4.1 Aesthetics
On page 4.1-1, the Preliminary Draft Calaveras County General Plan Update Environmental Impact Report Existing Setting Section (PDSS) says, “The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) describes the concept of aesthetic resources in terms of scenic vistas, scenic resources (such as trees, rock outcroppings, and historic buildings within a State scenic highway), the existing visual character or quality of the project area, and light and glare impacts.”  
Given the CEQA description of aesthetic resources, this chapter should address dark skies as a visual resource, which is potentially threatened by the light and glare impacts of development.  Under “Aesthetics” in the standard CEQA initial study checklist, one of the potentially significant impact questions is, would the project “Create a new source of substantial light or glare which would adversely affect day or nighttime views in the area?”  (CEQA Guidelines, Appendix G.)  Since 2002, Supervisor Merita Callaway and others have repeatedly proposed a Dark Skies Ordinance to protect this aesthetic resource (see Exhibit 4.1-1, “Calaveras Hearing to Shed Light on Call for Illumination Ordinance,” by Dana Nichols, January 4, 2010, The Record).  The Calaveras Planning Coalition also favors such an ordinance.  Please address dark skies as an aesthetic resource in the draft environmental impact report (EIR).

Similarly, oaks are barely mentioned in this chapter, appearing only twice on page 4.1-7 under “Ranching Landscapes” to describe a “landscape of grassy open areas broken by oak trees…” and to point out Figure 4.1-6 includes a “large heritage oak.”  The California Oak Foundation has identified 194,362 acres in Calaveras County where oaks dominate the woodland.  “Oaks are more than a distinct component of the landscape for many of us who live in California.  For hundreds of years, people have lived in, raised families under, and worked around these generous natural and cultural icons (see Exhibit 4.1-2, Oaks 2040: The Status and Future of Oaks in California).” Oaks and oak woodlands are an important aesthetic resource in Calaveras County, especially in the areas west of Highway 49.  Please address the aesthetic value of oak woodlands in greater detail in the draft EIR. 
On page 4.1-1, the PDSS says, “The 58-mile stretch of SR 4 and 89 known as the Ebbetts Pass National Scenic Byway is located in the counties of Calaveras and Alpine, including 24 miles of road within Calaveras County from east of Arnold to the Alpine County line…,” and then proceeds to highlight Alpine County.  The same paragraph ends with, “Ebbetts Pass provides a variety of points of interest, such as the Pacific Crest Trail, Mosquito Lake, Spicer Reservoir, as well as various campgrounds and vistas.”  While this information may be true, the Calaveras County General Plan would be better served by focusing on the 24 miles of the Scenic Byway that is actually in Calaveras County.  For example, Mosquito Lake is in Alpine County and Spicer Reservoir is in Tuolumne County, and of the images shown in Figures 4.1-2 through 4.1-4, Spicer Reservoir, Sourgrass Slide, Cape Horn Vista, Hangman’s Bridge, and Carson River Resort, only Sourgrass Slide is in Calaveras County.
As the Public Review Draft Baseline Report (January 2008) notes on page 4-2, “The Calaveras County portion of the SR 4 Scenic Highway Corridor contains numerous points of interest, including the following:

· Calaveras Ranger District

· Sierra Nevada Logging Museum

· Calaveras Big Trees State Park

· Sourgrass Recreation Area

· Dorrington

· Camp Connell

· Sourgrass Slide Area

· Cottage Springs Picnic Area

· Dorrington Fire Station

· Cottage Springs

· Ganns Meadow

· Liberty Vista

· Big Meadow Campground

· Hells Kitchen Vista

· Spicer Sno-Park

· Tamarack”
In the Draft EIR, please focus on the aesthetics associated with the Calaveras portion of the SR 4 Scenic Highway Corridor. A digital camera would easily provide you with images of scenic beauty along the portion of Highway 4 that is in Calaveras County.
On page 4.1-6, the PDSS says, “A question arising from this principle (i.e., safeguarding the rural character of the Sierra Nevada by maintaining a clear edge between town and country), however, concerns the precise nature of the ‘rural character’ being safeguarded.  The concept of a cultural landscape, as used by the U.S. National Park Service (Park Service), can serve to more clearly demark the specific qualities of what is meant by rural landscape or character.”  
The Park Service defines a cultural landscape as “a geographic area (including both cultural and natural resources and the wildlife or domestic animals therein), associated with a historic event, activity, or person or exhibiting other cultural or aesthetic values. There are four general types of cultural landscapes, not mutually exclusive: historic sites, historic designed landscapes, historic vernacular landscapes, and ethnographic landscapes (see Exhibit 4.1-3, Guidelines for the Treatment of Cultural Landscapes: Defining Landscape Terminology, National Park Service).”  

The PDSS goes on to assert, “at least three widespread cultural landscapes within Calaveras County could be defined in broad terms: ranching landscapes, mining landscapes, and forest landscapes,” which are “what the Park Service describes as ‘historic vernacular landscapes.’”  After admitting that “a precise description and definition of a given cultural landscape” is “beyond the scope of this EIR,” the PDSS still maintains that “these vernacular landscapes reflect the physical, biological, and cultural character of the everyday lives of individuals, families, or communities” in Calaveras County.
The Park Service definitions were developed in the furtherance of historic preservation and, therefore, their application to Calaveras County would probably be more appropriate in Chapter 4.5, Cultural Resources, particularly as part of the ethnographic and historic settings.  While our current rural character certainly has historic underpinnings and is related to resource extractive industries such as ranching, mining, and forestry, it is more than that.  For example, it is the oak woodlands and star-studded dark skies that the Aesthetics chapter ignores.  It is wildlands and wildlife, and it is rural people, who are more than ranchers, miners, or loggers.  
Read the many public comments in the General Plan Update Phase I Community Workshops report (see Exhibit 4.1-4). In 2007, throughout the county, residents listed their top community and county assets.  Here are some of the top assets identified that relate to aesthetics and rural landscape: rural character, rural atmosphere, rural countryside, lack of urban sprawl, natural beauty of Sierra foothills, scenic beauty, open space, lakes, water, rivers, parks, natural recreation, rural quality and lifestyle, scenic back roads, rolling hills, oak trees, shade, tree canopy, forests, lack of light pollution, no street lights/ limited ambient light, no billboards or big box stores, and peace and quiet.  

As other jurisdictions have recognized, “Ultimately, it is the community's own definition of rural character that is the single most important part of its preservation. It is up to each community to decide what its rural character is and subsequently, how it can be preserved ("Watershed Resource Papers" developed for the Dowagiac River Watershed Project).”  Please consider the input from the general plan update public workshops, and conduct a cross-section of personal interviews (such as the interview research employed in the 2008 Baseline Report) to develop the definition of rural character in the draft EIR.  
If the PDSS insists on using the Park Service definitions, which are “not mutually exclusive,” please expand the definition of rural character in the draft EIR to include ethnographic landscapes, which are landscapes “containing a variety of natural and cultural resources that associated people define as heritage resources.”  Some examples in Calaveras County would include wildlands (and the associated wildlife and native plants), heritage oaks and oak woodlands, geological formations (e.g., Castle Rock and the Mokelumne River Canyon), sacred MiWuk religious sites, and major watersheds (i.e., Mokelumne River, Stanislaus River, and Calaveras River).

On page 4.1-11, the PDSS says, “National forest lands comprise approximately 12 percent of land within the County.  In addition, the U.S. Bureau of Land Management owns approximately 5 percent of land within the County.”  Presumably, this would leave the bulk of land privately owned.  Please quantify the amount of privately owned forest land in the draft EIR.  The estimates we have seen are as follows: 166,008 of the 247,202 acres of conifer forest (67%) are privately owned.  Similarly, 102,781 of the 119,841 acres (86%) of hardwood forest and woodland are privately owned.  69,792 of the 83,793 acres (83%) of riparian vegetation are privately owned. (Exhibit 4.1-5, Sierra Nevada Alliance, Planning for the Future, 2005, Chapter 3, pp. 15-22.)  It seems obvious from this data that any successful program to maintain the aesthetic and other values of our woodland, forest, and riparian areas will need the participation of private landowners.    

According to Ebbetts Pass Forest Watch, Sierra Pacific Industries (SPI) alone owns 74,000 acres of forest land in Calaveras County, and, given SPI’s proclivity for clearcutting, this private land ownership could have a substantial impact on aesthetic values.  
The description of the Mokelumne Coast to Crest Trail on page 4.1-14 is misleading.  It sounds as if the trail is complete.  According to the Mokelumne Coast to Crest Trail Council, “Just over one third of the MCCT is complete (see Exhibit 4.1-6, Mokelumne Coast to Crest Trail Council).”  Please correct this misconception in the draft EIR, and include the Arnold Rim Trail and other trails that are complete.
On page 4.1-14, the PDSS says, “Table 4.1-1 shows some of the more obvious or ‘objective’ distinctions between the larger communities in Calaveras County.  These include population size, elevation level, and the relationship of a given community to SR 4, SR 26, and SR 49.”  Please include SR 12 in this list of highways in the draft EIR.  The communities of Wallace, Burson, and Valley Springs are situated along SR 12, which is a gateway to Calaveras County.  The scenic vistas of rangeland on SR 12, its small, historic communities, and its direct access to the tri-lakes area (Camanche, Pardee, and Hogan) offer visitors an impressive first impression of our county and its aesthetic values.
Also on page 4.1-14, the PDSS says, “The most rural portion of the county, generally speaking, is north of SR 4 and east of SR 49, although some very rural places (Salt Spring Valley for example) exist in low-elevation locations west of SR 49.”  Since the PDSS defines rural character as ranching, mining, and forest landscapes, the “most rural portion of the county” is not “north of SR 4 and east of SR 49,” given the vast amount of ranchland and mines that are west of SR 49 and south of SR 4.  As the maps in Chapter 4.2, Agricultural, Forest, and Mineral Resources (Figure 4.2-1 and Figure 4.2-2), show, the bulk of Williamson Act land (agricultural preserves) and mines are west of SR 49 and south of SR 4.  If the EIR does not accurately acknowledge this critical aspect of the environmental setting, it will fail to discuss a significant impact of the General Plan Update “in the full environmental context.”  (CEQA Guidelines, sec. 115125, sub. (c).)   
In identifying what is “most rural,” the PDSS seems to have changed the definition of rural to mean least populated and elevated forest landscapes over ranching and mining landscapes.  This “most rural” designation also smacks of a local expression, “Draw the line at 49,” which means that the southwestern county should be sacrificed to development in order to save (and support with tax revenue) the supposedly more pristine high country.  There are those in the southwest county who do not appreciate this strategy or the attendant minimization of the aesthetic values associated with the lower elevations of the County.  In the draft EIR, please do not make unsubstantiated value judgments regarding what and where are “most rural” and, therefore, more worthy of being “safeguarded.”
Finally, shouldn’t the Public Review Draft Baseline Report (January 2008), Chapter 4, Scenic and Community Character be attributed as one of the sources for the Aesthetics chapter? 
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