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Richard A. Charter 

 
 
 
 
February 16, 2020 
 
 
Comments on Local Coastal Plan Update 
Att’n: Ms. Cecily Condon 
Permit Sonoma 
2550 Ventura Avenue 
Santa Rosa, CA 95403 
 
Submitted to: PRMD-LCP-Update@sonoma-county.org 
 
 
Dear Cecily: 
 
Thank you for this opportunity to provide written comments on the County 
of Sonoma Local Coastal Plan Update and for the opportunity to attend 
your local briefings on this topic throughout the County. 
 
Today’s Sonoma County Local Coastal Plan is the cumulative product of 
several generations of ordinary citizens who worked with their local elected 
officials to successfully protect a global natural treasure.  The people who 
have in the past shaped the preservation of the Sonoma Coast have never 
left us, their lives and legacies are woven even into the local placenames 
and hiking trails found in our Coastal Plan, while their accomplishments 
unite us in the continued preservation of this place. 
 
As a source of spiritual solace and human inspiration, the Sonoma Coast 
has accumulated millions of friends from around the world. The County of 
Sonoma itself is tasked with serving as a steward on behalf of our coast’s 
planetary constituency. We rely on the Local Coastal Plan to protect places 
and resolve threats since it provides clear jurisdiction over Sonoma 
County’s immediate environment and coastal economy.  Local control is 
even more important at this time when the National Environmental Policy 
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Act, the federal Clean Water Act, the Endangered Species Act, and the 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act are all facing substantial erosion due to federal 
regulatory rollbacks.  Even weakening amendments to the California 
Coastal Commission’s underlying Coastal Zone Management Act have 
been proposed in a rulemaking that would, if adopted, severely limit the 
role of coastal states in “federal consistency” determinations affecting 
anticipated federal actions, including offshore oil and gas lease sales and 
drilling rigs along our coast.  The one constant in the present phase of the 
ongoing tug-of-war over the Sonoma Coast is the overarching public 
support for maintaining a robust Local Coastal Plan and strengthening it 
where necessary, while bringing the LCP current to address entirely new 
issues that are only now emerging.  
 
Therefore, the timely purpose of the present “Update” to our LCP is to 
preserve, improve, protect and restore the iconic natural, cultural, and 
public access resources of the Sonoma County Coastal Zone in the context 
of current challenges: 
 
1) Environmentally-Sensitive Habitat Justifies Special Consideration 
in the LCP:  
 
At the very heart of the overarching statewide California Coastal Plan is the 
explicit mandate to protect Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas, or 
ESHA.  ESHA can take many forms, manifesting as wetlands, river 
estuaries, meadows, forests, chaparral, beaches - we have them all.  The 
dramatic values represented by our viewsheds - the “optics” of this coast - 
are inarguably spectacular, and since we first created a Local Coastal Plan, 
have been identified as Scenic Landscape Units, or SLU’s.  One of our 
coast’s most important remaining undeveloped and agrarian open space 
SLU’s is the fragile Scotty Creek and Gleason Beach watershed, where 
Caltrans is proposing the construction of a three-quarter-mile-long Highway 
One realignment - including an oversized elevated concrete bridge to cross 
ten-foot wide Scotty Creek – thus unnecessarily overlaying our viewsheds 
with an intrusive industrial edifice that would become the largest manmade 
structure on the Sonoma Coast. This unique natural setting incorporates a 
surviving ranch house and century-old farmstead emblematic of the original 
influx of new settlers who came to our county - a location that has gained 
state historic recognition.  The Scotty Creek Valley also shelters numerous 
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diverse native archaeological features, including culturally-important village 
sites. The pending Caltrans proposal, as it now stands, is in noncompliance 
with the LCP’s guidelines on Historic Landmarks and Uses, Section 10.1. 5.  
The recent “mitigation” acquisition by Caltrans of a small nearby .65-acre 
beach parcel may represent a step in the right direction, but it does not 
protect more than a small fraction of Gleason Beach.  Fully engaged 
oversight of this Caltrans proposal needs to undertaken by the County 
itself, since it remains the most significant industrial project now pending on 
the Sonoma Coast.  This unique site deserves a careful design review of 
any associated bridge or appurtenance to protect the visual and hydraulic 
values of the viewshed integrity and watershed and wetland functions of 
the sensitive SLU in which it is being proposed.  The County should not 
simply subrogate decisions that will eradicate the viewsheds and fragile 
SLU values here by surrendering their oversight to distant public works 
agencies. 
 
2) Enhanced Onshore Industrial Facilities Ordinance Related to 
Offshore Drilling and Other Commercial Exploitation of the Ocean: 
 
During 2019, a new Administration in Washington, DC unveiled an 
aggressive new federal Five-Year Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) offshore 
drilling plan.  This plan includes six offshore drilling lease sales extending 
along the entirety of the California coast, including two OCS lease sales 
proposed for the region inclusive of the Sonoma Coast.  This offshore 
drilling plan is presently temporarily “on hold” due to a successful Court 
challenge brought by the conservation community and others. After 
November 2020, however, this offshore oil and gas leasing plan is 
expected to advance rapidly, with commensurate implications for our 
Sonoma Coast.  
 
Sonoma County voters in 1986 wisely adopted a ballot measure intended 
to help protect the Sonoma Coast from offshore oil and gas leasing by 
making our coastal lands inhospitable to the petroleum industry as it 
pursues the construction of onshore petroleum processing facilities and 
staging areas to support offshore drilling. The resulting Sonoma County 
Ordinance Number 3592R remains, as it should, appropriately embodied in 
the current Update of the LCP. Strengthening language to reinforce and 
improve this ordinance is now necessary, particularly given the fact that the 
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northern expansion of the Greater Farallones National Marine Sanctuary 
that protects the Sonoma Coast from Bodega Head northward remains 
under review by the current Administration and, as a result, the permanent 
ban on offshore drilling within Sonoma County’s nearshore coastal waters 
could be rescinded at virtually any time.  Further, recent actions by the 
White House Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) have substantially 
weakened the role of state and local governments in federal offshore 
drilling decisions affected by NEPA and CZMA, as noted herein. 
 
Strengthening the existing offshore drilling facilities ordinance in our county 
is also necessitated by the recent advent of offshore floating wind electrical 
generating turbine arrays and potential offshore wave energy devices.  
These emerging industries can be expected to lead to commercial 
proposals for massive undersea electrical cable clusters connecting to 
other types of infrastructure and onshore facilities here that would also be 
equally incompatible with the non-industrial character of our communities.  
Bodega Bay represents the only fully-sheltering maritime port on this 
stretch of coastline, and therefore it could again become a target for 
offshore oil developers who are rapidly shifting to pursuing floating offshore 
wind energy, such as the petroleum exploration company Statoil, now 
known as Equinor.  For this reason, a broader interpretation of the onshore 
facilities language should be undertaken in the LCP Update to protect lands 
along our coast that would otherwise be vulnerable to subsea cable 
landfalls, new onshore electrical switchyards and distribution substations, 
and onshore staging areas for the offshore floating wind industry now being 
planned in federal waters lying off of counties to our north.   
 
3) Existing Coastal Waters Protections Need to be Acknowledged and 
Identified in the LCP: 
 
The Sonoma Coast’s nearshore waters enjoy national and state protections 
which should be fully reflected in the LCP.  The boundaries of the 
longstanding Farallones National Marine Sanctuary, extending as far north 
as Bodega Head, have been expanded by NOAA as the new Greater 
Farallones National Marine Sanctuary, and these protections are now fully 
inclusive of the entire Sonoma Coast, extending as far north as Scotty 
Creek near Pt. Arena in Mendocino County.  The shoreline segment from 
Bodega Head to Scotty Creek remains “under review” by the current 
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Administration, with no indication of whether, or what type of, potential 
boundary alterations or regulatory changes might eventually be 
forthcoming.  The Sonoma Coast also hosts a number of State of California 
Marine Protected Areas, or MPA’s, which serve as marine life restoration 
zones.  The LCP should take these MPA’s into account in terms of 
shoreside land use planning.  The LCP Update needs to also incorporate 
consideration of the elements of the California Coastal National Monument 
that lie along the Sonoma Coast, including the appropriateness of proposed 
shoreline public access points for that National Monument along our coast. 
 
4) The Vacation Rental Industry Should Not Continue to Displace 
Permanent Residents from Local Communities nor Undermine Public 
Safety: 
 
The Update of the LCP needs to acknowledge that our coast now has a 
substantial transient population with varied behavioral and ethical 
standards. The ready availability of computerized advertising and 
reservation systems has generated a rapid spread of the VRBO industry so 
that in places it now displaces formerly peaceful family-oriented coastal 
residential communities, and the result is not always beneficial.  There are 
obvious social and economic costs accruing to our neighborhoods from the 
VRBO sector that have proven to adversely affect public safety and which 
sometimes threaten our communities’ valued traditional quality of life.  
Coastal vacation rentals may seem at first to provide an inevitable and 
profitable method of providing lodging to the growing number of visitors to 
our coastal attractions, but various outlaw activities uncharacteristic of our 
coastal community have occurred in association with vacation rental uses 
in Taylor Tract in Old Town Bodega Bay, as exemplified by, 
(https://www.pressdemocrat.com/news/4281941-181/woman-shot-
wounded-in-bodega), and in the nearby Bodega Harbor Subdivision, 
(https://www.pressdemocrat.com/news/9770962-181/sonoma-county-
deputy-shoots-assault).  Visitors exhibited in these situations an instance of 
domestic violence followed by a suicide, and, more recently, a case 
involving attempted manslaughter via vehicular assault that resulted in 
eight injuries of innocent bystanders and ended in a police-involved 
shooting.  These tragic occurrences, while high-profile exceptions to the 
idealized norm promoted by the vacation rental industry, provide 
compelling evidence that guests utilizing VRBO properties are not being 
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adequately screened and that the composite of short-term-rental properties 
are not currently being responsibly overseen by diligent nearby accessible 
management.  Sadly, in spite of the high stakes in terms of public safety, 
the County is not yet following through to ensure that the kind of 
responsible management necessary for these kinds of emergent land uses 
is consistently maintained.  A quiet residential neighborhood should not be 
converted into a virtual industrial park of quasi-motels, even if the influx of 
new industry is aimed at serving visitors.  The contribution that increasing 
VRBO demand is playing in compounding the scarcity of available housing 
for local service staff and fishery workers who cannot now find an 
affordable place to live near the coast also makes it only prudent that the 
kind of reasonable oversight principles already applied to vacation rentals 
elsewhere in Sonoma County need to also be governing coastal properties 
as well, including but not limited to: 
 

a) Limit the total number of vacation rentals at the coast. 
b) Provide a community with the option of becoming an exclusion zone 

free of vacation rentals. 
c) Maximum occupancy rates not to exceed two persons per bedroom, 

plus an additional two persons. 
d) 24-hour management must be available. 
e) Each vacation rental location must demonstrate that it has adequate 

onsite parking on its own parcel, reliable garbage service, and noise 
must be controlled during quiet hours. 

f) The “three strikes” principle utilized elsewhere in Sonoma County 
must be applied at the coast, i.e.; three verified violations at one 
property should lead to a one-year hiatus in vacation rental uses at 
that site. 

 
The Sonoma Coast generates substantial revenue to the County from TOT 
taxes and other sources, but legitimate coastal needs do not yet receive 
their fair local share of collected revenues in return to support important 
first-responder services whose time is increasingly spent dealing with 
visitor-related emergencies.  It is now abundantly clear that the Sonoma 
Coast LCP needs to adapt to this influx of VRBO properties, and the LCP 
Update now in preparation therefore must exert some reasonable controls 
over this industry, as has become necessary and is proving effective in 
other Sonoma County Supervisorial Districts, particularly in neighborhoods 
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near the town of Sonoma where it became obvious that the community had 
simply reached a “critical mass” of VRBO’s. 
 
5) The Dangers of Providing Too Much Staff Discretion in 
Administering the LCP: 
 
There should be no discretionary “loopholes” carved out of the LCP for 
special interests, as is the case with the current public draft. One clear 
crosscutting problem that must be highlighted is that for almost every single 
land use provision throughout the LCP Update public review draft, there is 
inexplicably granted to Permit Sonoma planning staff a very wide margin of 
discretion in terms of interpretation and implementation.  This undue level 
of staff discretion invades virtually all facets of the LCP, from allowances for 
exceeding building height limits between Coast Highway One and the 
ocean to protect important viewsheds, to arbitrarily enabling circumvention 
of requirements for adequate public health buffers for expanded or new 
septic system setbacks from existing domestic wells in older subdivisions, 
to potential overexpansion of commercial enterprises and even new 
expansion of some of our existing small towns, if additional water supply 
and/or wastewater treatment capacity were to be added.  The consistent 
administrative treatment of all Coastal Permit applicants, without the 
present practice of granting of biased access gained through retaining 
expensive consultants who are sometimes former County staff, must 
particularly apply to inappropriate proposals for rural commercial event 
centers in agricultural settings and to all other threats to conservation 
lands, safe communities, and open space protection. 
 
6) The LCP is Not Interchangeable with the Countywide General Plan: 
 
In the context of the LCP Update, General Plan 2020 is not arbitrarily 
transposable to the Sonoma Coast.  Transmigration of some of the more 
concerning aspects of the Countywide General Plan into the LCP should 
not take place now, nor should it be enabled in the undefined future.  Our 
coast is a unique and irreplaceable asset and deserves the kind of 
profound respect and due care that it was accorded during the thorough 
public process by which the first Sonoma County LCP was initially 
formulated and adopted. 
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7) Fishing First: 
 
Our fishing infrastructure and related maritime support facilities are not 
expendable. Ports on our North Coast are few and far between. The LCP 
Update public draft unfortunately would appear to open the door to random 
conversion of commercial fishing-related residential opportunities into what 
the General Plan calls “affordable housing”, which would no longer, as we 
interpret the present public review version of the document, need to be 
prioritized for fishing families as before.  The same prioritization for fishing 
families should be the case with the LCP-described plans for an extensive 
additional RV park.  Commercial fishing and supporting uses were 
acknowledged by the drafters of the original LCP as a priority land use in 
our coastal towns, and should remain so.  When decisionmakers talk about 
building affordable housing at the coast, we know from past experience that 
the vacation rental industry’s unrelenting economics will ultimately 
determine the eventual use of the aforementioned “affordable housing”.  
Whether a particular property has a stated intent at the outset of being 
used as a VRBO or not, the odds are high that it will eventually be 
converted into one. 
 
8) Necessity of a Rodenticide Ban in the LCP: 
 
“Second-generation” anti-coagulant rodenticides should not be used in the 
Coastal Zone, due to their proven propensity to biomagnify and 
dangerously bioaccumulate in the food chain. Other coastal jurisdictions in 
California are now contemplating and adopting prohibitions on the 
application of these substances to protect terrestrial predators, raptors, 
pets, and children.  Compounds that already have been precluded from 
retail sale in the State of California should not be used within the Coastal 
Zone of Sonoma County.  In this regard, Malibu has recently adopted 
language in their own LCP that should be customized for adoption in the 
Sonoma County LCP.  Neighboring Marin County has a well-established 
Integrated Pest Management Plan, parts of which can serve us as a ready 
model in Sonoma County.  Policies that enable the indiscriminate and 
inhumane cumulative poisoning of our coastal hawks, gulls, and other 
valued wildlife represent an obsolete vestige of past ignorance. The 
emergence of promising contraceptive baits for pest control is now being 
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approved by EPA and these non-toxic compounds pose none of the food-
chain amplification hazards of conventional anti-coagulant compounds. 
 
9) Sound Forestry and More Protective Mining Policies Need to 
Underpin the Health of Our Coast: 
 
The LCP Update section on Timber Land Use Areas needs to be 
reconfigured and improved to grant additional oversight over the location 
and methods of conduct of forest practices to the County of Sonoma, rather 
than perpetuating an over-reliance on antiquated Permitted Uses within 
Timberland Production (TP) or Resources and Rural Development (RRD) 
categories.  The County of Sonoma needs to stop consenting to CalFire’s 
free reign over review and approval of proposed Timber Harvest Plans 
(THP’s), particularly in the Coastal Zone.  The County should also be the 
final arbiter of vineyard conversions of forestland, as well as standing as 
the primary responsible steward in protecting our hypersensitive riverine 
floodplain habitats. The LCP reflects overarching stewardship values that 
should be at the core of any Sonoma County evaluation of pending THP’s.  
To do otherwise simply ignores the underlying importance of how we 
collectively treat our timberlands as a key to maintaining the viewsheds and 
the often erosion-prone watersheds along our coast. Timber harvests in the 
Sonoma County Coastal Zone are not always compatible with the identified 
Special Treatment Areas adopted by the Coastal Commission on July 5, 
1977.  Special Treatment Areas are forest areas designated within the 
Coastal Zone that constitute a significant wildlife and/or plant habitat area, 
area of special scenic significance, or any land where timber operations 
could adversely affect public recreation areas or the biological productivity 
of any wetland, estuary, or stream deemed especially valuable because of 
its role in a coastal ecosystem.  
 
With respect to hard rock mining proposals in the Coastal Zone, the 
Cheney Gulch Mineral Resources (MR) interest area should not be allowed 
to be opened to mining, given the known propensity of the area for both 
gully and sheet erosion and geologic instability.  The associated 
transportation mechanisms for any produced rock, and the high visibility of 
any resultant mining scars from Coast Highway One (Policy C-OSRC-10a), 
are additional considerations that argue against quarry development at this 
site.  A large cross-country automated conveyor apparatus, proposed for 
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the Cheney Gulch region in recent mining plans and leading to a crushed 
rock loading facility for transit by barges out of Bodega Bay also poses the 
threat of harmful maritime slurry spills and vessel collisions in our busy 
harbor. 
 
10) Establishing Durable Historic and Cultural Preservation Districts: 
 
Many of our local coastal communities are uniquely representative of our 
region’s rich cultural history and this historic record should be protected, 
even as restoration or reconstruction of existing individual residential 
structures occurs. This approach needs to expand on the present Historic 
Combining Zoning Districts (HD) first recognized in 1974.  More of our 
coast’s smaller coastal residential communities should be treated as 
historic preservation districts in which incompatible or intrusive structures 
are discouraged, and as places where appropriately-scaled buildings of 
compatible design should be prioritized.  Otherwise, we will continue to 
incrementally lose the character of our coastal communities, one street and 
one building at a time.  
 
11) Traffic Studies Needed for Any Substantial New Development: 
 
We know that the Sonoma Coast is becoming an increasingly desirable 
destination for visitors from around the world.  The upside of this increased 
popularity as a tourism destination is a more stable year-round business 
climate for our coastal economy.  But when weekend traffic jams extend 
through our towns and paralyze our narrow local roads in gridlock, the 
result is not good for business, obstructs emergency first responders, and 
makes the tasks of day-to-day life problematic for local permanent 
residents.  The updated LCP should pay more attention to exploring 
appropriately-sited left-turn lanes, intelligent traffic and visitor parking 
management, and alternative transportation modes, lest clogged rural 
transportation routes that were originally designed to accommodate horse-
drawn wagons unsurprisingly come to a halt on many busy holiday 
weekends.  While we all love bicycles and support their use for healthy 
coastal access, planning policies that can eventually relocate the increase 
in bicycle traffic off of our narrow, shoulder-free, Coast Highway One 
wherever possible, in the interest of both bicycle and vehicular public 
safety, should be a higher priority in the LCP Update. 
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12) Spheres of Influence, Town Growth Boundaries, and Preserving 
Open Space: 
 
The coastal environment is defined by open space and the vistas and 
ambience that such open space provides.  As any future proposals for 
additional residential or commercial development are evaluated by Permit 
Sonoma, firm boundaries that define our existing communities should be 
maintained to prevent intrusion into surrounding wildlands and sustainable 
agricultural land uses.  
 
In summary, the current update of the LCP should continue to integrate the 
input of coastal communities, organizations, and local citizens into the 
review and revision process in order to produce a comprehensive Local 
Coastal Plan Update that truly protects our coast and one that works in the 
best interests of the people and places of Sonoma County and their global 
constituency. 
 
Thanks for your consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Richard Charter 
Senior Fellow 
The Ocean Foundation 
6947 Cliff Avenue 
Bodega Bay, CA 94923 
waterway@monitor.net 
 
 
 
 
 
 
cc: 
Supervisor Lynda Hopkins, County of Sonoma 
Ms. Stephanie Rexing, California Coastal Commission 


