being declared nonattainment for 
the new California 0.007 ppm 8-hour ozone standard.  This will be a much tougher standard to attain than 
the old 0.09 ppm 1-hour standard, and will call for currently unspecified, but much tighter and more 
onerous emission control measures that will go far beyond those currently in place in the  
APCD's Clean Air Plan.  More extreme mitigation measures than those proposed in the DEIR are 
necessary.  Control measures and mitigation fees similar to those in Indirect Source Review Rules which 
are in place in other jurisdictions should be considered. 
 
An analysis of health impacts due to particulate emissions from construction and agricultural emissions 
and travel on unpaved roads on residents, workers (including household and landscape workers), and 
visitors must be performed.  A health risk assessment needs to consider emissions of crystalline silica, 
asbestos, and Valley fever spores.  
 
According to the SLO County Health Agency Public Health Bulletin for Winter 2007 (attached), 
coccidioidomycosis (Valley fever) cases have increased recently.  Northern portions of the county have 
seen the bulk of the cases.  Exposure to dust and soil increases the risk of infection by the fungus which 
causes Valley fever.  An evaluation of the soils should be performed to determine whether Valley fever 
spores are present, and if so, appropriate control measures must be implemented.  
 
Winery fermentation is a source of ethanol, a photochemically reactive organic gas.  The emissions of 
volatile organic compounds from the wineries associated with the Ag Cluster, in the remainder parcel, 
and in the Future Development Program have not been estimated. 
 
Since the subdivision would exceed the CAP estimate of 16% rural growth by 6.8%, the allowed cluster 
should at least be downsized to conform to the CAP estimate. 
 
The Ag Cluster and Future Development Program are inconsistent with the CAP, not “potentially” 
inconsistent. 
 
Because the subdivision is inconsistent with CAP criteria and impacts to air quality would be Class I 
significant and unavoidable, and based on California State Attorney General’s opinion regarding the 
dangers of climate change in his comments on the Orange County Transportation Draft EIR (attached), 
we request that no agricultural cluster subdivision be allowed at the proposed site. 
 
The determination in the DEIR that the Cluster Subdivision-related vehicle and stationary source 
emission impacts are Class I, significant and unavoidable, is a clear conclusion based on the information 
presented.  It does not follow, though, that the larger Future Development Program-related vehicle and 
stationary source emissions are Class II, significant but mitigable, unless the Future Development 
Program is either disapproved or severely reduced in scope. 
 
Cumulative air quality impacts, or those impacts caused by the contribution of the project together with 
existing and future air quality levels, would also be significant and unavoidable as stated in the DEIR. 
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The San Luis Obispo County General Plan includes Smart Growth Principles adopted by the Board of 
Supervisors in 2005 to implement that part of the County mission statement, “to enhance the economic, 
environmental and social quality of life in San Luis Obispo County.”  Five of the Principles have direct or 
indirect implications for air quality, and the proposed project conflicts with each of them. 
 
Vision 2025 is our region’s blueprint for a transportation system that enhances our quality of life and 
meets our mobility needs now and in the future.  It was approved in April, 2005 by the San Luis Obispo 
County Council of Governments.  The Ag Cluster and Future Development Program conflict with at least 
six of these essential goals.  Development that is in conflict with these six goals would have a negative 
impact on the area’s air quality. 
 
A disturbing trend was identified in the SLOCOG 2005 Performance Indicators Report that showed the 
average vehicle occupancy in our area declining by 17% - meaning that more and more people are 
traveling alone in their vehicles, and vehicle miles traveled increasing by 24% - meaning we are driving 
further, including on our daily commutes.  This disparity indicates the likelihood of ever-increasing 
tailpipe emissions, and more difficulty complying with state and national health-protective air quality 
standards.  The proposed project, with its size and location will exacerbate this problem. 
 
The Ahwahnee Principles for Resource-Efficient Communities were developed and adopted by the Local 
Government Commission in 1991.  Of the twenty-three Principles nine relate directly or indirectly to air 
quality, the Santa Margarita Ranch Project is in conflict with all nine. 
 
Passive solar design and use of solar (photovoltaic) power systems should be required on all homes.  All 
homes should be equipped with outlets for electric vehicles.  Domestic water well pumps, irrigation well 
pumps, and all forwarding pumps should be electrically driven.  All building should be LEED certified at 
the highest level (platinum).  Construction equipment should be solar-powered. 
 
Since many of the traditional mitigation measures used in an urban environment do not work for the Ag 
Cluster, innovative mitigation measures must be incorporated or mitigation fees should be paid which are 
sufficient to offset all increased air pollutant emissions.  The emissions could be offset by scrapping gross 
polluting vehicles, purchase of clean buses, etc.  These offsets must be provided in the north county. 
 
Oak Resources 
 
What was the criteria for determining the number of oaks that would be removed?  Were only oaks above 
a certain diameter counted?  If so, what is the impact to oaks less than that size?  Oaks, particularly blue 
oaks, can be quite old and still be very small.  If the seedlings and saplings are impacted, the oak resource 
into the future is greatly impacted. 
 
Besides the direct impact to specific trees, the impact on the water supplies will greatly affect the future 
of the oak resources.  The water tables upon which these trees depend are going to be seriously depleted. 
 
The requirements of SB 1334, Kuehl, Oak Woodlands Conservation need to be incorporated into the Ag 
Cluster project and the Future Development Program.  Compliance with the requirements of this law 
should be outlined in the Final EIR.  
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Climate Change and Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
 
Greenhouse gas emissions were not addressed in the EIR.  This is a serious flaw in the DEIR, which 
should result in revisions to the DEIR and recirculation.  The need to address greenhouse gas emissions in 
an EIR was pointed out by the California Attorney General in the March 30, 2006 letter to the Orange 
County Transportation Authority (attached) and by the Center for Biological Diversity’s challenge of the 
City of Banning’s Black Bench Project (see attached). 
 
Winery fermentation is a source of carbon dioxide emissions.  Carbon dioxide is a greenhouse gas, which 
must be evaluated under CEQA.  With the large number of wineries proposed, particularly in the Future 
Development Program, these emissions may be substantial.  The emissions of carbon dioxide from the 
wineries associated with the Ag Cluster, in the remainder parcel, and in the Future Development Program 
have not been estimated, and need to be quantified.   
 
The additional automobile trips must also be assessed for the amount of additional carbon dioxide and 
other greenhouse gases that will be generated.  Any deterioration of LOS at any of the intersections 
studied should include analysis of the generation of additional carbon dioxide and greenhouse gases 
generated by increased congestion that the lower LOS will cause. 
 
Greenhouse gas emissions must be quantified from all combustion sources, including onroad and offroad 
vehicles, natural gas and propane combustion, fireplaces and wood stoves, vegetation burning, 
maintenance and weed removal equipment, irrigation pump engines, domestic water well pump engines, 
tractors, and construction equipment. 
 
Impact of climate change must also be taken into account with relation to fire response.  Predicted long 
duration drought periods and declining rainfall will likely increase the potential for higher frequency, 
hotter wildfires.  Access to the subdivision is restricted to one road, Highway 58.  Emergency access will 
be restricted to using this road.  The subdivision will be located in a potentially high fire danger area.  
Emergency evacuations will be restricted to and constrained by this limited access.  
 
Greenhouse gas emissions are offset by carbon sequestration by trees and other plants.  Native grasses 
have been shown to sequester large amounts of carbon.  Rangelands and trees are huge carbon sinks, as 
demonstrated by research presented at the USDA Forest Service Southern Global Change Program (see 
attached papers).  The loss of carbon sequestration by this project must be quantified in the EIR and 
mitigated.     
 
Cumulative Impacts 
 
The enormous amount of Class II impacts may be cumulatively significant. 
 
Mitigation Measures and Mitigation Monitoring 
 
Adequate, enforceable mitigation measures must be included.  Mitigation monitoring must be paid for by 
the applicant and must be sufficient to ensure that the mitigation measures truly work into the future.  
Goals of the mitigation measures must be established and regular reporting is needed to ensure that these 
goals are met. 
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Recirculation of the EIR 
 
CEQA Guidelines Section 15088.5 requires that a lead agency recirculate an EIR when significant new 
information is added to the EIR after public notice for public review of the Draft EIR, but prior to 
certification.  “Information” can include changes in the project or environmental setting as well as 
additional data or other information.  New information added to an EIR is not “significant” unless the EIR 
is changed in a way that deprives the public of meaningful opportunity to comment upon a substantial 
adverse environmental effect of the project, or a feasible way to mitigate or avoid such an effect 
(including a feasible project alternative) that the project proponents have declined to implement.  
 
“Significant new information” requiring recirculation include, for example, a disclosure showing that:  

(1) a new significant environmental impact would result from the project or from a new 
mitigation measure proposed to be implemented; 

(2) a substantial increase in the severity of an environmental impact would result unless 
mitigation measures are adopted that reduce the impact to a level of insignificance; 

(3) a feasible project alternative or mitigation measure considerably different from others 
previously analyzed would clearly lessen the environmental impacts of the project, but the project 
proponents decline to adopt it; and/or 

(4) the draft EIR was so fundamentally and basically inadequate and conclusory in nature that 
meaningful public review and comment were precluded. 
 
A decision not to recirculate an EIR must be supported by substantial evidence in the administrative  
record. 
 
In Vineyard Area Citizens for Responsible Growth, Inc. v. City of Rancho Cordova, the court also 
addressed the issue of recirculation under CEQA. (Pub. Res. Code, § 21092.1.)  The Vineyard DEIR 
lacked any discussion of groundwater extraction on the Cosumnes River, located to the south.  This 
generated comments from state agencies and local organizations.  The FEIR, in responding to the 
comments, stated in its analysis that the project would have a less-than-significant impact on groundwater 
drawdown and the potential for dewatering effects on the Cosumnes.  Despite this conclusion, the lead 
agency noted that there would be an exception, that during periods of very low flow, the depletions could 
impact timing and extent of dewatering, potentially impacting aquatic and riparian species and habitat.  
This was the very point being made by the commenting parties:  that potential impacts could harm 
migrating salmon (noted by the court because of its “sensitivity and listed status”) during key time 
periods and in critical (and expanding) runs of the river.  This potential exception to the less-than-
significant impact was in fact the evidence of an impact which warranted recirculation and opportunity 
for public comment. 
 
  
Respectfully, 
 
 
Sue Luft 
President  
 
 

http://leginfo.ca.gov/cgi-bin/displaycode?section=prc&group=21001-22000&file=21080-21098

