May 25, 2006

Theresa Szymanis, AICP, Chief Planner

Tulare County Resources Management Agency

5961 South Mooney Boulevard

Visalia, CA 93277

RE: Notice of Preparation for Tulare County General Plan Update

Dear Ms. Syzmanis, 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Notice of Preparation for the Tulare County General Plan Update.  On behalf of Tulare County Alliance for Responsible Growth, we urge you, the Board of Supervisors and the Planning Commission to adhere to the vision for compact, city centered growth, agriculture and open space preservation, and clean air and water that was called for in numerous public hearings and articulated in the City-centered General Plan Alternative.  

Given that population growth and its associated pressures are of overriding importance in Tulare County we ask that the General Plan reflect bold leadership and provide strong parameters for directing growth.

We oppose the inclusion of “new town policies” in the General Plan, on the basis that such an element would undermine and even negate the County’s stated goals of protecting the “agricultural economy,” “beauty of the county,” and the “health and safety of its residents.”  However, if such an element is included, it should be based on predetermined potential geographic locations and contain rigorous prerequisite conditions and performance standards to help mitigate the destructive impacts of “new town development.”

Tulare County Citizens for Responsible Growth is a coalition of Tulare County residents, farmers, conservationists and local businesses working to ensure that future growth protects our natural resources, preserves our heritage economy, and creates thriving, healthy cities and towns.

We believe there are a number of key issues that must be examined in the EIR:

· Project definition: CEQA requires that the project definition include the whole of an action that has the potential to harm the environment.  The proposed location of the project is a key aspect of this definition, because it is frequently the site of the project that dictates the harm it may cause (CEQA Guidelines Section 15378).  If the new town policies do not identify specific sites where new towns can be built, or the projected size and scope of these new towns, but rather creates guidelines for them to be built virtually anywhere in the county, it will be very difficult to develop a project description that complies with CEQA. 

· Project Alternatives:  The EIR should analyze a project alternative that consists of the City-centered alternative as recommended by the Planning Commission last fall, without new town policies.  The impact of the new town policies on water quality and supply, air quality, prime farmland, grazing land, open space, wildlife habitat, traffic patterns, urban blight and scenic views could thus be ascertained.
· Air Quality Impacts: The EIR should examine how new town policies will affect regional air quality and compliance with the Clean Air Act and the SJAPCD Clean Air Plan.  Given that new towns will tend to be further dispersed and therefore requiring longer commutes than city-centered growth, project locations have been identified to quantify these impacts.  Since 1980, growth in the San Joaquin Valley has outpaced Los Angeles, with population and vehicle miles traveled increasing at a faster rate in the valley. Since 1990, the San Joaquin Valley has seen a small decrease in the number of days on which ozone levels exceeded the federal 1-hour standard (an 18% decrease), while the South Coast has seen a much larger decrease (51%). Other key air quality indicators have also decreased in the South Coast, such as the number of days over the state 1-hour ozone standard and the number of days over the federal 8-hour standard. But in the San Joaquin Valley similar measures have increased. 

(Clearing the Air in the San Joaquin Valley - Developing an Action Plan for Regulators, Legislators, and the Public – Union of Concerned Scientist October 2004 – CD attached).

· Water Quality and Supply Impacts: The EIR should assess how policies allowing new towns will impact the long-term stability and predictability of water supplies.  It should identify how new towns will be required to demonstrate water supply, so as not to take water away from existing residents and farming operations, or jeopardize the long-term viability of aquatic ecosystems.  In addition, the EIR should draw upon recent climate change research using the Department of Energy Parallel Climate and HadCM3 models, both of which find that the Sierra snow pack will be reduced by 30 –70% by 2100.  The implications of decreasing snow pack, and the resulting changes to hydrology and water supply, should be examined. 
· Agriculture and Open Space Impacts: The EIR should include an analysis of how new town policies will affect prime farmland and grazing land, both of which are critical to the local and regional economy.  The proposed mitigation measures should include the permanent preservation of prime farmland at the ratio of 1 acre preserved for every acre developed (1:1) and the permanent preservation of grazing land at the ration of 4 acres preserved for every acre developed (4:1).  
· Mitigation measures should include specific indicators: The mitigation measures proposed in the EIR should include specific indicators that correlate with each of the environmental impacts. Indicators should measure not simply whether or not mitigation is being done, but rather should measure whether or not mitigation is actually achieving the desired outcomes in terms of minimizing or eliminating adverse environmental impacts. Set intervals for measuring indicators should be determined, as well as actions to be taken if desired outcomes are not being achieved.

· Foothill Growth Management Plan: The EIR should address the need to update the Foothill Growth Management Plan.  This plan is outdated and needs to be improved by strengthening the requirements for cluster development within the foothill growth management plan area, require design standards and identify minimum open space and density standards. By providing better descriptive terminology, including open space development or conservation subdivision design, adhering to the three basic goals of cluster development: preserving open space, protecting critical ecological habitat and preserving agricultural land.

· Additional Issues: In addition, though these are not required by CEQA, we believe review should include an examination of impacts to:

1. agriculture and tourism economies, affordable housing supply, 

2. education, 

3. jobs-housing balance. 

4. meeting the population growth trends by matching the demographic needs of the county residents   

These issues were consistently identified as major concerns in the community workshops conducted over the course of the General Plan update.

City-Centered Growth Alternative: the Right Direction for Our County

Tulare County Citizens for Responsible Growth supports the City-centered growth alternative, as recommended by the Planning Commission, because it will:

· Preserve farmland, open space, wildlife habitat and other natural resources

· Maintain the County’s agricultural and tourist economies Minimize infrastructure costs associated with sprawling, low-density, auto-dependent development

· Protect air quality by encouraging the use of alternative transportation 

We are not alone in our support of the city-centered growth alternative.  This alternative received overwhelming support at the many public workshops hosted by the County.  It is also supported by a plurality of cities in Tulare County, as well as Tulare County’s own Planning Commission. 
New Town Element Threatens Tulare County’s Future

We oppose the creation of new town policies in the General Plan, because such an element would severely compromise the County’s stated goal of preserving prime farmland and open space. New town policies will encourage leapfrog development and undermine efforts to revitalize struggling city and town centers through infill development.  It will mean longer commutes, polarized communities, emergency and health care strains on the already inadequate infrastructure, and it will deal a major blow to two of the County’s most important economies: agriculture and tourism.

We urge you to seriously reconsider the creation of the new town element, and instead to focus on implementing the vision of the city-centered growth alternative.  

However, if the County is determined to move forward with new town policies, then we offer the following suggestions to minimize the damage these new towns will create.  Our suggestions are based on the idea that new towns should only be created:

1. In discrete locations identified by the General Plan

2. when certain prerequisite conditions are met, and 

3. the new towns themselves should be held to the highest performance standards.  

We suggest that both the prerequisite conditions and performance standards be included as policies in the new town element of the General Plan only when the environmental data can considerably define and support the need.

Prerequisite Conditions for New Town Development:

The following prerequisite conditions, or triggers, should be met before the County Board of Supervisors approves a specific plan, Planned Community designation, or any other development approvals for a new town project.

· Provision of Services: The ability of County to provide fire, sheriff, park and library services at or above existing 2006 levels shall not be compromised by the new town.  This determination shall be based on:

1. Sheriff response time and personnel per capita

2. Fire response time and personnel per capita

3. Library books and floor space per capita

4. County park acres and maintenance personnel per capita

5. Appropriate health care facilities and services

· Fiscal Condition: The County’s fiscal condition is stable and adequate.  This determination shall be made based on a five-year economic forecast that projects a balanced budget or surplus budget for each of the five years in the forecast.  There must be reasonable certainty that the County’s basic fiscal relationship with the state, cities and other government entities will not change dramatically in the next five years.

· School Districts: Agreements must be reached with local school districts to ensure that existing schools are not adversely impacted by the new town, by either overcrowding or draining resources from existing schools and individual students.

· Traffic: Levels of Service (LOS) throughout the County will remain at LOS C or above, and the County’s ability to maintain roads at or above existing levels for the next 20 years shall not be compromised.

· Jobs-Housing Balance: In order to preserve and enhance the jobs-housing balance, the County must first add new jobs, demonstrated by the issuance of building permits, to the vicinity of the proposed new town. The number of jobs created relative to the number of new houses should meet or exceed a ratio of 1:1, and the jobs and housing should be matched in terms of affordability, location and transportation.

· Housing Needs: The County must demonstrate that needed housing units to be provided by the new town could not feasibly be built in or adjacent to an existing community.  This determination should be based on information provided in the County’s housing element, as well as the housing elements of the city or cities within a 30-mile sphere of the proposed new town site.

· Agriculture Master Plan: The County must first have adopted and implemented an Agricultural Master Plan to address long-term viability of agriculture in the County, before approving a new town that will result in the loss of productive agricultural land.  The Master Plan should identify near-term measures to protect ag land from incompatible development; establish mechanisms to protect ag land such as a mitigation program; ongoing programs to ensure the economic viability of local agriculture including local farm-to-market programs, promotion of agro-tourism, and technical assistance.

· Water Supply: The County must find that water supply for the County is stable and predictable.  The County must have an adopted groundwater-monitoring program for all areas that rely upon groundwater.   Before approving a new town, the County must make a finding that groundwater levels and in-stream flows in the area are stable, and that the new town will not result in a net decrease in groundwater supply.  
Performance standards for new towns:

In addition to the prerequisite conditions described above, the new town element should also prescribe performance standards that every new town proposal must adhere to.  Achievement of the performance standards should be ensured through regular monitoring, and the granting of PD permits and other project permits should be contingent upon the achievement of these performance standards.

· Mitigation for the loss of agricultural lands:  Projects, which will result in the loss of agricultural lands, should mitigate for that loss by permanently protecting one acre of equivalent ag land for every acre lost. Mitigation areas should be located within the County, as close to the project site as possible, and in areas where continued agricultural production is feasible. Many cities and counties, such as Alameda, Yolo, and cities of Livermore and Davis have adopted policies that require one-for-one mitigation and/or in-lieu fees.  
· Clustering/Density: New towns should cluster development along transportation corridors and already-disturbed areas. To minimize the footprint of new development and create new communities that are walkable and transit-oriented, new towns should achieve a minimum density ranging from 10 – 20 dwelling units per acre.  Development should be mixed-use, with basic services, retail and appropriate jobs located within or adjacent to residential neighborhoods.
· Smart street design: New towns should establish a traditional urban grid system of streets to evenly distribute traffic, provide a variety of routes, and encourage a safe pedestrian and bicycle environment.  Major thoroughfares should be designed as multi-modal travel corridors, including sidewalks, bike lanes, and segregated rights-of-way to accommodate rapid transit services (either rail or bus rapid transit).

· Energy-Efficient Buildings:  Buildings in new towns shall achieve at least the minimum standards for LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental design) certification.

· Affordable Housing: Housing in new towns must meet the County’s demonstrated need in terms of affordability.  This finding of demonstrated need shall be based upon data from a housing element certified by California Dept of Housing and Community Development (HCD).
· Air quality protection:  New town developments must adopt every feasible mitigation measure that will reduce emissions, with a particular emphasis on reducing daily car trips.  A minimum of 50% of daily trips within and originating in the new town must be accomplished by alternative transportation (see section on alternative transportation). 
· Alternative Transportation: To meet air quality goals, reduce traffic improve community livability, health and safety; all new towns should be designed to maximize use of alternative transportation modes such as walking, bicycling and transit.  No less that 50% of daily trips within and originating in new towns should be accomplished by alternative transportation.  Funding for alternative transportation should include not only infrastructure costs for establishing new transit, carpool and bike/ped facilities, but should also include ongoing funding for operations, maintenance and monitoring. Neighborhoods should be designed to cluster jobs, retail, services and higher-density housing within walking distance of multi-modal transit “nodes.”
· Water Quality Protection and Monitoring: Every new town shall be required to establish specific and comprehensive water quality management and monitoring plan.  Development shall use surface stormwater collection systems, including swales, detention ponds and energy dissipaters to slow runoff and improve stormwater quality.  Other BMPs should be incorporated into project design to further enhance the removal of pollutants from runoff.  Regular and ongoing monitoring of groundwater levels and contaminants shall be undertaken to ensure that no adverse impacts are occurring. 
· Wildlife and fish protection – New town development shall not result in any significant impacts to biological resources.  The efficacy of habitat protection and restoration measures shall be measured on an ongoing basis to ensure no changes to distribution or abundance of fish and wildlife.

· Open Space Protection and Restoration: New town development shall permanently protect and restore, if necessary, environmentally sensitive areas including riparian woodlands, oak woodlands, floodplains, steep slopes (30 percent or greater), unstable geology, unique archeological/historical sites, wildlife habitats and scenic vistas, as well as buffer zones of adequate size to ensure that the integrity of protected areas is maintained at or above existing levels. 

Thank you again for the opportunity to comment upon the Notice of Preparation for the Tulare County General Plan Update . . . 

Respectfully,

Maya Ricci for 

Tulare County Citizens for Responsible Growth

CC: Tulare County Board of Supervisors

        Tulare County Planning Commission
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