9/12/12
Calaveras County Planning Commission
C/o Calaveras County Planning Department

891 Mountain Ranch Road

San Andreas, CA 95249

RE:     Agreement with Staff Report Recommendations for the Sawmill Project on your 
Agenda for 9-13-12.  

Dear Commissioners:

My name is Tom Infusino, and I am submitting these comments on behalf of the Calaveras Planning Coalition.  The Coalition agrees with many of the observations and recommendations of the Staff Report for the Sawmill Project.  Overall, we agree that project approval is premature.    
First, we agree that a Final EIR must be prepared by the County prior to the Planning Commission’s final review and recommendations regarding the project.  (Staff Report, pp. 5-6.)  A very serious component of that Final EIR is the County’s response to comments on the Draft EIR.  As discussed during the Planning Commission Workshop on EIRs, these responses are important because they reflect the County’s official position not only on” bird and bunny” issues, but also on other critical concerns of regular folks; like law enforcement, emergency services, traffic congestion, housing, and taxes.  The tone and care given these responses will affect the County’s ongoing relationships with state agencies, with federal agencies, and most importantly with its local constituents.  We agree that the County must make its own very thoughtful and considerate responses to these comments before issuing a Final EIR for this project.  (Staff Report, p. 16.)    

Second, we agree that the proposed project conflicts with the existing General Plan.  (Staff Report, p. 8)

Third, we continue to agree that a comprehensive oak woodland conservation plan is needed so that the county can address oak woodland mitigation on a landscape level. (Staff Report, p. 9.)   While we have supported such a plan for some time, its completion has been put on the backburner, as the General Plan Update, interim project processing, and hot button ordinances have taken priority.  While we wait for that conservation plan, it is critical that we not commit to destruction large swaths of high quality oak woodland habitat essential to the plan’s success. To do otherwise would foreclose future planning options for the area. 
Fourth, we agree that a setback to the 100-year floodplain boundary is not sufficient to mitigate riparian impacts.  We agree that the County would be better served by adopting mitigation more likely to be consistent with U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service standards. (Staff Report, p. 10.) 

Fifth, we agree that a Regional Conservation Strategy for Copperopolis would help to provide a landscape level solution to habitat impact mitigation.  We also agree that we have not seen any commitment from the County or from the Copperopolis Community Plan Committee to pursue this solution.  Thus, these proposals do not qualify as project level mitigation, because there is no commitment by the County to pursue them.  
We also agree that, pending the completion of such a conservation strategy, it is premature to consider committing key riparian habitat components to developed uses.  As noted above, to do so would preclude future planning options for the area.  In other words, if we want to try to put the habitat puzzle back together, we can’t keep throwing away all the best pieces.
We agree that there is a need to better coordinate land use and water supply planning in the County generally, and in the Copperopolis area specifically.  (Staff Report, p. 15)  Most alarming in that area is the degree to which per capita water use is increasing as new developments are approved with thirsty exotic landscapes and other water intensive features.  As a start, the CPC would welcome County Planning’s participation in the ongoing Mokelumne/Amador/Calaveras Integrated Regional Water Management Plan (MAC IRWMP) process.  We would also hope that County Planning will be an active participant in implementing the proposed Water Element of the General Plan Update. 

We agree that the approval of the Sawmill Project will interfere with the adoption of the General Plan and its Copperopolis Community Plan component.  As anyone who has attended a Community Plan Committee meeting can tell you, the Committee is fiercely struggling, not to find ways to add additional entitlements to the area, but ways to meet the public service needs of the existing entitlements.  Some folks are even hoping that the entitlements for the two financially troubled projects (Oak Canyon Ranch and Tuscany Hills) could somehow be withdrawn (perhaps due to failure to meet project conditions in a timely fashion), or modified by agreement with future owners, to reduce the public service burdens in the area.  Adding yet another 800 units of residential development, prior to any systematic means of providing the needed infrastructure in the area, will only make the Committee’s job that much harder.  

We agree that project approval at this time is premature.  The County has not finished its CEQA review for the project.  The County has not decided how it intends to deal with a huge variety of development issues being decided in the General Plan Update process, and the Copperopolis Community Plan process.  The proper time for consideration of this project is when the gavel falls on those two plans.  Then we can make the adjustments to Sawmill needed to make it the first of the best projects, rather than the last of the worst ones.  “Plans before projects” is a motto that will serve the Planning Commission well as we push toward completion of the general plan and community plan updates.   
Thank you for considering these comments. 

Sincerely, 

Thomas P. Infusino, Facilitator

Calaveras Planning Coalition
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