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Tulare County project debated

Early study sees high impact from Yokohl Ranch.

By Erik Lacayo / The Fresno Bee

03/03/08 22:50:55

EXETER -- A large-scale community proposed for Tulare County's foothills could have a significant impact on the environment, according to an early study of the project. 

If approved, a 10,000-home town would be developed east of Exeter within the 36,000-acre Yokohl Ranch, owned by J.G. Boswell Co. 

County planning officials were at the Exeter Senior Center on Monday to receive written public concerns as they begin to draft an environmental impact report, a process required under the California Environmental Quality Act. 

The county recently released an initial study on the Yokohl Ranch project, which highlights possible environmental impacts that need to be addressed in the environmental impact report. 

Air quality and biological, cultural and agricultural resources are some of the environmental factors that could be significantly affected, according to the project's initial study. 

Drafting a more specific environmental impact report could take about one year, said William Hayter, assistant director of Tulare County Resource Management Agency. 

"A project of this size will have a very thorough and big document," Hayter said. 

Hayter said J.G. Boswell Co. will have to show it can avoid significant environmental impacts or be able to mitigate those impacts. 

Representatives from J.G. Boswell did not attend Monday, Hayter said. 

Dozens of visitors viewed diagrams of the proposed development and submitted written testimony to county officials. 

Alfred Pietroforte of Visalia said he was concerned the development would ruin the scenic Yokohl Valley. 

"It's one of the most beautiful and energized areas around here," he said. 

The influx of cars would trap pollution inside Yokohl Valley, and officials haven't explained where the water for the community will come from, Pietroforte said. 

Kenneth Woodrow, tribal chairman of the Wuksachi tribe, said he was concerned about the project's impact on Rocky Hill, an area within Yokohl Valley. Woodrow said the area is full of ancient Wuksachi burial sites. 

"It's one of our very special sacred areas," he said. "We need to protect these areas." 

Woodrow, who lives in Salinas, said tribal officials have met with representatives of J.G. Boswell Co. and are hopeful they can work together to protect the burial sites. 

Greg Kirkpatrick, a former Visalia City Council member, was recruiting members Monday for a group called the Committee to Save Yokohl Valley. 

"It's wrong on so many levels," he said about the project. 

Information available about the project isn't very detailed, Kirkpatrick said. 

Some attending Monday grumbled they didn't have a chance to voice their concerns to county officials at the event advertised as a "public scoping meeting." 

Hayter said the event was meant more as a "public presentation" and the county will hold a public hearing once a draft of the environmental impact report is complete. 

The Yokohl Ranch project, which would be built in stages over 20 to 30 years, is still in the early planning process. 

"This is new to Tulare County," Hayter said. 

"It's kind of like Tulare County was one of the last places to be discovered [for large development]. We knew it would come sooner or later." 

The reporter can be reached at elacayo@fresnobee.com or (559) 622-2421. 
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