
May  6, 2020 

To:   Tennis Wick, Director, Permit Sonoma 

From:   Norman Gilroy, Mobilize Sonoma 
  Kathy Pons, Valley of the Moon alliance (VOTMA) 

cc.   Susan Gorin, Chair, Sonoma County Board of Supervisors 

        Blake Hillegas, Supervising Planner, Permit Sonoma 

Re:  PLP04-0013/DRH15-0007/BLD20-1060—Amazon proposal at Victory 
Station, Schellville 

Director Wick, 

We were surprised at Mobilize Sonoma (MS) and the Valley of the Moon Alliance 
(VOTMA) to read in the yesterday’s Press Democrat (May 5, 2020, pg. A3) that 
you have apparently concluded that “Amazon’s plan to lease the building (and use 
it for a retail “fulfillment center”)  is allowed under the use permit.” 

MS/VOTMA has reviewed many of the underlying documents from the Permit 
Sonoma files, and we question whether that conclusion is  warranted and whether 
it can be supported by any meaningful recent data related to the expected traffic, 
environmental or other relevant impacts related to the newly proposed use by 
Amazon.   

We are also not aware of Amazon having filed any specific permit for its 
anticipated use, or any description of what that use would contain. MS/VOTMA 
believes that a formal application is required. 

We again ask that you intervene to hold the issuance of any building permit that 
would further Amazon’s specific uses of the Victory Station facility until a 
meaningful analysis can be made of the actual expected traffic from the newly 
defined project, the GHG impacts of the new proposal, and the safety of the 
project among other issues mentioned here or to be revealed when a more 
detailed study is made of the actual proposal.  

We also ask that you delay your decision until the project has been adequately 
vetted both at the appropriate governmental levels and publicly so that the citizens 
of the southern Sonoma Valley have a fair and reasonable opportunity to assess 
what fate might befall them should this use be approved. 



This message will expand on our prior comments in the hope of untangling the 
somewhat curious evolution of this project and its review at Permit Sonoma: 

1. Irregular procedures in the permitting process. 

From the documents we have seen, it appears that the Planning Commission 
resolution that originally authorised a project on the site was Use Permit PLP04-
0013 which was approved in 2009. It allowed the construction of eight industrial 
buildings totalling 297,478 square feet, with up to 15% of the space for accessory 
office uses incidental to the primary industrial use. The project was to be 
implemented in phases, with its impacts coming on line and being dealt with over 
an anticipated period of time. 

 Curiously, and for reasons so far unexplained, the subsequent Design 
Review conducted in 2015-2017 (and acted on only by the three DRC members, 
one a PS staffer), presented a substantially different project than was approved in 
PLP04-0013. The “revised” project presented for design review instead proposed 
a single large 258,182 sq. ft. building shell, all to be built at one time. 

It is not clear how, or why, the PS staff did not flag the significant revisions 
proposed at the time, nor why they were not referred to BZA or the Planning 
Commission for review.  It is also not clear how the Design Review Committee 
(DRC), in DRH15-0007, could: 

a) have possibly deemed it appropriate, and within its jurisdiction, to unilaterally 
approve the completely revised project,  and  

b) have considered it appropriate, and within its jurisdiction, to unilaterally issue 
new conditions of approval, including a condition that the new permit specifically 
"superceded any previous permits" (i.e., PLP04-0013).  

It was apparently on that basis that the consolidation of the project was approved. 
It should be noted that that approval of the substantially revised project was 
issued only by the DRC. It seems important to point out here that, in the case of 
the Sonoma Country Inn, Permit Sonoma was adamant that the DRC did not have 
the authority to enquire into CEQA and other issues associated with the changes 
proposed in the project design of that project. Yet it seems that, in the Victory 
Station project, the opposite was allowed.  

We do not presently have access to the Mitigated Negative Declaration (MND) 
that supported the action of the DRC, and so we are unable to determine whether 
the MND for DRH15-0007 was simply recycled from PLP04-0013, or whether a 



new document was prepared. That too could be a questionable part of the review 
procedure that was applied to the project by the DRC. 

We ask that you review and explain the process that was used by the DRC in 
2015, since the answer could affect the legality of the present project approval on 
which you are basing your decisions with regard to the new Amazon proposal.  
 
2.  Precedent causing action. 
 
We are concerned that your apparent intention to say “a warehouse is a 
warehouse is a warehouse” in the Victory Station application is yet another 
instance of a worrisome and precedent-creating pattern that we have encountered 
elsewhere in Sonoma County (Hunt Club, Raceway, Sonoma Country Inn, 
Sonoma Golf Club, various wineries, etc.) in the recent past, and that we consider 
to be inappropriate and not in the interests of the residents of the County.   If the 
project review process in the County is to have any merit, and if it is to be trusted 
by the citizens who you represent, it must be used wisely and judiciously.  Simply 
saying that “a warehouse was approved here before, this is a warehouse, so it 
must be the same’, and allowing the project to proceed without a planning 
application (and in this case with only a building permit application for a few 
sundry improvements) merely encourages the scofflaws who are looking for ways 
around the system to “try it on again”.  That is not good news for the people who 
call this place home. 
 
We know that, as Planning Director, your concerns and objectives align with 
ours.  We ask you to show that by: 
 
a) recognising that  a "warehouse facility designed to take locally produced wines 
and products to market” is not the same as an "Amazon regional fulfilment center” 
that is of a larger scale and quite different in character and impacts for the reasons 
explained in this message, and  
 
b) requiring that Amazon file a complete application for the use it proposes, 
including a full description of the project’s proposed distribution operations, flow 
model and trip generation potential, and giving that proposal full review in which 
the public has the opportunity to engage and testify.  
 
 
3. Consistency with the approved Use Permit.   
  
In our opinion, the proposed Amazon facility would not be consistent with the 
intent of the project for which a Use Permit was granted in 2009 and for which 
Design Review was inappropriately approved in 2015 as the basis on which the 



present facility was constructed.  The November 20, 2015 referral "DRH15-0007 - 
Victory Station Project Narrative” allowed the consolidation of the 8 separate 
buildings originally proposed into “a single building development designed to 
accommodate a variety of uses taking advantage of the Wine/Food and 
warehousing needs of the Sonoma Valley”. The narrative, presumably provided by 
the owners, went on to describe the need for “institutional quality warehousing that 
is not otherwise provided for in a single location", and to refer to the current 
occupancy of warehouses at that time of as being in excess of 90%, with no other 
projects in process. 
 
The proposed Amazon project would now basically flip that project definition and 
intent on its head.  Instead of a facility that would provide warehousing for goods 
and products that are produced and sourced in the Sonoma Valley prior to their 
transport to markets outside Sonoma County (and that ensures that the profits 
from the process will revert to local Sonoma County businesses), the Amazon 
proposal would warehouse products produced exclusively outside of the Sonoma 
Valley, and deliver them for sale to purchasers in the region, with the profits and 
the proceeds going exclusively to a business and its suppliers that are based 
entirely outside of the Sonoma Valley.  
 
We also suggest that it seems unlikely that the Amazon Fulfillment Center use 
now proposed could be classified as either warehousing or industrial uses that 
“serve to promote products and goods being developed in Sonoma County in 
furtherance of the Sonoma economy” as outlined in the DRH15-0007 Proposal 
Statement. Instead, the project would be the present day e-commerce equivalent 
of a brick-and-mortar store that is selling already finished retail products, but with 
the twist that all customers would order only on-line. The delivery by Amazon 
would be the proxy equivalent of the customers picking up the goods at the 
storefront themselves.   
 
The project as proposed also would not help the Valley or County economy as the 
original plan did by exporting goods made here into the economy. Instead it would 
bring in goods made elsewhere, and extract cash from the local economy.  If other 
similar Amazon developments are typical, it would pay workers minimum wage, 
thereby creating no significant multiplier effect in the local economy, and it would 
bring GHGs and congested roads to the Valley while placing further stress on an 
already difficult housing market and local economy.  
 
Altogether the Amazon proposal is a significant change of use from the project 
that was approved. It also fails to respond to the substantial changes that have 
occurred in the project setting and local circumstances under which PLP04-0013 



was proposed (traffic, safety, etc.) and, as such, it should be treated with a 
supplemental review as revised before approval of any kind can be considered. 
 
 
4. Loss of local employment opportunities and local retention of earnings.   
  
The locally-based use originally approved would also have guaranteed the direct 
employment of many local people, and would have used the services of many 
local vendors, delivery services and trucking companies, thereby  producing many 
local jobs while  keeping home-to-work travel short and "keeping the money in the 
neighbourhood”.  The most recent DRC approval in 2015 was based on a project 
description that continued to frame the project as a "gathering warehouse for 
exporting valley goods and products".  
 
Instead of producing local jobs, a project with the scale and character now 
proposed by the Amazon project could draw employees from as far away as 
Fairfield, Vallejo, Oakland and San Francisco, and from the broader region of the 
North Bay.  Home-to-work traffic would therefore be greatly increased at the peak 
hours in the Sonoma Valley, and employee earnings would be exported over a 
much wider area, with corporate profits disappearing from the area altogether 
instead of "keeping the money in the neighborhood” with local farmers, vintners 
and service providers. 
 
All in all, a poor bargain for the people of the Sonoma Valley, and not the purpose 
for which the project, and its most recent modifications, was approved. 
 
5. Increases and pattern modification in traffic activity.   
 
From the article in the local paper (strangely, the only source we now have for a 
description of the project), the likely daily routine for the traffic activity at the site 
(based, they say, on a similar “last mile” center in Stutevant, Wisconsin) would be 
as follows:   
 
"Large trucks drop off packages overnight to the Sonoma distribution 
center.  Employees load packages into delivery vans before late morning the 
following day. Midday delivery vans leave the facility to deliver products to homes. 
Another wave of drivers drop by in the late afternoon to pick up more packages for 
delivery. The delivery vans return in the evening, and the whole process would 
start again for the next day’s deliveries.” 
 
That is a very different pattern of potentially 24 hour daytime and nighttime traffic 
activity, occurring perhaps 7 days a week, from what would have been produced 



by the “gathering warehouse” originally approved for the property. Under the new 
Amazon proposal, peak loads from the facility on neighbouring highways would 
likely occur on neighbouring highways in the mid- to late afternoon both on 
weekdays and weekends and year round. Those are exactly the times when 
Highway 121 now becomes choked to a standstill by the combination of tourist 
and home-bound worker traffic that occurs there on both weekdays and weekends 
during the spring, summer and fall months when tourism traffic is at its peak under 
normal circumstances.   Those of us who live and work in the Sonoma Valley 
know that the resulting traffic jams now frequently stretch from Big Bend to the 8th 
Street turnoff and beyond, and that a major  traffic holdup occurs daily on Highway 
116 north of Big Bend that impedes traffic headed for points south and east on 
Highway 121, including the proposed Amazon site.   
 
The problem is not limited to the summer months however.  The Broadway 
intersection at 121 is frequently closed to all traffic, including delivery vans, during 
the flooding that occurs on Sonoma Creek at times of heavy rainfall in winter. 
Access to destinations to the west are cut off, often for long periods of time, and 
the traffic diversions that occur at the 8th Street intersection, right next to the site, 
are already the cause of hold-ups and traffic jams that extend far up Napa Road 
and 8th Street,   
 
It would seem to be folly to allow the injection of a large number of delivery trucks 
from an Amazon facility into those existing traffic conditions, especially when 
those impact could have been avoided by implementation of the locally-oriented 
gathering facility originally approved. 
 
6. Safety and liability.  
 
We question the wisdom of the County should it allow such a worker-intense 
facility literally across the street from, and in the blast zone of, the hazardous 
materials (LNG) rail-storage yard operated by NWPCo. on the SMART owned 
siding at the foot of Eighth Street East at Highway 121. Certainly you and 
members of your staff are aware of that facility and its dangers, since a complaint 
by Mobilize Sonoma has been on file with his office since May of 2019.   
 
The yard has a capacity in excess of 5 million gallons of highly explosive LNG 
when full, and the unstable unconsolidated marshland soils which underlie the site 
present a high risk of overturning due to subsidence during the time of flooding 
that occurs almost every year during the winter at that location. The resulting 
explosion could cause damage over a wide radius, and the Victory Station is one 
of the yard’s  nearest neighbors. 
 



In addition to the potential for extensive loss of life and injury among the reported 
200 or more workers that would be employed at the Amazon facility in the event of 
an explosion at the yard, the potential exposure to the County to legal claims for 
damages and loss of life due to a decision to approve the Amazon use without 
adequate safety provisions could be enormous. Explosions at several of the sites 
in North American where similar accidents have occurred during the past 15 years 
have generated claims in excess of $1billion. 
 
It is also important to note that the present consolidation and increase in 
hazardous materials storage has only been in place at the Schellville yard since 
2016, which was after the project approval by the DRC, but before the present 
application. The presence of the hazardous materials storage yard represents a 
major, and serious, change in the setting for the project under CEQA, and it 
should be taken into account, and responded to, before any change of use is 
permitted at the Victory Station development.  
 
7. Local improvements necessary to support an increase in use. 
  
All previous approvals on the site have been conditioned on the installation of 
certain improvements which the owners are to implement, or into which they are to 
contribute funding necessary to their implementation. Some of the improvements 
required on-site seem to be in place, including a temporary west-bound access 
lane onto Highway 121 and a north-bound diversion at the entrance/egress to the 
site on 8th Street East just north of the intersection with Highway 121.  
 
Not in place, however, are the traffic improvements at Big Bend and the traffic light 
at the 8th Street/Highway 121 intersection, and both are Caltrans projects that 
seem to be stalled due to budget restraints.  Previous approvals have anticipated 
that the early impacts of traffic from the site would be mitigated by the phasing in 
of occupancy on the site over time, and by the temporary diversion of traffic from 
the site northbound onto 8th Street East and Napa Road.  
 
The introduction of the Amazon proposal would eliminate the anticipated phasing-
in of occupancy, however, and would impose the full, and significantly increased, 
impacts of both delivery trucks and worker automobile traffic, all at one time.  That 
would cause an untenable situation if both the improvements at Big Bend and at 
8th Street East are not in place before the impacts begin - and even then we are 
concerned that the new flows would overwhelm the 8th Street intersection. This 
represents a serious safety issue that demands attention. 
 
 
 



8. Greenhouse gas emissions.  
 
 The Conditions of Approval in DRH15-0007 (condition #95) caps GHG emissions 
from the project at 1,100 MT CO2e per year, and requires that a study of the 
Greenhouse Gas emissions from the project be made based on current conditions 
prior to the issuance of building permits and that “payments are made and 
inspections of capital improvements are performed to verify compliance” prior to 
sign-off.   
 
Any GHG study for a proposed Amazon Fulfilment Center should take into 
account the overall  GHG emissions attributed to the project, including the 
combined effects of shipping in product from the Oakland port, the combined 
effects of worker transport to an from the site year round, and the GHG impacts of 
the fleet activity required to distribute the aggregated "fulfilment” packages to their 
destinations in the region. At a minimum, consideration should be given 
to requiring the use of electric trucks for all local deliveries.  
 
 
9. Public oversight and input. 
 
So far the review of this project has been marked by a severe difficulty of access 
to the approvals process itself.  While the project planner has been most helpful in 
providing us with portions of the file documentation for past approvals on the 
project, we (and, apparently, he) still do not have a description of the project 
provided by the Applicant, and we find ourselves learning more from the research 
being done by our local reporters in the newspapers than from the owners and 
applicants themselves.  
 
By filing just for a Building Permit, it also appears that the applicant has attempted 
to play down the scope of the newly changed, and substantially increased, project, 
and to avoid the review that we believe is needed for their proposal.  It is 
incumbent that Permit Sonoma now provide a transparent and full description of 
the new project as proposed by Amazon, and that it allow the public the 
opportunity to comment on, and to support or oppose, the project and to otherwise 
be assured that the planning process is appropriately community oriented. 
 
Request. 
 
 We ask therefore that you intervene in the process for the Victory Station project, 
and that you:  
 
a. direct that the Amazon proposal be processed as a significant change in use,  



 
b. use your authority under PRC 21166 and GL 15162 etc. seq. to undertake such 
additional supplemental assessments as appear justified in this situation, including 
evaluation of the environmental, traffic, safety, GHG, and economic impacts of the 
project, before considering approval of the Building Permit now requested.  
 
c. require that the proposed lessee, Amazon Corp. provide detailed information 
regarding the scale and operations flow of its intended business at the Victory 
Station site, including appropriate trip generation estimates for all operations on 
the site and on nearby roads and highways.  
 
d. provide the community in the Sonoma Valley with the opportunity and time to 
analyse, and respond to, the results of your review, 
 
 
 
Thank you for considering our comments and concerns.  Please let us know if you 
have questions or require any additional information from us.   
 
 
Norman Gilroy, for Mobilize Sonoma 
 
 
Kathy Pons, for Valley of the Moon Alliance. (VOTMA) 
 
 
 


