

Introduction Comments


Comments on the Introduction

“A community is the mental and spiritual condition of knowing that the place is shared, and that the people who share the place define and limit the possibilities of each other's lives. It is the knowledge that people have of each other, their concern for each other, their trust in each other, the freedom with which they come and go among themselves.”  —Wendell Berry

1. No Vision
We at the Calaveras Planning Coalition (CPC) can think of no better expression of community than that provided above from Wendell Berry, a poet, philosopher, and farmer. Consistent with that expression of community, CPC members and other county residents have been working together since 2006 to craft an updated General Plan for our county, our shared community-at-large. 
Early in the General Plan Update process, citizens came together in a series of community workshops to express what they envisioned for Calaveras County’s future. The result was the Draft Working Vision Statement and Guiding Principles dated June 25, 2008 (Attachment IC-1). Our expectation was that the vision we articulated and the principles we embraced to realize that vision would be the foundation for the next General Plan. Imagine our disappointment and dismay when we discovered that there is no clear vision in the 2014 draft Introduction or elsewhere in the 2014 draft General Plan.
The 2014 draft Introduction says, “…the General Plan establishes a variety of land use designations to accommodate the needs of the projected resident and visitor populations, while guiding that growth through implementing the General Plan’s goals, policies and programs--all intended to turn the General Plan’s vision statement into reality (page-INT 1).” Yet, there is no vision stated. How does one turn an unstated vision into reality?
The only other reference to a vision in the 2014 draft Introduction comes under the heading of Goals and Policies (page-INT 6), “Goals are intended to describe the County’s ultimate “vision” with respect to Land Use, Circulation, Housing etc.” This implies we are expected to search out and compile a list of the goals in each element in order to discover this “ultimate” vision, which would undoubtedly be a tedious and unsatisfactory exercise.
“A vision statement is a summary of the shared values of the community to be preserved and enhanced in the future through the updated General Plan,” as expressed in the Administrative Review Draft Introduction dated December 2010 (page I-2) prepared by Mintier & Associates (Attachment IC-2). We couldn’t agree more. The 2010 draft Introduction goes on to point out that the Vision Statement prepared in 2008 “reflects input received from members of the public, community groups, stakeholders, Planning Commission, Board of Supervisors, and County staff.” 
We request that you incorporate the draft vison statement from 2008, which is also included in the 2010 draft Introduction, into the draft General Plan. It is as follows, “The historical character of the county’s communities, the value of its productive resources, and the distinction of its physical beauty will continue to create a high quality of life for residents and a remarkable and memorable experience for visitors to the county.” The vision statement is the foundation upon which the General Plan rests. Without a vision of where we want to be, we will have no way of knowing how to get there.
2. No Guidance

In the first section of the 2014 draft Introduction (page-INT 1) titled, “General Plan Purpose,” there is a discussion of what the General Plan is intended to “guide,” “encourage,” “advocate,” “provide,” “promote,” “respect,” “recognize,” and “maintain,” but there is not a single principle expressed with any real specificity. Without a vision, how could there be? However, we do have specific Guiding Principles that were developed in conjunction with and as part of the 2008 Vision Statement. We request that you include those Guiding Principles, which were also included in the 2010 administrative draft, as they are the “fundamental ideas that represent the County’s philosophy about land use, change, economic development, and sustainability (page I-3).” The Guiding Principles, also the result of extensive community input, are as follows:

A. The history of the Gold Rush era will be alive in the culture of distinctive communities that provide a high quality of life for generations of residents.

B. Open space, wildlife habitat, scenic vistas, agricultural lands, forests, rivers, and lakes will be protected and maintained for wildlife habitat, productive grazing and agricultural lands, and recreation.

C. Communities will have clear boundaries and be separated from one another by working landscapes, greenbelts, or parks.

D. Communities will have distinct centers where shopping, medical services, childcare, schools, jobs, and infrastructure are available. They will provide a range of housing types and affordability so people of all income levels can live in the same community.

E. Businesses will thrive in a strong local economy based on sustainable natural resources and innovative industries. New opportunities for economic development will capitalize on advanced technology and catalyze growth and innovation.

F. Visitors from around the state will be attracted to Calaveras County’s historic communities, local businesses, recreation areas, and wineries. Tourism will play major role in the local economy and protection of natural and scenic resources.

G. Development will not outpace the ability of County government to provide adequate services and infrastructure or reduce the level of service provided to existing communities.

H. Highways and streets will be well-maintained and well-connected. Public transit and bike/pedestrian facilities will provide choices for travel within communities and to major destinations.

I. Water quality and water rights will be protected to ensure that they are sustained for future generations.

J. The risks of flooding, fire hazards, and climate change will be mitigated to the greatest extent possible to protect residents.

K. Residents will have access to medical and emergency services, and opportunities for life-long learning and enrichment at educational institutions.

L. Government services will be efficient and effective with measurable results. Through community involvement and volunteerism, residents will be active participants in guiding Calaveras County towards a common vision for the future.

3. No Source

There is nothing in the 2014 draft Introduction to indicate the source of the General Plan’s public mandate. In fact, there is no mention of public participation at all, as if the draft General Plan had been created solely under the direction and influence of Planning Department staff and outside consultants in the last two years. Where is the reflection of the General Plan update process which has been ongoing since 2006? 
The 2014 draft Introduction says, “Numerous other plans and documents were used in preparing the General Plan as references and background information. These associated plans are referenced in the bibliography to the General Plan Background Report (page-INT 6).” When we looked in the bibliography, we saw no reference to those documents that would have given us some hope that the long history of the General Plan process had been given any real consideration in the preparation of the 2014 draft. 
There was no mention in the bibliography or the 2014 draft Introduction of the previous Baseline Report (January 2008), the Draft Working Vision and Guiding Principles (June 2008), the Issues and Opportunities Report (June 2008), the Alternatives Report (February 2010), or the Administrative Draft 2035 General Plan (January 2011), all prepared by Mintier-Harnish Planning Consultants (formerly Mintier & Associates), the original consultants hired by Calaveras County to complete the General Plan update. Were these documents ignored in the preparation of the 2014 draft General Plan? In the next draft of the General Plan, please indicate how these documents influenced the preparation of the plan. 
Former Planning Director Rebecca Willis allowed the Mintier-Harnish contract to expire in 2011 after the County had paid them $909,236 for an updated General Plan that was nearly done. According to a letter from Mintier-Harnish to the Board of Supervisors dated December 11, 2012 (Attachment IC-3), “The General Plan Update was substantially complete when it was put on hold. In February 2011, when we submitted a complete administrative review draft of the Policy Document, the General Plan Update process was more than 80 percent complete. We had prepared a public review draft of the Baseline Report, worked with county residents to prepare a vision statement and guiding principles, completed the alternatives process, submitted an administrative draft of the complete General Plan Policy Document, and begun work on the Environmental Impact Report. We were on track to complete the General Plan Update within a year or less. In other words, the Board could have adopted a new General Plan as early as Spring 2012. However, our contract with the County was allowed to expire at the end of 2011, after Ms. Willis expressed a desire to ‘go a different direction.’”
We are uncertain why Mintier-Harnish was let go after five years and their nearly completed plan abandoned, however we are very certain that Mintier-Harnish conducted substantial public outreach and incorporated public input into the documents they created for the General Plan update process, because we participated in that process and have read the documents, which we fully expected would be reflected in the final General Plan. It is important to note that the 2010 draft Introduction prepared by Mintier-Harnish references all those documents and repeatedly refers to public and stakeholder participation in the preparation of their draft plan.
As the 2010 draft Introduction points out, “The General Plan Update included an extensive public outreach process to solicit feedback on major concepts, alternatives, and proposals throughout the process. Over the four-year update process, hundreds of county residents, property owners, business owners, and stakeholders representing all segments of this community participated by providing their ideas, passions, and energy to plan Calaveras County’s future. This input has directly shaped the 2035 General Plan.” 
The 2014 draft Introduction is written as if that four-year process didn’t exist. It is bad enough that nearly $1 million has been squandered, but it is worse to deny the public any benefit from that investment, especially when the biggest benefit at this point is a record of the public’s participation in the General Plan Update process. In the next draft of the General Plan, please indicate the extent of public input and participation since 2006 and how it has been incorporated into the plan, if at all.

4.  A Better Template for the General Plan
The CPC finds the content, style, and format of the 2010 draft Introduction to be more comprehensive, more easily understood, and more complete than the 2014 draft Introduction. It is a better guide to the General Plan and provides a more complete overview of its function and importance and the role of various stakeholders in it. We request that the next iteration of the draft General Plan adopt the 2010 Mintier-Harnish Introduction as a template or model. 
5. Implementation Measures
The 2014 draft Introduction says, “Not all goals and policies are associated with or require the

establishment of an implementation program(s) (page-INT 6).” This seems to conflict with the state’s General Plan Guidelines, which say, “Each policy must have at least one corresponding implementation measure (GPG, page 16).” Please clarify how the draft Introduction does not conflict with the guidelines. 

6. Nonconforming Uses

The introduction concludes on Page-INT 7 with a discussion of. “Legally existing uses and parcels that do not conform to General Plan standards.”  (emphasis added)  However, there is no explanation of how the County will treat existing structures and uses that have not been lawfully permitted, and alleged parcels that have not been lawfully created. Thus the discussion is not balanced.  
One reading the nonconforming use discussion might mistakenly believe that the County is expressing a general amnesty toward existing nonconforming uses, as opposed to making a very limited allowance for uses made non-conforming due to new General Plan standards. This misconception is furthered by the fact that, in the current 1996 General Plan, the Land Use Element specifically mentions the treatment of illegal nonconforming uses immediately after the discussion of legally nonconforming uses.  The lack of a discussion in the new General Plan could be misconstrued as an abandonment of the County’s previous position on illegal nonconforming uses.  The County should avoid giving this wrong impression. Furthermore, the enforcement provisions of the County Code need some foundation in the new General Plan.     
In the conclusion of the Introduction, please state that “The County retains the right to take enforcement actions consistent with the County Code, against any existing structures that were built, and any existing uses that have been initiated, without obtaining the required permits, and any alleged parcels that were created without compliance with the law applicable at the time.”
Please note that the Land Use Element of the 1996 General Plan included: 

“Policy II-22B:  Deem all uses and parcels not established in conformance with the General Plan or regulations in effect at the time the use or parcel was established or created, which prohibit said use or creation, to be illegal nonconforming uses and parcels, and prohibit their development, continued use or expansion.
Implementation Measure II-22B-1:  Apply the provisions of the County Zoning Code relating to non-conforming uses and parcels.”
Please include such a policy in the Land Use Element of this General Plan to further clarify the County’s position regarding illegal nonconforming uses.   
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