Citizens sound off on growth
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VISALIA — A packed house greeted local policy makers Tuesday at a joint meeting of the Tulare County Board of Supervisors and county Planning Commission. 

Dozens of concerned residents stood in line to share their concerns and criticisms of the county General Plan Update and draft Environmental Impact Report during a public hearing in the supervisors’ chambers. 

The Tulare County General Plan 2025 will set the general guidelines for future land and resource decisions. 

Several members of Tulare County Citizens for Responsible Growth were at Tuesday’s hearing to demand the General Plan be amended to include clear and decisive language and specific goals, especially in regard to the protection of environmental and cultural resources. 

TCCRG member Sarah Graber of Three Rivers said the General Plan should provide incentives for responsible growth and set strong policies to rejuvenate existing communities. 

Terry Manning of Springville, also a TCCRG member, said the proposed General Plan did nothing to protect foothill and mountain areas from being swallowed by major developments such as the Yokohl Ranch project. 

“A plan that is wishy-washy, namby-pamby, is no plan at all.” Manning said. 

The EIR to the potential environmental implications associated with the Plan. 

Eunice Martinez came to the Board of Supervisors meeting Tuesday to ask that her community simply be included in the plan. 

“They have 15 or 16 other communities that have become hamlets,” Martinez said. “Tooleville is considered an ‘other.’ It is not even recognized in the plan.” 

Tooleville, a small colony of fewer than 100 homes, is located near Exeter and, according to Martinez, is in desperate need of the county’s attention. 

“We have bad roads, no sidewalks and no street lights,” Martinez said. “All we want is the same quality of life other communities have.” 

Tulare Vice Mayor Phil Vandegrift addressed the board as chairman of the newly established Council of Cities. 

The Council of Cities represents 40 elected officials from the eight incorporated cities of Tulare County. 

On behalf of the council, Vandegrift singled out draft policies listed in the Planning Framework of the General Plan that he said look to expand the county’s ability to develop lands within city urban development boundaries. 

“This is a significant, profound and detrimental shift from the county’s past policies addressing developmental proposals on unincorporated lands within UBDs,” Vandegrift said. 

He continued to say this new philosophy fails to recognize the problem of providing services to development that occurs near a city but away from denser urban areas. 

“In essence this policy shift permits the county to allow development to occur anywhere within city UDBs, potentially ignoring responsible community planning and effective provision of services.” 

Board Chairwoman Connie Conway agreed Tuesday to extend the public comment period for the General Plan and draft EIR. Comments will now be accepted and submitted into the record through April 15. 

Written public comments on the draft General Plan should be sent to Dave Bryant, special projects manager at the Tulare County Resource Management Agency, 5961 S. Mooney Blvd., Visalia, CA 93277 or DPBryant@co.tulare.ca.us. 

The draft General Plan, EIR and other related documents can be viewed on the Web at generalplan.co.tulare.ca.us. 
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