3/12/13
Brenda Gillarde

General Plan Update Coordinator, 

Calaveras County Planning Department 
891 Mountain Ranch Road

San Andreas, CA 95249

RE:     CPC Comments on the Preliminary Setting Sections of the General Plan Update 
EIR.  
Dear Ms. Gillarde: 

The following are the comments of the Calaveras Planning Coalition (CPC) on the preliminary draft setting sections of the General Plan Update EIR.  On the enclosed disk, we have provided copies of the exhibits referenced in the text of the comments.  We have provided an additional copy of the comments and exhibits on disk, so that you may provide them to your general plan consultant. 

As you know, the CPC is a group of community organizations and individuals who want a healthy and sustainable future for Calaveras County.  We believe that public participation is critical to a successful planning process.  United behind eleven land use and development principles, we seek to balance the conservation of local agricultural, natural and historic resources, with the need to provide jobs, housing, safety, and services.  We have been active participants in the General Plan Update since 2006.

The setting sections of an EIR are very important for a number of reasons.
First, the setting sections of an EIR provide detail regarding the ultimate potential impacts on the natural and human environments.  It is not enough to identify a background concentration of an air pollutant, it is necessary to identify the potential human health and property damage that can stem from that air pollution.  

Second, the baseline data in the environmental setting sections are the foundation of the quantitative analyses in the EIR.  Many baseline physical conditions are routinely expressed as numbers.  These include acres in a land use designations, acres in zoning designations, traffic levels of service at intersections and along road segments, affordable housing stock, acres of habitat, acres of open space, acres of agricultural land, acres of forest land, tons of ore produced, million board feet of timber produced, acres of active parks, acre-feet of water supply, air pollution concentrations, number of days violating air quality standards, water pollution violations, acres in floodplains and dam inundation areas, acres burned, number of fire ignitions, and decibel levels.  Other baseline physical conditions have a strong locational component that can be best represented on a map.  For example, it is helpful to depict fragmented habitat as isolated blocks of land colored on a map.  

If the baseline conditions are not quantified and/or mapped, the EIR will be vulnerable to valid criticism.  If there is a failure to quantify baseline conditions, then there can be no quantified impact analysis, and no accurate assessment of the need for mitigation, and no support for a finding that enough feasible measures have been adopted to mitigate the impact.  Thus, it is very important for the County to identify quantified baseline conditions whenever possible.    

Third, it is in the existing setting sections that an EIR must identify the past and current failures in the existing land use, public goods, public services, and natural resource management institutions.  Before an EIR can suggest a feasible solution, it must first identify the real problem.  
Fourth, additional baseline data is needed for cumulative impact analyses.  Baseline conditions for direct impact analyses are gauged at the time the NOP is issued.  However, the baseline for the cumulative impact analysis is different.  A cumulative impact analysis looks at the effects of past, present, and future actions.  Thus, the relevant data can come from much farther back in time.  
Fifth, explaining the institutional settings will be an important part of the EIR setting sections and the General Plan Update.  A critical flaw that Mintier noted in the 1996 General Plan was its failure to explain the institutional background in some elements.  It was no surprise to Mintier that impact mitigation and environmental regulation compliance was a problem in Calaveras County, because the General Plan itself provided little or no guidance to County staff or developers on their compliance responsibilities.  The County needs to provide this direction in the General Plan Update as well as in the EIR. 

We at the CPC look forward to participating in the next steps of the General Plan Update process.  We look forward to the workshop on the second draft land use map on March 19.  We also think that the March 26 workshop on economic development will be relevant to the General Plan Update.  We expect to have public input on the general plan update text.  We look forward to providing scoping comments following your issuance of the NOP.  Please make sure that we remain on the list to receive the NOP, and any other general plan update related notices.

Sincerely, 
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Thomas P. Infusino, Facilitator

Calaveras Planning Coalition

P. S. Please retain a copy of these comments for the administrative record.
