
Planning Department <planning@amadorgov.org>

Fwd: La Mesa Request for Modification of Conditional Use Permit


Chuck Beatty <CBeatty@amadorgov.org> Tue, Sep 7, 2021 at 8:49 AM
To: Planning Department <planning@amadorgov.org>

---------- Forwarded message ---------

From: Megan Fiske <megan@foothillconservancy.org>

Date: Tue, Sep 7, 2021 at 8:48 AM

Subject: La Mesa Request for Modification of Conditional Use Permit

To: <cbeatty@amadorgov.org>


Mr. Beatty,

Thank you and the TAC for considering the attached comments and associated documents related to the request to
modify the conditional use permit for La Mesa. We appreciate the opportunity to comment. 


-- 

Best Regards,
Megan Fiske (she/her)
Executive Director
Foothill Conservancy
(209) 223-3508 - Office

-- 


Chuck Beatty, AICP
Planning Director
Amador County
209-223-6380
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Mr. Ray Ryan, Chairman  
Amador County Planning Commission 
810 Court St  
Jackson, CA 95642 
 
May 27, 2020 
By e-mail transmittal 
 
Re:  Proliferation of Event Centers and Tasting Rooms on R1A parcels 
 
Dear Chairman Ryan and Members of the Commission: 
 
There has been a substantial recent increase in applications for conditional use permits to allow 
tasting rooms in conjunction with winemaking facilities on R1A-zoned parcels. From 2006 
through 2016 (11 years), the county approved a total of nine such tasting rooms. In the past 
year alone, there have been multiple applications for tasting rooms on R1A-zoned parcels. One 
of these was approved at your May 12 Commission meeting, and three more are to be 
considered at your June 9 meeting. 
 
We are concerned that these applications are being approved without adequate and legally 
required consideration of their environmental impacts (noise, traffic, light and glare, emergency 
services, water), economic impacts (effect on the viability of established wineries and other 
businesses in the county), impacts on the quality of life of neighboring residents, and the 
likelihood of converting agricultural lands to commercial uses. We are especially concerned that 
cumulative environmental impacts are not being addressed, as required by the California 
Environmental Quality Act.  
 
All projects are not created equal 
 
Some of the recent applications are for small, relatively discrete tasting rooms, with applicants 
requesting permission to hold fewer functions than could be legally permitted under existing 
code. Others appear to be full-blown, commercial event centers masquerading as tasting 
rooms.  
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Ard Aven, for example, has requested permission to have a tasting room open three days per 
week from 10 am to 5 pm and hold a modest four tasting events per year with from one to 49 
participants. Compare that with Blood Gulch, which is requesting permission to operate a 
tasting room with up to 350 visitors per day from 10 am to 10 pm daily, plus special events 
with up to 125 participants three times per week, as well as 12 events per year with up to 450 
participants (no more than 4 per month). Clearly the latter application is for a major event 
center, not simply an adjunct tasting room intended to introduce customers to wine produced 
by the proprietors.  
 
Yet, all of these applications seem to receive the same review process and level of scrutiny from 
the Amador County Technical Advisory Committee and at times, the Planning Commission, 
sliding through on CEQA checklists and initial studies that indicate no potentially significant 
impacts based on conclusory comments that are not backed up by any data or substantial 
evidence. How is it possible that facilities with such obviously different levels of intensity and 
potential impact are treated identically with regard to economic impacts, quality of life impacts 
on neighbors, or cumulative environmental impacts (noise, traffic, sensitive receptors, light and 
glare, air quality, water supply, emergency services, etc.)? 
 
Level of CEQA review must consider mandatory findings of significance, including cumulative 
impacts to satisfy zoning code requirements and state law 
 
We believe that Mitigated Negative Declarations often are not legally adequate for major event 
centers like Blood Gulch. The county should require traffic studies, analyses of impacts on 
nearby residences, analysis of potential land use conversions, and cumulative impact analyses 
for these large-scale facilities that have the potential to drastically alter community character, 
as well as increase the risk of wildland and structural fires, traffic accidents, groundwater 
depletion, difficulty of emergency fire evacuation problems. 
 
CEQA includes mandatory findings of significance to guide lead agencies in the proper level of 
CEQA analysis required for individual projects. CEQA Guidelines section 15065 (a)(3) and (a)(4) 
state,  
 

(a) A lead agency shall find that a project may have a significant effect on the 
environment and thereby require an EIR to be prepared for the project where there is 
substantial evidence, in light of the whole record, that any of the following conditions 
may occur: (emphasis added) 
 

(3) The project has possible environmental effects that are individually limited but 
cumulatively considerable. “Cumulatively considerable” means that the 
incremental effects of an individual project are significant when viewed in 
connection with the effects of past projects, the effects of other current projects, 
and the effects of probable future projects. 
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(4) The environmental effects of a project will cause substantial adverse effects 
on human beings, either directly or indirectly. 

 
We believe that the county’s continued reliance on MNDs violates CEQA when it comes to 
larger tasting rooms and event centers in agricultural areas. To properly analyze the traffic and 
emergency services impacts of Shenandoah Valley projects, for example, requires disclosing 
current levels of service for key intersections (Highway 16 and Highway 49 intersection, for 
example), accident reports, and medical aid call numbers, as well as the potential number of 
visitors to all wineries in the area on an average day and on busy weekends and holidays, taking 
into account existing commercial uses, existing use permit conditions, and the by-right uses 
allowed by all wineries in the A zone district. The county is not doing this analysis now.  
 
For example, under section 19.24.036 “AG district--Use regulations,” every AG zone district 
winery with an 02 winegrower license is allowed, by right, to have 
 

Compensated or noncompensated events with up to one hundred twenty-five persons in 
attendance with no limitation on the number of events per year;  

Social gatherings or weddings for up to and including four hundred fifty persons up to 
and including twelve events per year with no more than four such events per month, and 

Indoor or outdoor amplified music until ten p.m. 

The CEQA analyses carried out for every larger project in, affected by, or affecting the 
Shenandoah Valley need to take these by-right uses into account in a full cumulative impact 
analysis. 

In addition, the current review process for evaluating these proposals does not adequately 
address changes in the intensity of use on particular parcels, nor their effect on adjoining 
properties. There are 644 parcels in Amador County that are 10 acres or larger, designated AG 
in the county general plan and zoned R1A. The owners of any of these can grow grapes, 
produce wine, and then apply for a Conditional Use Permit for a tasting room with events. Do 
we really want to keep “rubberstamping” these applications? 
 
Section 19.50.020 of the County Zoning Code, “Required findings for discretionary approvals in 
the Agricultural-General general plan land use classification,” states the following:  
 

Approval of any discretionary action that divides a parcel, increases the legal parcel 
density or intensity, or requires approving a discretionary use permit in the Agricultural-
General (AG) land use classification is subject to the county making all of the following 
findings concurrent with project approval: (emphasis added) 

A.    Feasible measures will be implemented to mitigate the project’s significant adverse 
impacts, if any, on adjoining or nearby agricultural lands and operations. 
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Without an adequate level of CEQA review, the county cannot make findings of fact based on 
substantial evidence in the record.  

Notice to nearby property owners not adequate 

In addition, the standard notice provided to adjacent property owners for small tasting rooms 
with limited hours and events is not sufficient for proposed developments that could draw 
hundreds of people to party 12 hours a day every day of the year. These are not agricultural 
uses where limited commercial activity is permitted to enhance agricultural uses and 
supplement agricultural income. They are commercial uses as defined in the Amador County 
Code. 
 
Conclusion 
 
We urge you to reject the staff recommendations regarding the Blood Gulch event center. We 
urge you, instead, to require full environmental impact reports for this project (and similar 
projects in future) to ensure that the full disclosure of the project’s impacts takes place 
consistent with the requirements of CEQA. Without that full disclosure of impacts, neither you 
nor the public can make informed judgments as the project’s merits.  
 
The county needs to distinguish between true tasting rooms and event centers masquerading 
as tasting rooms, and apply more-intensive impact analysis requirements for the latter. There 
should be clearer guidance on where these facilities would be compatible with surrounding 
uses, and where they would not. Large and active commercial uses should be located on 
commercially-zoned land—not in areas with R1A zoning meant to promote rural residential use 
and working farms. 
 
Further, we would urge the county to consider developing a specific plan for the Shenandoah 
Valley to better account for unique local conditions. Such a plan would  help define goals and a 
vision of what we want the valley to look like in future so that we can avoid it becoming a 
gridlocked Napa Valley that no one wants.  
 
 
Very truly yours,  
 
Mara Feeney 
 
Mara Feeney, M.A. Community and Regional Planning 
Director, Foothill Conservancy 
 
P.S. - Attached is a newsletter article Foothill Conservancy published in 2016 on this same issue. 
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Thomas P. Infusino, Esq. 

P.O. Box 792 

Pine Grove, CA 95665 

(209) 295-8866 

tomi@volcano.net 

 

June 8, 2020 

 

Amador County Planning Commission 

810 Court Street 

Jackson, CA 95642  

 

Re: Blood Gulch Tasting Room and Event Center on your June 9, 2020 Agenda 

 

Dear Commissioners,  

 

I am writing to you on behalf of the Foothill Conservancy to further express its concerns 

regarding the harm to the Shenandoah Valley neighbors associated with the premature approval 

of the Blood Gulch tasting room and event center.  I have a bachelor’s degree in planning and 

have been a practicing land use attorney since 1989.  

 

The Foothill Conservancy urges the Planning Commission to: (1) Direct the Planning 

Department to review and report on compliance with conditions of approval at existing tasting 

rooms and event centers in the Shenandoah Valley and Fiddletown area, (2) Direct the Planning 

Department to develop data showing the reasonably foreseeable number of visitors allowed “by 

right” on any given day in existing tasting rooms in the A zone in general and the Shenandoah 

Valley and Fiddletown areas, specifically, and (3) to postpone approval of the Blood Gulch 

project pending your review of the Planning Department’s reports.   

 

If the reports indicate that the cumulative effects of the validly approved and conditioned tasting 

rooms and event centers, along with the by-right tasting rooms, may harm local residents and/or 

the environment, then the Foothill Conservancy encourages the Planning Commission to 

recommend to the Board of Supervisors that it amend the general plan with a specific area plan 

for the Shenandoah Valley.  The objectives of this plan would include preserving agricultural 

uses in this unique area, maintaining the rural quality of life, protecting the environment, and 

providing relief for the residents of the Shenandoah Valley.  The plan would also clarify for the 

marketplace the number and types of businesses that can be sustained by the area’s current 

service and infrastructure capacities, while informing government choices to increase those 

capacities.   

 

I.  Blood Gulch Event Center 

 

As you know, the proposed 20-acre Blood Gulch event center is already occupied by a 3,000 sq. 

home in the R1-A District for Single-family residential agriculture.  The additional proposed 

construction includes tasting room of 3,616 sq. ft., with 1,600 sq. dedicated to sales. Additional 

mailto:tomi@volcano.net
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new construction includes a 1,600 sq. ft. residential/meeting area pavilion, and a 2,500 sq. 

equipment barn.  Paving includes a concrete pad for temporary event tents and a 44 space 

parking lot. (Staff Report, pp. 7-8.) The applicant proposes to host up to 350 customers per day 

for wine tasting, and will be open for business every day of the week in a residential zone, from 

10:00 in the morning to 10:00 at night.  The event center will host up to three special events each 

week, with up to 125 guests arriving and leaving around the same time.  This is 10 times the 

maximum number of events currently allowed any other tasting room in the R1-A zone district. 

(Blood Gulch MND, p. 50.)  In addition, there may be up to twelve major events annually with 

up to 450 guests.  That is 3 times the number of guests currently allowed any other tasting room 

in the R1-A zone district.  (Blood Gulch MND, p, 50.)  Up to four of these major events could 

happen in one month.  (Staff Report, p. 3.)  There are single family homes on properties north, 

south, and west of the site.  (Staff Report, p. 9.)  Thus neighbors may have to forfeit the quiet 

enjoyment of their own back yard daily, and safe driving on local roads every weekend of the 

month.  Those losses might have to be endured up to three months in a row, just from the effects 

of this one project alone, not to mention the cumulative effects of the two dozen other similar 

projects in the area.  (Blood Gulch MND, pp. 50-54.)  The project will rely on wells for water.  

Either the on-site septic system or alternative sewage disposal will be used.  (Staff Report, p. 8, 

MND, p. 4.)  As of March 1, 2020, the Health Department found the plans for the food service 

facilities incomplete. (Staff Report, p. 18.)   

 

II.  The Foothill Conservancy asks the Planning Commission to prudently use its many 

sources of authority to balance the interests of business development with the interests of 

local residents to be free from the harms of too many tasting rooms and event centers in 

one area.  

 

Page G-3 of the 2016 General Plan summarizes the relevant role of the Planning Commission: 

 

“The Planning Commission holds public hearings and reviews development applications. 

The Commission makes recommendations to the Board regarding interpretation, updates, 

and maintenance of the General Plan, county code amendments, zoning changes, 

variances, and environmental studies and analysis for these projects and actions pursuant 

to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). The Planning Commission also 

makes decisions, applying legislative policy established by the Board of Supervisors, on 

use permits.”   

 

With regard to the Blood Gulch proposal, the Planning Commission can use its authority to 

protect neighbors from harm.  

 

A)  The zoning code gives the Planning Commission effective authority to condition 

use permits for businesses to protect neighbors from harm.  

 

The Amador County Zoning Code allows wineries with tasting rooms and event centers in the 

R1-A zone district when the project applicant secures a use permit.  (Amador County Zoning 

Code, sec. 19.24.045, subd. (D)(4).).)   
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For nearly 60 years the Amador County Zoning Code has authorized the issuance of use permits.  

The current Amador County Zoning Code gives the Planning Commission the authority to place 

appropriate conditions on use permits for tasting rooms and event centers to protect the “health, 

safety, peace, morals, comfort and general welfare” of people in the neighborhood.  The 

Planning Commission has the authority to hold the permittee financially responsible for damage 

to persons, property, and roads proximately caused by the use of the tasting room or event center.  

The Planning Commission has the authority to require permittees to provide evidence of 

compliance with permit conditions.  Ultimately, if the applicant does not agree to conditions 

sufficient to protect neighborhood residents, the Planning Commission can deny the permit 

application.  (Amador County Zoning Code, sec. 19.56.040.) 

 

If a permittee is in violation of the conditions on its permit, the Planning Commission has the 

authority to revoke the permit. (Amador County Zoning Code, sec. 19.56.060.)  A permit is a 

privilege reserved for those who comply with its conditions. 

 

B) Planning Commissioners can condition use permits to conform to the general 

plan to protect neighbors from harm.  

 

Since the approval of the 2016 General Plan and its Implementation Plan, discretionary 

development proposals must be evaluated to determine consistency with the 2016 General Plan.  

(2016 General Plan, p. I-1; Implementation Plan, pp. P-15 to P-30.)  As noted above the Planning 

Commission has the authority to condition a permit approval to protect health, safety, and 

general welfare.  This includes the authority to condition a permit to conform to the requirements 

of the Amador County General Plan.  The Planning Commission can deny any discretionary 

permit that is not consistent with the provisions in the Amador County General Plan.  (Spring 

Valley Lake Association v. Victorville (2016) 248 Cal.App.4th 91 [Project set aside as 

inconsistent with one general plan policy]; Napa Citizens for Honest Government v. Napa 

County Board of Supervisors (2001) 91 Cal.App.4th 342, 379-380; Families Unafraid to Uphold 

Rural El Dorado County v. El Dorado County Board of Supervisors (App. 3 Dist. 1998) 62 

Cal.App.4th 1332.).   

 

C) Environmental review also gives Planning Commissioners the authority to 

mitigate impacts from use permits to protect neighbors from harm.   

 

The Planning Commission has the authority to condition permit approvals with mitigation 

measures to substantially reduce or avoid potentially significant project impacts or cumulative 

impacts identified in an EIR or mitigated negative declaration.  (CEQA Guidelines, secs. 15041, 

15126.4, 15130, 15091, 15092.)  The Planning Commission, with the assistance of the Planning 

Department, has the authority to monitor the implementation of the zoning code, permit 

conditions and mitigation measures.  (Amador County Zoning Code, sec. 19.56.040; CEQA 

Guidelines, sec. 15097, 2016 General Plan, p, G-4.)   

 

The Planning Commission has the authority to use the EIR process to identify a feasible 

alternative location for a project that substantially reduces the impacts of the project.  (CEQA 

Guidelines, sec.15126.6.)  For example, if the Blood Gulch event center really wants to be open 

for business until 10 pm every night, have events of 125 people up to three times per week, and 
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hold major events with 450 people in attendance up to 4 times a month, locating the event center 

in a city or county commercial zone that is served with public water, sewer, power, nearby 

emergency services, appropriately sized roads, and modern traffic signals; and that buffers noise 

or is distant from residences, would reduce the project’s impacts.  

 

If there remain any significant and unavoidable impacts of the proposed project, the Planning 

Commission has the authority to deny the permit application, if it finds that the benefits of the 

project do not outweigh the harm.  (CEQA Guidelines, secs. 15042, 15093.)  The more event 

centers there are, the harder it gets to justify them in the face of harm.  As there get to be more 

and more tasting rooms and event centers, the marginal benefits of an additional tasting room or 

event center decline.  (At some point, who needs another one?)  At the same time, with each 

additional event center, the total harm continues to increase.  (At some point, who wants to 

endure another one?).   

 

D) The Planning Commission has the authority to prepare general plan 

amendments to balance the interests of business development and rural quality of 

life.   

 

In addition to the powers and duties conferred on the Planning Commission by state conservation 

and land use law, the Planning Commission has the duty to prepare a comprehensive and long-

term general plan.  (Amador County Code, sec. 2.48.060.)  Planning Commissioners can look at 

land use issues in depth and advise the Board of Supervisors on the need to amend the general 

plan to add or modify policies, implementation measures, or specific plans.  (2016 General Plan, 

pp. G-15 to G-16.)  A district Supervisor nominates a commissioner who can provide trusted 

guidance.  The Board of Supervisors approves commissioners because the Board trusts and 

values their informed opinions on land use matters, often above the advice of any other member 

of the public.    

 

In summary, the Planning Commission has authority under the zoning ordinance, the California 

Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), the general plan, and the Amador County Code to address 

the challenges of tasting rooms and event centers.  This authority includes reviewing and 

approving permits, monitoring compliance with permit conditions and mitigation measures, 

evaluating the cumulative effects of multiple projects, and advising the Board of Supervisors 

regarding general plan amendments needed to better administer these uses.  The Foothill 

Conservancy hopes that the Planning Commission will voluntarily choose to prudently 

investigate the relevant issues for the benefit of both good neighborhoods and responsible 

permittees.  

 

III.  Many questions need answers before the Planning Commission can determine if the 

Blood Gulch permit may be approved, and if so, under what conditions.   

 

A) Many questions need to be answered to determine if the Blood Gulch event 

center is consistent with the 2016 General Plan.  

 

The general plan is at the top of the land use hierarchy.  As a result, the evaluation of all 

discretionary project approvals, including use permits, begins with determining if the project is 
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consistent with the 2016 General Plan.  (Implementation Plan, pp. P-15 to P-30.)   It does not 

matter if the County allowed or approved similar projects under the prior 1974 General Plan.  It 

does not matter if the proposed project is otherwise consistent with the Amador County Code 

and CEQA.  If the project is inconsistent with even one specific, fundamental, and mandatory 

provision of the 2016 General Plan, it cannot be approved until either the project and/or the 

General Plan are modified to bring about that consistency.   

 

As stated in the 2016 General Plan,  
 

“County decisions affecting land use and development must be consistent with the 

General Plan. An action, program, or project would be considered consistent with the 

General Plan if, considering all of its aspects, it would further the goals and policies set 

forth within the General Plan and not obstruct their attainment.” (2016 General Plan, 

Introduction, p. I-1.)  

 

The consistency determination must be supported by substantial evidence in the record, and 

analysis that shows the reasoned pathway from the evidence to the conclusion.   Professional 

opinion alone is not substantial evidence, unless it is supported by facts in the record.   

 

In Attachment 1, we review General Plan policies for which there is not yet clear evidence in the 

record and/or a clear, reasoned explanation to demonstrate that the project is consistent with the 

2016 general plan.  We identify an 11-page list of such policies from the land use, circulation, 

economic development, conservation, safety, and noise elements of the 2016 General Plan.   

 

Some of these issues (like water conservation and noise reduction techniques) could partly be 

resolved by providing more detailed commitments regarding the project in the form of conditions 

of approval.   

 

Other general plan consistency issues require the Planning Commission to explain its reasoning 

on basic policy choices.  These issues include traffic safety, fire safety, the reservation of 

groundwater for agricultural uses, the appropriate location of new commercial development, and 

greenhouse gas emission reduction.  It is essential for the Planning Commission to squarely 

address these policies one on one.  By confronting these issues, the Planning Commission meets 

its responsibility to advise the Board of Supervisors on these important planning matters.    

 

We encourage the Planning Commission to take the additional time necessary to address these 

issues.   

 

B) Some key questions need to be answered to determine if the Blood Gulch event 

center proposal is consistent with the County Code.  

 

Once the Planning Commission is satisfied that the Blood Gulch event center proposal is 

consistent with the 2016 General Plan, the Commission must next determine if the proposal is 

consistent with the Amador County Code; especially the zoning and use permit requirements.  

Again, the determination must be supported by a reasoned explanation of the route from the 

substantial evidence in the record to the conclusion.  A Planning Commissioner must do more 
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than just accept assertions by the staff. .A Planning Commissioner’s job is to look at the evidence 

and the explanation to confirm that code requirements are met, or will be met upon compliance 

with the conditions.  It is also the Planning Commission’s job  to have staff follow up in the 

future to assure that conditions are being followed by permit recipients to protect neighbors and 

their property from harm.  

 

In Attachment 2, we identify some questions that need to be answered to determine if the 

proposal is consistent with the code.   

The first important question is does the applicant actually operate  a winery in Amador County, 

and will half of its wine sales at the tasting room location be from that Amador County winery? 

Another fundamental question is why should the Blood Gulch proposal be allowed to serve 

three times as many people at events, and hold ten times as many events each year as 

previous permittees in the R1-A zone district?  What has changed so dramatically in the R1-A 

zone district over the last decade to justify such a huge increase in the number and scale of 

events? 

A third key question: Is the primarily use of the operation to promote the sale of Amador County 

wine, or to host large events?  Is this primarily a tasting room with secondary event center, 

or an event center with a secondary tasting room?  The latter is not permitted in the R1-A 

zone district.  

A final key question is, after a decade of monitoring these tasting room and event center permits 

in the R-1A zone district, has the Planning Department determined that the conditions and 

mitigation measures are effective?  If there has been no monitoring, then it needs to start now.  If 

the conditions and mitigation measures have not proven effective, then they need to be improved 

before another permit is issued.  

We encourage the Planning Commission and the Planning Department to take the additional time 

to collect the evidence and confirm that the proposed project is consistent with the Amador 

County Code.  

 

Note that many of the requirements of the 2016 General Plan are not yet memorialized in the 

Amador County Zoning Code.  Following the update of a general plan that makes some 

provisions of a zoning code obsolete, a zoning code must be updated in a reasonable time to 

conform to the new general plan.  Bringing the two documents into conformity reduces 

confusion over applicable requirements, and streamlines the permit review and approval process.   

 

According to the Implementation Plan, the County was supposed to finish the Zoning Code 

Update 12 to 24 months after approval of the 2016 General Plan.  (Implementation Plan, p. P-5.)  

Obviously, that target date has long since passed. (While the county may have delayed the 

Zoning Code update while the Foothill Conservancy litigation challenging the plan was pending, 

that litigation was settled two years ago.) If the Planning Commission mistakenly follows the 

incomplete or inaccurate requirements of the obsolete zoning code, by not following the 

additional requirements of the 2016 General Plan, the action would not merely threaten the 
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validity of the permit approval.  It would also be very persuasive evidence that the update of the 

zoning code is unreasonably overdue.  Such a ruling could have much broader adverse economic 

consequences, as a broad spectrum of development approvals might have to wait years while the 

Zoning Code is updated.  We strongly encourage the Planning Commission to ensure that the 

Blood Gulch event center permit follows both the requirements of the 2016 General Plan, and 

the parts of the Amador County Code that are consistent with that general plan.   

 

C) Many questions need to be answered to determine if the Blood Gulch event 

center Mitigated Negative Declaration is sufficient.  

 

Again, the determination that a project’s impacts are no longer potentially significant must be 

supported by an explanation of the reasoned route from the substantial evidence in the record to 

the conclusion.  We would not need a Planning Commission if all the Commissioner’s did was 

accept the staff’s word.  As Commissioners, your responsibility to your community is to “trust 

but verify.”  If you determine that there is substantial evidence in the record that the project may 

have significant impacts, despite the proposed mitigation measures and conditions, you cannot 

approve the project as proposed.  You must: (1) secure additional mitigation measures to reduce 

the impacts, or (2) complete an environmental impact report and override the potentially 

significant impacts, or (3) deny the project.   

 

In Attachment 3, we review the Staff Report and Mitigated Negative Declaration.   

 

Many key questions revolve around mitigation monitoring and reporting.  Where is the 

monitoring data collected since 2007 to demonstrate that the proposed mitigation measures have 

been effective at other tasting rooms with event centers in the R1-A zone district?  Are County 

staff trained to do technical sound and vibration monitoring?  Do monitoring staff work on 

weekends when major events are likely to be held?  Why is there no requirement that these 

monitoring reports be periodically provided to the Planning Commission?   

 

If you do decide to adopt the Mitigated Negative Declaration and approve the project, you must 

approve a mitigation monitoring and reporting program.  This program needs sufficient detail to 

ensure that the mitigation measures will be regularly and professionally monitored, by qualified 

staff, and that the results are regularly and publicly reported to the Planning Commission and 

Board of Supervisors.  Only with this level of follow up can the Planning Commission, the Board 

of Supervisors, and affected neighbors be certain that the permit recipient is protecting health, 

safety, and the environment.   

 

We also take issue with the MND’s unsubstantiated conclusions that project and cumulative 

impacts to traffic safety, emergency evacuation, noise and vibration, groundwater supply, 

energy, GHG emissions, and land use planning are insignificant.  We provide substantial 

evidence and fair arguments that the proposed projects may have significant residual impacts 

despite the proposed mitigation measures and conditions of approval.   

 

We strongly encourage the Planning Commission and the Planning Department to take the time 

to make improvements to the Mitigated Negative Declaration, to protect the interests of both the 

permit applicant and neighbors.   
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IV.  Requests 

 

1) With regard to tasting room and event center permits in general, the Foothill Conservancy 

asks that the Planning Commission begin receiving reports from the Planning Department on its 

monitoring of permittee compliance with conditions of approval.  We request that the Planning 

Commission direct Planning Department and or Code Enforcement staff to gather the list of 

tasting room projects and conditions for the Planning Commissioners to review.  We ask that you 

direct the Planning Staff to send out letters to the permittees giving them 60 days to present 

documentary evidence of their compliance with their conditions to the Commission.  Also, we 

ask that you place a notice in the newspaper of record and on the County website letting 

neighboring property owners know that they can send any concerns regarding a tasting room or 

event center to the Planning Department.  Please have the Planning Department present the 

results of this effort at a Planning Commission meeting in September.   

 

If permittees are complying with their conditions, then the Planning Commission can proceed to 

issue additional permits with confidence that the program is working well.  On the other hand, if 

evidence of compliance with the conditions does not arrive, or neighboring property owners 

provide evidence of ongoing violations, then the Planning Commission can direct staff to send 

out notices of violation.  If violations are not cured, then permit revocation processes can begin.  

In this way permits are reserved for those who make the effort to comply with their conditions 

for the benefit of their neighbors.   

 

2)  If the review of the tasting rooms/event centers reveals that the concentration of these uses in 

the Shenandoah Valley may be harming the health, safety, peace, morals, or general welfare of 

residents, then the Foothill Conservancy asks the Planning Commission to recommend to the 

Board of Supervisors that it prepare and adopt an specific plan for further development of tasting 

rooms and event centers in the area, after the appropriate level of land owner input, agency and 

service district consultations, and environmental review.  

 

3) With regard to the Blood Gulch proposed project, we ask that the Planning Commission table 

the matter until the Planning Department has the chance to: (A) Bring the proposal into 

consistency with the general plan, (B) Collect additional evidence of code compliance, (C) 

Improve the mitigation measures and monitoring, and (D) Report to the Commission on the 

overall effectiveness of the permit program.   

 

If it turns out that some of the existing event centers are not in compliance with their permits and 

will be closing, this could reduce the level of cumulative impacts and create capacity for new 

permittees.  On the other hand, if it turns out that the Blood Gulch proposed project may have 

cumulatively significant impacts, as evidenced above, then we strongly encourage the Planning 

Commission either to deny the proposed project, or to direct Planning Department staff to have 

an environmental impact report completed prior to project approval.   

 

4) If the Planning Commission choses to approve the proposed project, the Foothill Conservancy 

asks that the Planning Commission adopt the necessary mitigation measures and conditions to 

protect the health, safety, peace, morals, comfort, general welfare, and environment of neighbors 
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in the area, and to bring the proposed project in to conformity with the requirements of the 2016 

General Plan.  

 

V.  Conclusion 

 

For the past several years, concerns have been repeatedly raised about the proliferation of tasting 

rooms and event centers, especially in the Shenandoah Valley.  Too often, the permit 

applications get approved despite these concerns.  In spite of the Commission’s well-intentioned 

conditions on individual project, the sheer additive effect of the number of projects makes 

problems worse.  Regrettably, the Board of Supervisors has not yet seen fit to provide the 

Planning Commission with new tools to improve the situation for permittees and their neighbors.  

Thus, it is time for Planning Commission and the Planning Department to make more effective 

use of its existing tools to craft solutions for the benefit of responsible permittees and their 

neighbors in the area.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

Thomas P. Infusino, for 

 

Foothill Conservancy  
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Attachment 1: 

How is the Blood Gulch Proposal Consistent with the 2016 General Plan? 

Below are policies from the 2016 General Plan.  Thoughtful explanations are necessary for the 

County to demonstrate that the proposed project conforms to these policies.  Following each 

policy is a request for an explanation of how the proposed project conforms to the policy.   

If the proposed project does not conform to policies in the 2016 General Plan, the County has the 

option to deny the proposed project or to amend the general plan.  As explained in the 2016 

General Plan on pages G-15 to G-16: 

“[P]roposals which differ from the established general plan or zoning requirements must 

request to modify these standards. For instance, on the parcel above, if the property 

owner wished to construct a restaurant or service station, the parcel’s general plan 

designation and zoning district would first have to be changed. Such changes require 

approval by the Planning Commission and the Board of Supervisors, which is considered 

a legislative action. The Board and the Planning Commission would evaluate the 

proposal and make a decision whether or not to amend the general plan or zoning code, 

as well as whether to approve or deny the proposal based upon its merits, applying 

policies defined in the general plan and knowledge of local conditions and needs. This 

decision requires the Board and/or the Planning Commission to exercise considerable 

discretion, thus a disclosure of potential environmental impacts under CEQA and public 

hearings are required.” 

 

2016 General Plan, p.  LU-27 

Policy LU-1.1: Protect existing land uses and public facilities from 

encroachment by incompatible land uses. 

Please explain how a major tasting room and event center, operating 

every day and night seven days per week, serving up to 450 people at 

once, with its traffic safety and water supply implications, is compatible 

with neighboring residential and agricultural uses. 

Policy LU-1.3: Encourage development patterns which support water quality 

objectives; protect agricultural land and natural resources; promote 

community identities; minimize environmental impacts; enable viable transit, 

bicycle and pedestrian transportation; reduce greenhouse gas emissions; and 

promote public health and wellness. 

Please explain how a tasting room and event center that depends upon 

tourists coming in cars is consistent with reducing greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions, when the transportation sector is the largest single 
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source of GHG emissions in California, and there are already over 40 

such tasting rooms in the County. An evaluation of GHG emissions is 

required by the Implementation Plan for the 2016 General Plan. 

(Implementation Plan, p. 18.)  

2016 General Plan, p. LU-28 

Policy LU-2.1: Direct development to areas with existing urban services and 

infrastructure, or to areas where extending of urban services is feasible given 

distance from developed areas and topography, capacity, or land capability. 

Please explain how putting an event center serving up to 450 people 

per event in an area without public water, public sewer, and traffic lights, 

and distant from emergency services, is consistent with directing 

development to areas with existing urban services and infrastructure?   

Policy LU-2.2: Target future commercial, industrial, and residential growth to 

Town Center and Regional Service Center locations, including the 

communities of Martell, Pine Grove, Buckhorn, and River Pines. 

Please explain how putting yet another major event center on 

agricultural land in the Shenandoah Valley is consistent with targeting 

future commercial growth to Town Center and Regional Service Center 

locations.  There are available locations for an event center in an 

existing Town Center or Regional Service Center that would be 

consistent with this policy (e.g. Kmart in Martell, vacant parcels in the 

Martell Business Park).  Why not locate the event center there to 

comply with Policy LU-2.2?  There is even underutilized commercial 

property in local cities (e.g. old Prospect Motors in Jackson).  Applying 

this policy might have been easier had the Zoning Code been amended 

on schedule. (Implementation Plan, p. 5) 

Policy LU-3.1: Ensure that effective public safety facilities, staffing, and 

equipment are provided to maintain service levels as the county’s population 

and development change.  

Please specify what the proposed project is contributing to fund 

additional public safety facilities, staffing, and equipment in the 

neighborhood, to deal with this development change.  The equipment 

and personnel needed to respond to medical and fire emergencies for 

450 people at an event center are different and greater than the needs 

to put out a fire at a single family home or a field.  Is the project’s 



A1-3 
 

funding of the local fire district sufficient to compensate for the project’s 

increased burden on the district? 

2016 General Plan, p. LU-29 

Policy LU-4.2: Consider infrastructure availability and expansion in the 

evaluation of individual projects. 

2016 General Plan, p. C-24 

Policy C-3.1: Guide future development to areas of the county with the ability 

to obtain adequate wastewater service and treatment capacity.  

Please explain how the Planning Commission is “considering 

infrastructure availability” and directing development to areas with 

wastewater treatment capacity by approving a major visitor-oriented 

commercial project where there is no public water and no public sewer.  

Policy LU-6.1: Ensure that new development is able to meet water supply, 

wastewater disposal, and public service standards. 

Please explain how the county will ensure that a major commercial 

operation, serving up to 450 people per day, is consistent with meeting 

water supply public service standards, when the project is dependent on 

uncertain groundwater?   

On page C-6, the 2016 General Plan confirms the uncertainty of local 

groundwater supplies, stating,  

“Groundwater from individual wells represents a major water source in 

the county. In most of Amador County, groundwater-bearing units and 

aquifers are poorly defined. The majority of available groundwater is 

transient and found in fractured rock. This fractured bedrock aquifer has 

not been adequately studied, and no information is available concerning 

the capacity of the aquifer.”  

“The Cosumnes Groundwater Subbasin underlies southwestern Amador 

County. The Cosumnes Subbasin is in overdraft; in other words, more 

water is leaving the groundwater basin than entering it.”  
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2016 General Plan, p. LU-31 

Policy LU-12.1: Ensure that appropriate levels of emergency services, 

including fire protection, can be demonstrated for new development. 

Please explain how the Planning Commission determines the 

appropriate level of emergency services for a new development.  What 

is the standard?  Is it response time?  Does it factor in the equipment or 

personnel needed to fight a structure or wildland fire on the site?  Does 

it factor in the presence of people in addition to property?  How does the 

proposed project meet these standards?  This evaluation is called for in 

the Implementation Plan.  (Implementation Plan, p. 15.)  This evaluation 

might have been easier had the service standards been completed.  

(See Implementation Plan, p. 9.)  

Policy LU-12.3: Continue to ensure that the County’s development code 

addresses evacuation and emergency vehicle access, water supplies and fire 

flow, fuel modification for defensible space, and home addressing and signing. 

How will the proposed project provide sufficient emergency water 

supplies for fighting fires since there are no fire hydrants in the vicinity?  

Will the pond water be used?  Does the applicant need to take any 

steps to make this pond water accessible for firefighting?  

How will the proposed project address evacuation and emergency 

vehicle access?  An event center for 450 people may pose a great 

challenge should there be a need to evacuate the area due to fire, while 

trying to get equipment in to fight the fire at the same time.  Mandatory 

evacuation with multiple roads and a state highway in Pine Grove on 

Day 3 of the Butte Fire in 2015 caused gridlock, even after many people 

had already voluntarily left the area.  It is reasonably foreseeable that 

multiple centers would be hosting events along Shenandoah Road 

when the time comes for fire evacuation in summer or fall.  How is 

approving another event center ensuring an appropriate level of 

emergency services in the area?  
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2016 General Plan, p. CM-11 

Policy CM-1.1: The County’s Level of Service (LOS) standard is LOS C for 

rural roadways.  

Does the County have peak period traffic counts on Shenandoah Road 

from tourist season (e.g. spring, summer, and fall) weekends?  Was 

LOS C maintained?  Will the proposed project substantially contribute to 

a failure to maintain LOS C?  We strongly recommend that the 

County complete a traffic impact study for the proposed project.  

(See 2016 General Plan Implementation Plan, p. 16.)  If not, how can 

the County demonstrate that the project is consistent with keeping the 

LOS at level C?  While CEQA is phasing out the use of LOS for 

environmental impact reviews, the County’s General Plan Standards of 

LOS C for health, safety, and general welfare still apply.   

2016 General Plan, p. CM-12 

Policy CM-1.2: Work with Caltrans and regional and local transportation 

agencies to address regional issues and opportunities related to growth, 

transportation financing and infrastructure, and other planning issues. 

Caltrans agrees that traffic from Plymouth and Shenandoah Valley on 

Highway 49 North necessitates safety improvements.  (See Attachment 

1, Exhibit A, Emails with Caltrans)  Will the proposed project contribute 

to financing this infrastructure improvement?  Isn’t this just the type of 

opportunity “related to growth, transportation financing and 

infrastructure” that the County is supposed to work with Caltrans to 

grasp?  If the county doesn’t start collecting the money here and now, 

where and when will it do so? 

2016 General Plan, p. CM-12 

Policy CM-2.2: Identify key roads and intersections with historical or projected 

traffic congestion and/or safety problems and apply creative management 

measures to improve circulation. 

The Draft 2018 Systemic Safety Analysis Report (SSAR) for Amador 

and Alpine Counties provides data on traffic accidents, their location, 

their frequency, and their causes.  (See Attachment 1, Exhibit B SSAR.) 

The crash rate along half of Shenandoah Road exceeds the statewide 

average for rural 2 and 3 lane roads.  (SSAR, pp. 8, 83-84.)  Personal 
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injuries and property damage from the 41 collisions in the five year 

study on Shenandoah Road were estimated at over $8 million.  Thus, 

the Shenandoah Road qualifies as a road with historical safety 

problems.  

The report also indicates that 22.1% of all collisions in Amador County 

resulting in death or severe injury were related to Driving Under the 

Influence (DUI).  This is twice the percentage of neighboring Alpine 

County.  (SSAR, p. 7.)  

Wine tasting at locations without tour buses and overnight lodging 

encourages drinking and driving.  How is it consistent with Policy CM-

2.2 for the County to exacerbate a historic road safety problem by 

inviting more drinking and driving?  

What “creative management measures” is the County planning to do to 

address this traffic safety concern?  Will the County work with the bus 

system to provide tasting tours from local motels or a central parking 

area?  And who will pay for it? For example, in El Dorado County the 

bus system runs a shuttle from the Placerville parking structure to the 

rural road serving Apple Hill during the fall to reduce traffic and make 

the roads safer.  

2016 General Plan, p. E-26 

Policy E-8 .3: Provide for and support value-added agricultural activities 

designed to provide an additional source of farming income while maintaining 

the land for viable agricultural production. 

We understand that vineyards with wineries in the Shenandoah Valley 

use tasting rooms to supplement their income, making their primarily 

agricultural operations more economically viable.  We do not 

understand how a visitor intensive and groundwater dependent event 

center at a location that does not produce wine is keeping land viable 

for agricultural production or supplementing “farming” income.  To 

conform to Policy E-8.3, shouldn’t the limited water supply and road 

capacity in the area be reserved for value-added activities at the actual 

agricultural operations?  Please explain how the proposed project is 

consistent with Policy E-8.3.  
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2016 General Plan, p. E-26 

Policy E-8 .1: Ensure future land uses are appropriately located and scaled to 

fit in with the county’s rural and agricultural context.  

2016 General Plan, p. E-27 

Policy E-9.4: Direct future development toward “infill” areas (areas of existing 

urban development), areas contiguous to cities, and areas with infrastructure 

and services in order to maintain the viability of existing agricultural land. 

Policy E-9.5: Review future development for compatibility with existing 

adjacent and nearby agricultural uses. 

Policy E-10.2: Support the continued availability of water supplies to 

agricultural users. 

2016 General Plan, p. C-23 

Policy C-1.2: Guide future development to areas of the county where 

adequate water supplies can be ensured.  

Policy C-1.3: Limit reliance on groundwater wells as sources for community 

water systems. Where possible, encourage connection of developments to 

existing water supply systems. 

The proposed visitor-intensive commercial development is not in an infill 

area served by public water and sewer infrastructure, but instead will 

draw groundwater from the County’s premier groundwater-dependent 

agricultural area. Page E-14 of the 2016 General Plan describes the 

Shenandoah Valley: 

“The largest and best known farming area in Amador County is the 

Shenandoah Valley, an area of gently rolling hills set in a high valley 

above Plymouth. Soils are deep, and easily support grapes, walnuts, 

prunes, hay, flowers and livestock. Fields are either dry farmed or drip 

irrigated with well water.” 

As noted previously, there is nothing “ensured” about this groundwater 

source, but there are ample locations in the County and neighboring 

cities to locate an event center served by a secure source of public 

water. 

Shouldn’t groundwater supplies be conserved for agricultural users to 

comply with Policy E-10.2?   
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Doesn’t the groundwater use of the visitor intensive commercial use 

make it incompatible with adjacent and nearby agriculture?  

Please explain how the proposed project is consistent with Policy E-8.1, 

E-9.4, E-9.5, E-10.2, C-1.2, and C-1.3. 

Policy C-1.4: Encourage new development, renovation, landscape, and 

agricultural projects to include water conservation measures, including use of 

graywater, reclaimed, or recycled water for irrigation, water-conserving 

plumbing fixtures, and low-water landscapes. 

2016 General Plan, p. C-24 

Policy C-3.2: Encourage recycling and water-saving features in new 

development, including use of graywater, recycled, or reclaimed water for 

irrigation, to limit the water flows to septic systems and leach fields. 

Please explain how the water conservation features listed in Policies C-

1.4 and C-3.2 are included in the proposed project.  

Policy C-4.1: Encourage site plan elements in proposed development such as 

reduced pavement/cover and permeable pavement, as well as drainage 

features which limit runoff and increase infiltration and groundwater recharge. 

2016 General Plan, p. C-25 

Policy C-5.2: Encourage the use of LID strategies to help Amador County 

sustain and improve both surface- and groundwater quality. 

Please explain which site plan elements and low impact development 

strategies referred to in Policies C-4.1 and C-5.2 are incorporated into 

the proposed development.  Applying this policy might have been easier 

had the Zoning Code been amended on schedule. (Implementation 

Plan, pp. 4-5) 

2016 General Plan, p. C-28 

Policy C-9.4: Encourage energy conservation and energy efficient design in 

new development projects. 

2016 General Plan, p. C-29 

Policy C-10.5: Require new development projects to incorporate building 

placement and design features to increase energy efficiency in new structures 
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Please identify the energy conservation and energy efficient design 

features in the proposed development making it consistent with Policies 

C-9.4 and C-10.5.  

Policy C-10.2: Develop and adopt a comprehensive strategy to reduce GHGs 

within Amador County by at least 15 percent from current levels by 2020. 

Please state whether the County adopted the GHG reduction strategy 

and whether it has met the 15 percent reduction target in 2020.  

According to page C-28 of the 2016 General Plan,  

“The California Global Warming Solutions Act (AB 32) was 

passed in September 2006. AB 32 requires that statewide 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions must be reduced to 1990 levels 

by 2020. The Climate Change Scoping Plan (Scoping Plan) was 

approved by ARB in December 2008 and outlines California’s 

plan to achieve the GHG reductions required in AB 32. The 

Scoping Plan contains the primary strategies California will 

implement to achieve a reduction of 169 million metric tons of 

carbon dioxide equivalent, or approximately 28% from the state’s 

projected 2020 emission levels. Future planning efforts that do not 

encourage reductions in GHG emissions would conflict with AB 

32, impeding California’s ability to comply.  

“In the Scoping Plan, ARB encourages local governments to 

adopt a reduction goal for municipal operations emissions and 

move toward establishing similar goals for community emissions 

that parallel the State commitment to reduce GHGs. The Plan 

identifies California’s cities and counties as “essential partners” 

within the overall statewide effort and recommends that local 

governments set a GHG reduction target of 15 percent below 

today’s levels by the year 2020. Though the specific role local 

governments will play in meeting California’s GHG reduction goals 

is still being defined, they will nonetheless be a key player. 

“Statewide, more than 40% of GHG emissions are associated with 

transportation. Reduction of GHG emissions will thus primarily 

require a reduction of motor vehicle fuel consumed and vehicle 

miles traveled (VMT).” 
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According to page C-13 of the 2016 General Plan, “Air quality policies 

guide land use decisions, including, but not limited to decisions affecting 

proposed development projects and the location of new roads and 

transit facilities.”  The Implementation Plan indicates that the County will 

evaluate the GHG emissions from development proposals. 

(Implementation Plan, p. 18.)  

Please explain how approving a “proposed development project” 

serving up to 350 visitors per day, and 450 visitors 12 times per year, 

primarily arriving by personal vehicles from distant urban areas, is 

consistent with the State and County policies to reduce GHG 

emissions?   

2016 General Plan, p. S-17 

Policy S-2.1: Consistent with state regulations and local code requirements, 

require new buildings to be constructed to provide fire-defensible spaces, 

separated from property lines and other buildings on the same or adjacent 

properties by adequate building setbacks clear of brush and fuel. Require new 

buildings in areas of moderate to high fire risk to be constructed using building 

materials and designs that increase fire resistance. 

2016 General Plan, p. S-18 

Policy S-2.3: Incorporate fire safety site planning techniques within new 

development applications in high- or very-high fire risk areas. Encourage 

building envelope or cluster development techniques to increase defensible 

areas.  

Please identify which building requirements and site planning 

techniques referenced in Policies S-2.1 and S-2.3 will be applied by the 

proposed project to reduce the risk of fire. 

2016 General Plan, p. S-18 

Policy S-2.2: Guide new development to areas where adequate fire protection, 

roads, and water service are available to support fire response. 

Please identify the standards that apply for determining if “fire 

protection, roads, and water services are adequate to support fire 

response.”  Please explain if and how the location of the proposed 

project meets those standards.  If it does not, please comply with Policy 



A1-11 
 

S-2.2 and guide the development to an area that meets fire response 

standards.   

2016 General Plan, p. N-25 

Policy N-1.1: Enforce noise standards to maintain acceptable noise limits, 

especially near noise-sensitive uses. Noise measurement methods are 

subject to County approval. 

Please explain how the qualified County staff intends to measure noise 

and enforce noise standards at weekend events to conform to Policy N-

1.1.  

Policy N-1.3: Evaluate potential noise conflicts for individual sites and 

projects, and require mitigation of all significant noise impacts (including 

construction and short-term noise impacts) as a condition of project approval.  

Policy N-1.4: Protect existing areas with acceptable noise environments, and 

also those locations deemed “noise sensitive” from new noise sources. 

Please identify the measures that will be used to reduce the noise 

impact of the proposed event center to comply with Policies N-1.3 and 

N-1.4. 

2016 General Plan, p. N-26 

Policy N-2.4: Encourage the use of alternative transportation modes such as 

walking, bicycling, and mass transit to minimize traffic noise. 

Please explain what mass transit options will be employed at the 

proposed project to conform to Policy N-2.4 
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Attachment 2 

How is the Proposed Blood Gulch Tasting Room and Event Center Consistent with the 

Amador County Code? 

Tasting rooms and event centers are allowed in various zoning code districts.  

Because they fall into the category of, “Retail, office and business and personal service uses, 

conducted within a building,” tasting rooms and event centers are allowed in the C-1 and C-2 

commercial zones. (Zoning Code, sec. 19.24.040.)  This makes sense as they are typical 

commercial uses attracting many customers.   

Tasting rooms and event centers are also allowed in agricultural zones.  The vast majority of 

tasting rooms and event centers (38) are in the A and AG zone districts.  (Blood Gulch MND, pp. 

51-53.)  According to the County database, there are a total of 118 parcels in these zone districts 

that are large enough to qualify for a tasting room and event center.  Tasting rooms and event 

centers are allowed by right n these zones without a use permit under specified circumstances, 

though building, public works, and health permits and clearances may be required for some 

activities.  This makes sense because the County intends that these related commercial uses will 

supplement winery and vineyard income, and thus make those agricultural operations more 

economically viable.  The uses allowed include wine tasting, winery tours, sale of wine and 

grape products, the sale of gifts, picnic areas, art galleries, on-site catering, events up to 125 

people on any and every day of the year, events up to 450 people up to 4 times per month and 12 

times per year, and amplified music until 10 pm. (Zoning Code, sec. 19.24.036 subd. (G)(32); 

19.24.040.)  

Tasting rooms and event centers are allowed in the R1-A zone “Single-family residential 

agricultural district, but only under very limited circumstances.  According to the County 

database, there are over 600 parcels of sufficient size in this zone to qualify for a tasting room 

and event center.  However, only 7 permits for tasting rooms with events serving 100 or more 

people have been issued since 2007.  The maximum number of events per year was 15.  The 

maximum size of the events was 150 people.  (Blood Gulch MND, p. 50.)   

First, the project must meet zoning code requirements.  (Zoning Code, sec. 19.24.045, subd. 

(D)(4), sec. 19.24.040, subsections 27(a) through (f) of the "A" agricultural zone district.)  To 

protect neighboring uses, the parcel must be at least 10 acres, and the building must be 50 feet 

from all property lines.  It must try to seek a road agreement if it is on a private road.  To ensure 

that the operation supplements local farm income, it may only operate under a duplicate 02 

license if the master winery is in Amador County.  To be consistent with the state code, 50% of 

all the wine sold on the premises must be from that winery.  (Business and Professionals Code, 

sec. 23358.)  Also, the primary use of the tasting room shall be the marketing and sale of wine 

produced in Amador County (cite?).  To ensure that the operation is in good standing with other 

regulatory authorities, the operation must be in compliance with an up-to-date bond and license.  

To ensure that the operation is safe and sanitary, the operation must get any required permits and 

clearances from the departments of Building, Environmental Heath, and Transportation and 

Public Works.  

https://www.codepublishing.com/CA/AmadorCounty/#!/AmadorCounty19/AmadorCounty1924.html#19.24.040
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The project must also receive a use permit conditioned to protect the health, safety, peace, 

morals, comfort and general welfare of the neighborhood.  (Zoning Code, sec. 19.24.045, subd. 

(D)(4); Chapter 19.56.)  The project will also be required to implement feasible mitigation 

measures if necessary to reduce the project’s individual or cumulatively significant impacts on 

the environment.  These limitations make sense given the agricultural and residential nature of 

the area; the potential for land use conflicts over water, traffic, noise, lighting, public safety and 

other issues; and the fact that such uses are amply allowed for in more appropriate zoning 

district.  The proposed Blood Gulch project in in the R-1A zone.   

Finally, the discretionary approval of commercial facilities over 5,000 sq. ft. trigger an applicant- 

funded economic analysis of the project’s impact on existing businesses.  (Zoning Code, sec. 

19.50.050.)  The Blood Gulch proposal includes over 7,700 sq. ft. of new construction, in 

addition to the existing 3,000 sq. ft. structure.  There are 45 similar existing businesses in 

Amador County.  (MND, pp. 50-54.)  

 

We have the following questions regarding the Blood Gulch proposal and the zoning code 

requirements.   

Only 7 permits for tasting rooms with events serving 100 or more people have been issued in the 

R-1A zone district since 2007.  The maximum number of events per year was 15.  The maximum 

size of the events was 150 people.  (Blood Gulch MND, p. 50.)  Please explain why the Blood 

Gulch proposal should be allowed to serve three times as many people at events, and hold 

ten times as many events each year in the R1-A zone district.  What has changed so 

dramatically in the R1-A zone district to justify such a huge increase in the number and scale of 

events? 

Please explain where and when the operation has produced wine at the location or elsewhere in 

Amador County and whether and how the county has confirmed this.  Does the county even 

check the winery to see if it has equipment for winemaking on site? 

Please explain how it is determined that at least half of the wine sold on the premises is from the 

operation’s winery in Amador County.  

Please explain how it is determined that the wine tasting room is primarily used to promote the 

sale of Amador County wine, rather than the hosting of large events?  Is it based upon an 

operations income from the uses?  It is based upon the number of days of particular uses?  Is it 

based upon the split of customers between the uses?  The answer seemed more obvious with 

other 7 permittees in the R1-A zone district, who have no more than 15 events per year serving 

no more than 150 people.  It seems far less obvious for Blood Gulch proposal seeking permission 

for 3 events per week serving up to 125 people, and 12 events per year serving up to 450 people.  

Is this primarily a tasting room with secondary event center, or an event center with a 

secondary tasting room?  The latter is not permitted in the R1-A zone district because it is 

clearly a commercial use.  
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Does the requirement for an economic impact analysis apply to the Blood Gulch proposal?  If so, 

has the analysis been prepared? 

The aforementioned zoning district requirements regarding setbacks, parcel size, and operations 

are the same for the R-1A zone and the A zone, as they are both from Zoning Code sec. 

19.24.040, subsections 27(a) through (f).  Please provide monitoring reports demonstrating that 

existing tasting rooms and event centers in the R-1A zone and the A zone are complying with 

these zoning district requirements.  

Please explain if the proposed conditions or mitigation measures on the use permit are similar to 

the conditions or mitigation measures placed on similar use permits in the past. [It appears that at 

least 5 use permits for tasting room with events serving 100 people or more were issued between 

2007 and 2010.  (Blood Gulch MND, p. 50)]  If so, please provide the monitoring reports 

demonstrating that those tasting room and event center permittees have complied with those 

conditions over the last decade.   

Based upon monitoring results, for each zoning district requirement, use permit condition, or 

mitigation measure, please explain whether it was effective or not effective.  

If Planning Department monitoring has revealed barriers to implementing the zoning district 

requirements, use permit conditions or mitigation measures, please have the Planning 

Department report to the Planning Commission what those barriers are and how those barriers 

may be overcome.  

When imposing regulations, the Planning Department and the Planning Commission have 

responsibilities.  For regulations to remain current, legitimate, and effective they must be 

implemented, they must be monitored, and the results must be reported back to the authorities.  

(See Attachment 2, Exhibit A.) If regulations are not implemented, then they cannot have the 

desired effect. If they are not monitored, then there is no way to determine if they are effective.  

If the monitoring results are not reported back to the authorities, then there is no opportunity to 

replace ineffective regulations with effective ones.  With 45 tasting rooms countywide holding 

events for over 100 people, and over a decade of regulation, it is time to evaluate the 

effectiveness of this program.  (Blood Gulch MND, pp. 50-54.)     

 

 

https://www.codepublishing.com/CA/AmadorCounty/#!/AmadorCounty19/AmadorCounty1924.html#19.24.040
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Attachment 3 

Is the Blood Gulch Mitigated Negative Declaration Sufficient? 

A number of questions will need to be answered to determine if the Blood Gulch MND is 

sufficient.  

Mitigation measure 21 requires the applicant’s construction equipment to meet very technical 

noise and vibration standards.  The Planning Department is tasked with monitoring this impact.  

(Staff Report, p. 23.)  Does the Planning Department or its consultants have trained staff and the 

technical equipment to do this monitoring?  Has the Planning Department or its consultants done 

this monitoring in the past?  What percentage of the conditioned construction sites are 

monitored?  What have the monitoring reports indicated?   

Noise mitigation measure 22 requires amplified sound to end at 6 pm.  (Staff Report, p. 23.)  The 

Planning Department is tasked with monitoring this measure.  The major events with amplified 

sound (like weddings) are likely to be held on weekends.  Does the Planning Department or its 

consultants have staff who will monitor sound on the weekends?  Does the Sheriff forward 

weekend noise complaints to the Planning Department?  

Neither the permit conditions nor the mitigation measures require proof or monitoring of some of 

the basic requirements that qualify the tasting room to operate in the R1-A zone in the first place.  

(Staff Report, pp. 20-23.) Where is the proof or monitoring that the applicant operates a winery 

in Amador County?  Where is the monitoring to determine that half the wine sold at the tasting 

room is produced by that Amador County winery?  Where is the proof or regular monitoring to 

determine if the tasting room is primarily promoting the sale of Amador County wine, rather than 

primarily running a non-conforming commercial event center in an R1-A Single-family 

Residential Agriculture zone district?   

Neither the mitigation measures nor the conditions of approval require the monitoring County 

agencies to report the monitoring results to the Planning Commission at all, or at any time 

interval.  We respectfully request that the Planning Commission add a provision requiring the 

County monitoring agencies to annually report the results of their monitoring to the Planning 

Commission.  (Another option used in the Kirkwood Specific Plan Area is the hiring of 

monitoring consultants who report monitoring results daily on a public website.)  If the Planning 

Commission does not know what is broken, you can’t fix it.  

On MND page 17, the report states “The property is not changing size as part of this project nor 

will the site experience any significant change in the nature of development.”  This statement is 

inaccurate, misleading, and not supported by substantial evidence in the record.  The site is being 

converted from a single-family residence of 3,000 square feet to a sprawling commercial event 

center serving hundreds of people per day.  That is a dramatic change in the nature and intensity 

of development.  Please correct the MND. 
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On MND page 24, the report says the project will not significantly waste energy or conflict with 

energy efficiency plans.  The MND provides no threshold of significance and no data analysis to 

support this conclusion.  The proposed project is dependent on hundreds of tourists daily 

traveling long distances by personal vehicles to use the facility.  How is this not a significant 

waste of energy?  Neither the County nor the private sector has made an effort to provide regular 

public transit to the wineries and tasting rooms in the Shenandoah Valley, as has been done in 

other communities with similar attractions in California.  In addition, the reduction of Vehicle 

Miles Traveled (VMT) is the energy efficiency cornerstone of the states GHG reduction plan.  A 

project dependent on hundreds of tourists a day is contrary to the objectives of the state GHG 

reduction plan.  Please reconsider the conclusion in the MND and consider mitigation measures.  

On MND page 27, the report concludes that the project would not result in significant levels of 

GHG emissions or conflict with the state’s GHG reduction plan.  It provides no calculation of 

emissions and no explanation of the threshold for determining significance to supports this 

conclusion.  The proposed project is dependent on hundreds of tourists daily traveling long 

distances by personal vehicles to use the facility.  It is the reduction of Vehicle Miles Traveled 

(VMT) that is the cornerstone of the states GHG reduction plan.  A project dependent on 

hundreds of tourists a day is contrary to the objectives of the state GHG reduction plan.  Please 

reconsider the conclusion in the MND, and consider mitigation measures.  

On MND page 31 the report concludes that the groundwater use by the project poses an 

insignificant impact.  There is no calculation of the quantity of groundwater to be used, and no 

threshold of significance reported to support this claim.  As noted in the 2016 General Plan, 

groundwater quantity is uncertain in the region.  There is no data provided to confirm that there 

were no well water problems in the area during the recent drought, based upon existing water use 

in the area.  In fact, we recall that new or deeper wells were needed during the drought.  

Additional visitor-intensive commercial uses would only worsen the situation in this agricultural 

area.  Please provide some supporting evidence or reconsider the report’s conclusion.  

On MND page 32 the report concludes that the project does not conflict with the 2016 General 

Plan.  See Attachment 2 for a list of general plan policies with which the proposed project may 

conflict.  Please reconsider the conclusion in this report.   

On MND page 34 the report concludes that noise and vibration impacts would be less than 

significant after mitigation.  No data is provided to demonstrate that these mitigation measures 

have been monitored and proven successful over the last decade of this tasting room and event 

center program.  Such monitoring is required by CEQA.  No explanation has been provided 

regarding the availability of trained staff to enforce the vibration limits, and no explanation has 

been provided to demonstrate how noise from events with hundreds of visitors and amplified 

sound will be monitored and enforced on weekends.  Paper conditions don’t mitigate impacts, 

people on the ground do.  Please provide the substantial evidence to support the conclusions in 

the report, or reconsider those conclusions. 

On page MND 37 the report states that the distance from the Sutter Creek Fire Station on 

Hanford Street to the project site is 2 miles.  Actually, Mapsonline calculates that distance at 11 
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miles and the driving time at 17 minutes.  Is there a fire station at Plymouth or River Pines that is 

closer?  The report also incorrectly concludes that the distance from the Sutter Creek Police 

station to the project site is 2 miles.  The Amador County Sheriff’s Office is responsible for law 

enforcement in the area, and there is no sheriff’s substation in the northern part of Amador 

County. Please correct the misleading information in the MND and provide facts regarding local 

emergency response times for fires, medical aid calls, and vehicle accidents.  

On page MND 39 the report concludes that the proposed project would have no significant 

impact on traffic.  The report makes no effort to calculate the additional trips or to identify a 

threshold of significance.  A project receiving 350 visitor per day, 10 employees, and regular 

deliveries could conservatively generate 675 vehicle trips per day.  The average daily trips 

reported on Shenandoah Road in the 2018 Systemic Safety Analysis Report (SSAR) are between 

2,600 and 3,200.  (Attachment 1, Exhibit B. 2018 SSAR, pp. 83-84.)  Thus, the project traffic 

represents an increase of between 21% and 26%.  The collision rate on Shenandoah Road already 

exceeds the statewide average for similar rural roads.  The over 41 accidents in the 5-year SSAR 

study period caused over $8 million in personal injury and property damages.  Adding 20% more 

traffic to an already dangerous road appears to be a substantial contribution to an existing 

significant impact.  Please provide substantial evidence to support the claim in the MND, or 

reconsider the conclusion.  Please complete a traffic impact study for the project to quantify its 

impacts.   

On MND page 44 the report concludes that the wildfire impact is insignificant merely because 

the project does not impair an adopted evacuation plan.  Amador County does not have a 

countywide evacuation plan with which a project could conflict.  The potentially significant 

impact is the project interfering with an actual evacuation.  This is a serious issue.  Evacuation of 

Pine Grove on day 3 of the Butte Fire in 2015 caused gridlock despite the availability of multiple 

roads and a state highway, and the fact that many people had already evacuated voluntarily.  The 

recent Camp and Tubbs Fires have demonstrated that rapid evacuation is essential to save lives.  

Please provide some data to substantiate the conclusion in the MND or change it.   

On MND page 45 the report concludes that the project’s impacts are not cumulatively 

considerable in connection with similar past, present and foreseeable projects.  As we note 

above, the MND’s conclusions regarding the insignificance of project-related impacts to energy, 

GHG emission, groundwater supply, land use planning, noise and vibrations, traffic and 

emergency evacuation are not supported by substantial evidence in the record.  Thus these 

impacts need to also be considered cumulatively with those of other tasting rooms and event 

centers in the Shenandoah Valley or similar impacts countywide.   

On MND page 48, the report tries to dismiss cumulative impacts by noting that the 2016 General 

Plan includes mitigation measures to reduce impacts to air quality (from ozone precursor 

emission) and GHG emissions.  This is misleading.  The 2016 General Plan EIR and the 

accompanying Findings of Fact found that those cumulative impacts were significant and 

unavoidable.  (2016 General Plan Findings of Fact, pp. 44, 52.)  Thus, this project is contributing 

to those significant cumulative impacts.  Also, the MND does not indicate that the County has 
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met its GHG reduction goal by the 2020 target date.  GHG mitigation does not happen on paper, 

it happens in the air.  

On page 48, the MND also claims that the future Sustainable Groundwater Management Plan for 

the Cosumnes Basin addresses all future cumulative impacts to groundwater.  Those plans are 

not required to restore equilibrium to the basin for twenty years after their approval.  The “short-

term” cumulative impacts prior to that, given the ongoing precipitation decline, may still be 

significant.  Just ask anybody with a well who lived through the recent four-year drought. 

On page 49, the MND acknowledges that development under the 2016 General Plan will result in 

cumulatively significant noise impacts, but concludes that the proposed projects contribution to 

those impacts is not substantial, because of the project-related mitigation measures.  As noted 

above, the County has produced no evidence that those measures have been monitored over the 

last decade of the tasting room and event center permit program, and no evidence that the 

measures have been effective, especially at major weekend events.  Major weekend events are 

foreseeable such as The Big Crush, Behind the Cellar Door, and the Barbera Festival.  Please 

produce the evidence or reconsider your conclusions.  

On page 49, the MND argues that the project’s traffic impacts do not reach the 2016 General 

Plan EIR thresholds of significance, so the cumulative impacts are insignificant.  The 2016 

General Plan EIR was a program-level EIR for development of the entire County over the next 

two decades, so the impact thresholds would not apply to a project-level EIR on a tasting room.  

Furthermore, the 2016 General Plan EIR acknowledged that the cumulative traffic impacts from 

development would be significant and unavoidable.  (2016 General Plan Findings of Fact, p. 80.)  

So the relevant question is are the impacts of this project a substantial contribution to the 

cumulatively considerable traffic impacts either Countywide or in the project vicinity.  As noted 

above, the project impacts on traffic on Shenandoah Road are potentially significant.  This is the 

case because of the cumulative impacts of past projects that create the current traffic baseline and 

contribute to unsafe driving conditions.  Some of those past projects include the 24 other tasting 

rooms with event centers in the Shenandoah Valley.  (MND, pp. 50-54.)  Please reconsider the 

report’s conclusions regarding cumulative traffic impacts.  

This MND ignores the available relevant evidence and erroneously concludes that the proposed 

project does not have any potentially significant project-related or cumulative impacts. That is a 

disservice to the people of Amador County, who deserve real efforts to identify and fix real 

problems that could affect their everyday lives, health, and safety.  
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Amador County Technical Advisory Committee 
810 Court St 

Jackson, CA 95642 

 

September 7, 2021 

 

By e-mail transmittal to Chuck Beatty for distribution to September 7, 2021, Technical Advisory 

Committee meeting attendees 

 

Re: La Mesa Request for Modification of Conditional Use Permit 

 

Dear Members of the Technical Advisory Committee: 

 
We have reviewed the request from La Mesa to expand their days and hours of operation and the 

number of events permitted annually. They are crying foul over a similar sized parcel located in 

the same vicinity having more rights. That parcel, however, is zoned A/AG and has “by right” 

permission to operate a wine tasting room and hold events as allowed by the zoning code and 

winery ordinance. R1A parcels—which are far more numerous than A/AG parcels—do not have 

the same development rights, nor should they, or the county would become over-saturated with 

commercial centers in areas where the intent had been to preserve agricultural uses. 

 

Owners of R1A parcels do have the right to apply for a Conditional Use Permit to operate a 

Tasting Room. Such applications are considered on a case by case basis, with appropriate 

environmental analysis and sensitivity to surrounding land uses, so permissions can be scaled 

accordingly. That is the process La Mesa went through, resulting in their use permit to operate a 

tasting room 4 days a week with a limit on large events. Now they want essentially the same 

rights as A/AG property. The lack of those rights should have been factored into property 

pricing. We can understand how the mix of “by right” uses on some properties and discretionary 

conditional uses on others might seem like an “unlevel playing field” to some property owners, 

but that is what the planning code and land use law result in. But overturning the zoning code by 

granting R1A property owners the same rights as A/AG property owners is not a good solution.  
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Around the same time that La Mesa applied for their conditional use permit, another property 

owner on Shenandoah Road applied for a conditional use permit for a similar R1A parcel. That 

owner asked for essentially all the rights that A/AG operators enjoy—and that La Mesa is now 

requesting. Community response to that proposal (Blood Gulch) was swift and strong, resulting 

in the owner withdrawing his application and submitting a much more scaled down proposal 

more in fitting with other R1A parcels in the area and more sensitive to impacts on neighbors 

and the environment. Foothill Conservancy spent a considerable amount of effort stating 

objections to the scale of the initial proposal and providing evidence of potential cumulative 

impacts that should be considered for a commercial activity of that scale. 

 

I am attaching letters Foothill Conservancy submitted to the County last year in response to the 

original Blood Gulch proposal, since our concerns about the inappropriateness of scale and 

potential environmental impacts and cumulative impacts are the same for La Mesa’s request for 

greatly expanded rights. Please consider these comments in determining the appropriate level of 

supplemental environmental impact analysis that should be done, should the owners of La Mesa 

insist on proceeding with their application, rather than working with the local vintners’ 

association and nearby affected neighbors to address some of their operating concerns in 

alternative ways. 

 

Thanks for the opportunity to comment. 

 

Respectfully,  

 

 

 
 

Megan Fiske 

Executive Director 
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