Critics speak out to protect Yokohl Valley
Opponents of planned community contend there's not enough public input
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Critics of a large development project in the Sierra foothills say Tulare County isn't allowing the public sufficient input regarding the project's environmental impact. 
The Yokohl Ranch project would create a large development on 36,324 acres in the Sierra foothills east of Exeter. About 8,606 acres would be designated for residential use. 

"The everyday people of this county say they want the growth in this county centered on the existing communities," said Porterville resident and citrus farmer Jeff Steen. "Yet what do we have in front of us here? A new town in a pristine valley." 

County officials have said they're at the beginning of a long process and the public will have many chances to weigh in on the project before it gets under way. 
But various individuals have spoken out against this project for reasons having to do with the environment, agriculture, the economy and historical-site preservation. Some opponents have affiliated themselves with a group called Tulare County Citizens for Responsible Growth. 

"We're a very diverse group," said James Seligman, a Three Rivers resident. "We don't necessarily agree on all other things, but we've come together on this area." 

Sarah Graber is the group's executive director and spokeswoman. She said a March 3 meeting on the project — which is being developed by the Eastlake Company, a subsidiary of J.G. Boswell Co. — was "extremely frustrating." County officials presented little information that hadn't already been made public, Graber said. 

"It felt like a dog and pony show for [the Eastlake] Company," Graber said. "There wasn't an opportunity to air your comments or frustrations or concerns publicly." 

Instead, critics spoke to a court stenographer who relayed their comments to county officials, she said. 

Mary Gorden, Three Rivers resident and member of the Southern Sierra Archaeological Society, said she has taken part in public meetings regarding other projects. Often, she said, experts would be on hand to answer questions from the public. 

"The more open they are, and the more we get to ask questions, it can calm fears and give a better understanding of what they're going to do," she said. 

No representatives from the Eastlake Company were on hand at the March 3 meeting, she said. 

Salinas resident Ken Woodrow owns Indian land in Tulare County, including Yokohl Valley. He said there are several historic Yokut Indian sites on the land Eastlake Company plans to develop. 

Because his tribe is not officially recognized by the state, Woodrow said, he worries that development will ruin his family's sacred sites. 

"The county has not come up with any plans for what they're going to do," he said. "I know it's going through the [California Environmental Quality Act] process, but I want to know now. I hate to say the sky is falling, but these are very important sites." 

Porterville resident and citrus farmer Jeff Steen said the Yokohl Ranch project would not be good for the county's economy. The county has been ignoring opponents, he said. 

"I don't understand why the county is being so politically tone-deaf to its constituents," Steen said. "We're not asking them for anything radical. There's not some green manifesto or wacky environmentalists or economists — we're just asking them to listen to what the people of the county say." 

Bill Hayter and Dave Bryant, county employees who attended the March 3 meeting, were out of town Thursday and unavailable for comment. County project planner Chuck Trzybylski, who is not the project planner for Yokohl Ranch, said the project's critics will have their say. 

"It's going to be a long process," he said. "This isn't the first [public meeting] or the only time [the public] will have the opportunity to comment on the environmental impact report." 





