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May 23, 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, 
 
Blake Hillegas of your staff has been most helpful in providing us with the prior permit 
documents that apply to the Victory Station.  Thank you for that.  I think we now have as good 
an understanding of the background of the project as is possible working just with the County’s 
records. 
 
However there is still a great deal that we, and we presume the County, does not know about 
the present proposal. And, since we have not had any specific response from you, we also do 
not know how, or even whether, Permit Sonoma will be acting on any of the comments and 
recommendations that we sent to you in our message of May 4, 2020. We would appreciate an 
update from you in that regard. 
 
From our review of the available documentation since we sent our last letter, it appears that the 
following issues and questions should be addressed: 
 
1. Clarification of the proposal. 

So far we have not seen a clear description of what is proposed by Amazon (or even 
official confirmation that Amazon is the intended tenant), nor have we seen a description of the 
concentration of use that would occur at the Victory Station facility, and on its surrounding roads 
and neighborhoods, if the new proposal is implemented.  

This is a situation which cannot be allowed to continue. It is not sufficient for Permit 
Sonoma, or the public, to have to read between the lines of incomplete project-statements 
spread through the plans and other application documents that have been filed for the project. 
Permit Sonoma should require that the applicant provide a clear picture of the project and its 
potential impacts.  If Permit Sonoma already has such a description, we would appreciate it if 
you would send us a copy.  
 
Otherwise, It is vital that Amazon, provide Permit Sonoma and the public with: 
 
a. a detailed description of its purpose, business activity, and proposed project/occupancy at the 
Victory Station site (number of employees per shift, number of shifts at normal and peak 
seasons, daily activity on site, etc.),  
 
b. an explanation of how the applicant thinks that the new proposed use meets any of the 
definitions of allowed uses in the M3 zoning ordinance,  
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c.  a detailed description of the intended operations at the proposed facility, including the 
projected weekday, weekend and holiday activity at the site, trip movements to be generated by 
both delivery trucks (tractor trailers and last-mile delivery trucks) and automobiles used by 
employees and drivers to get to and from the workplace. 
 
d. the criteria that would be used by Amazon to switch its operations from two shifts to three per 
day.  What constitutes a “peak season” for Amazon, and how often do peak seasons occur in its 
operations? And how do Amazon’s peak seasons overlap with the peak seasons for traffic on 
the roads that serve the facility and link it to its delivery markets? 
 
e. as input to both the traffic study and the required GHG analysis, the applicant should submit a 
map or description that describes the size and extent of the service area the proposed facility 
would serve, and particularly how far north the service area would extend in terms of delivery 
traffic and return travel.   

 
f. to properly understand the proposed project, an estimate should be provided of the tractor-
trailer truck miles and employee travel miles that would be generated to and from the facility. 
The “regional boundaries” for the proposed use of the facility should be described, as should the 
locations of the closest delivery centers and how they cover San Francisco and points south, the 
East Bay and other parts of the North Bay. This information is needed to understand exactly 
which highways and delivery routes in Sonoma County and the North Bay would be impacted by 
deliveries from the Schellville. A route map showing the intended typical daily aggregate service 
delivery routes, with calculations of total return-trip miles, would be appropriate. 
 
g.  Amazon should provide a description of its intended hiring practices and the safety 
provisions it intends to implement at the site. 
 
 
2. Change of use. 

From everything we have been able to find out so far (including looking at similar Amazon 
projects in other places), it appears that the use that is now proposed is dramatically different 
from the rather passive, local-business-serving, wholesale wine-storage uses with only limited 
and intermittent trucking activity that was originally contemplated, and on which the original 
approvals in 2009 and 2015 were predicated. 

Instead, Amazon’s newly proposed use seems to be a much more intense retail fulfilment 
activity, with much heavier and more continuous vehicular-activities and impacts, and with far 
greater staffing and shift levels than was originally approved in 2017. So far we have heard 
rumors of a concentrated operation with more than 200 employees per shift, two shifts a day 
(with three shift in peak periods), and continuous operation 24 hours a day, year round.   

We also hear that a fleet of tractor trailer trucks would replenish the stock at the facility at 
night, creating new traffic in an otherwise quiet neighborhood, and that a fleet of more than 100 
delivery trucks would make multiple delivery runs daily to deliver to retail customers in the 
region, including weekends and holidays, throughout the year.   

Combined, this level of activity would produce impacts that would be much, much greater 
than was approved for that location in 2009 and 2017. 

As the final step in what is clearly a purely retail-sales activity, the new use does not 
seem to fit the description of any of the "permitted use" categories in the M3 ordinance. It also 
barely fits the closest definition in the “uses permitted with a Use Permit” category, which reads 
“b) retail commerce and service uses incidental to, and in conjunction with, industrial 
developments in the M3 district".  
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The services proposed by Amazon may possibly be described as “retail commerce”, but 
clearly none are "incidental to, or in conjunction with, industrial developments in the surrounding 
M3 district” as required in the ordinance - and as they would have been had the local-agriculture 
related use originally approved been implemented. It is interesting to note that the Planning 
Director only has discretion to make decisions about the acceptability of similar uses for uses 
allowed in the “Uses requiring a Use Permit” section of the ordinance.  

It seems clear, therefore, that the changes now proposed by Amazon constitute a 
“change of use", particularly in the context of CEQA, and that the resulting changes in 
environmental impacts proposed by the project are much more intensive than permitted.They 
require a full assessment that takes into account the nature of the substantial changes that are 
proposed in the project as viewed in the context of information available about Amazon’s 
intentions and its evolving business model that was not known at the time of the most recent 
review,  
 
3. Transportation and traffic. 

An updated traffic study should be made by an independent consultant selected by the 
County to compares the traffic impacts of the use now with the uses approved in 2017. The 
Crane study, completed in October 2016, was unclear with regard to the project description for 
which it was prepared, and it did not specify the number of workers or the number and 
frequency of truck movements associated with the uses proposed at that time. The MND which 
followed the Crane study did however include the statement that ”the warehousing operation will 
not generate a significant number of new jobs requiring new employees to move to the area” – a 
statement that would not apply to the newly proposed Amazon facility and use. 

Following are some of the factors that we would ask be taken into account with regard to 
the new traffic evaluation for the Amazon proposal: 
 

a.  the impacts of the daytime last-mile delivery truck fleet, particularly at peak traffic periods, 
which we hear would be in excess of a hundred trucks making several trips per shift and 
working two, sometimes three, shifts a day, 365 days a year. 
 
b. the impacts of home-to work-and-back traffic by both the 200 or more employees and the 
drivers who would be working at the site, especially taking into account that many of those 
workers and drivers would likely drive long distances from their homes to work at the site and 
that the flow will likely occur 7 days a week, year round. 
 
c. whether rail-freight service would be used at the site, and whether the existing rail-spur 
and siding would be retained and used in the operation of the Amazon facility. If rail transfer 
would be used, what would be the projected frequency of use, and what would the source 
points be for the transfer (Port of Oakland, other Amazon storage facilities, source points 
outside the region, etc.)? If rail would not be used, the impacts of hauling those materials to 
the new center by tractor-trailer rigs should be modeled in the traffic study. The plans filed by 
the applicant appear to show that the present rail-spur would be removed to make way for a 
reconfigured driveway for trucks on the northerly side of the buildings.  
 
d. how traffic impacts would be managed in the frequent periods each year when large 
weekend or multi-day winery and raceway events take place in the area and already limit 
traffic flow in the immediate region around the site.   
 
e.   information about the impacts of increased tractor-trailer and delivery-truck traffic making 
the "left turn only” traffic required at  8th Street East. It would appear that making that turn 
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onto 8th Street would require that every truck would have to cross the 2 lane street at a point 
very close to the Highway 121/8th Street East intersection before merging into the north 
bound lane of 8th St E. Additionally it appears that the number of tractor-trailer rig trips 
serving the site would be greatly increased under Amazon’s proposal.  

These factors combined would, even with the traffic light in place, create potentially 
unsafe conditions at the project’s driveway entrance and exit on 8th Street East and, as a 
result, increase the potential for accidents at that location. 
 
f. the effects of the traffic hold-ups and diversions caused by annual local area-wide flooding, 
both as they affect the congestion in the surrounding streets and highways in the vicinity of 
the project and as they affect the reliability of Amazon’s proposed activities during the 
periods of flooding.   

Road closures due to flooding are common occurrences at the Highway 121/Sonoma 
Creek crossing west of the fire station, with all west-bound traffic diverted onto 8th Street 
East precisely at the exit/entrance to the Victory Station facility, with no traffic able to reach 
the Victory Station site from the west. In periods of flooding, 8th Street East, Napa Road, 
Leveroni Road, and Highway 12 all experience additional congestion as they serve as the 
only cross-valley diversion routes until the flooding recedes. These conditions would only be 
made worse by adding a large-volume traffic-producing facility on Highway 121 at the very 
intersection where such diversions occur virtually every year in winter.  
 
g. how the presence of a high volume delivery facility would affect the recently announced 
plans by SMART to expand rail-freight, and potentially rail-passenger transit including 
regional rail interconnections.  How would the presence of a bustling rail center used by 
commuters and serving the Sonoma Valley, located directly across the street from the 
Amazon facility at the 8th Street intersection, affect traffic at 8th Street East and at the 
crossing with Highway 121? 
 
h. whether the applicant agrees to conform to the terms of COAs for the 2017 approval, 
which include a requirement that, prior to completion of roundabout at SR 121/116 and the 
traffic light at 8th Street East, no truck traffic would be generated by the project between the 
hours of 7 and 9 AM and 4 to 6 PM, etc. (note; clarification is needed as to whether the time 
of the prohibition in the AM is from 7 to 9, as assumed in the traffic study, or from 6 to 8, as 
in the staff report and DRC determinations)   
 
i. whether the applicant has conformed with the requirement in the 2017 COAs that a 
“sample lease be provided demonstrating the haul truck restrictions” in the COAs, and that 
they “record a covenant restricting truck traffic accordingly”.  We would appreciate seeing a 
copy of that document.  
 
j.  the 2017 COAs require the applicant to submit a “Traffic Demand Management Program” 
(TDMP) document before proceeding to a building permit.  Has the applicant file such a 
document that applies to the new application and level of use, and does it contain provisions, 
as required, to implement measures to reduce intersection delays to less than 5 seconds? 
Will that document will be subject to public scrutiny before it is approved.  
 
k. has the applicant submitted the required Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Emissions Reduction 
Plan to demonstrate that the project “reduces emissions to below 1,100 MT CO2e per year 
and that demonstrates offsets of all project emissions above that threshold”?  
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l. has the applicant deposited with the County the estimated $300,000 cost-share in the 
Highway 121/116 intersection improvements and the estimated $51,000 cost share in the 8th 
Street/Highway 121 traffic light improvements required in the COAs? 

We also question whether those fair share allocations, calculated in the 2015 for the DRH 
proceeding, remain accurate and consistent with the greatly increased traffic and congestion 
impacts likely to result from Amazon’s planned “last-mile” road use and route schedules, or 
whether adjustments need to be made based on the projected levels of traffic activity from 
the project .  

 
It seems clear that a new traffic study, preferably prepared by an independent consultant hired 
by the County, is necessary in the case of the proposed Amazon facility.   In view of the present 
COVID situation, however, new traffic counts will not be indicative of the expected long-term 
conditions on the roads and highways of the Sonoma Valley. It is therefore suggested that the 
new study utilize data from the recently completed the Sonoma Valley Traffic Study which, while 
it does not adequately reflect the impact of cross traffic on Highway 121/12 (and the resulting 
wait times on those streets), does provide a current baseline onto which to layer the traffic 
impacts generated by the proposed Amazon project. 
 
4. Timing of occupancy. 

While the recent news about the approval of funding for the roundabout at the Highway 
121/116 intersection is encouraging, it also is accompanied by the estimate that it will still take 
four to five years to complete the improvements at that vital intersection. Additionally there is still 
no indication of when the required traffic light at 8th Street East will be funded and installed.   

Failing some compromise along the lines suggested in Item 3 above, it seems 
appropriate that the limitations in present COAs should remain in place until both the 
roundabout and the traffic light are in place, and until the applicants’ contribution to the cost has 
been paid. It is also recommended that the County require that the project be reviewed after 2 
years of post-installation (roundabout and light) operation, thereby providing the opportunity to 
make modifications to respond to problems should they arise. 
 
5. Safety. 

We continue to question how Amazon plans to deal with the fact that an existing highly 
explosive LPG and hazardous-materials storage facility is in place just across the intersection at 
the Schellville rail yard? How will Amazon protect its employees from death and injury in the 
event of an explosion at the yard, and what provisions will be made by them, and by the County, 
to cover the extensive liability exposure that would be incurred by both the operators and by the 
County in the event of such an accident? 

It is also significant that the MND and Staff Report that was approved by the County’s 
Design Review Board in 2017 listed the uses at the Schellville yard as only “an abandoned 
railroad siding and former station for the Northwestern Pacific Railroad located to the east zoned 
DA (Diverse Agriculture)”.   

In fact, the double track in that “abandoned yard” now has the capacity to store more than 
5 million gallons of highly explosive Liquid Petroleum Gas (LPG) in 160 tanker cars, with storage 
occurring each year during the peak season in conditions that presently lack the safety 
improvements necessary to prevent or contain a disastrous explosion, to prevent vandalism, or 
to protect neighboring properties (including the Victory Station facilities) from fire and damage in 
such an event.  In fact, the nearby Schell Vista fire-station (otherwise the primary source of first 
responders in the event of an accident at the Schellville yard) is itself in the immediate blast 
zone, and it would be likely be unable to provide the needed fire suppression support at Victory 
Station should an explosion and bleve occur.  
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This is not something that can simply be ignored as “not on the property”. Amazon, 
and/or the property owners, should be required to clarify how they will deal, in the design of their 
proposed facility and in the safety plans which should be required by the County, with the 
danger that their neighbor clearly would present both to their activities and to the people who 
would work there. 

Compounding the safety issue are the problems that were experienced with evacuation 
of the area around the site in the two wildfires that have occurred in the Sonoma Valley in recent 
years. Direct experience has shown that the highways bordering Victory Station quickly become 
choked with residents and traffic jams caused by their automobiles, all trying to get out of the 
area ahead of the advancing fires. Adding another 200 (possibly 300 at shift change and cross-
over times) people and their cars to the mix at this very sensitive location would not be safe for 
the occupants of the site, and it would further exacerbate the traffic problems on two of the 
primary escape routes out of the valley. This problem will remain particularly acute during the 
projected 4 to 5 year period during which the improvements at the Highway 116/121 intersection 
will remain uncompleted. 
 
6. Financial. 

We understand that the County is intending to reimburse the applicant for all or most of the 
cost of making the street improvements on 8th Street East and at the driveway egress to 
Highway 121 that were required in the 2017 approval.   

We suggest, however, that such reimbursements would now not be appropriate due to the 
proposed change of use of the project that would:  

a) seriously increase the traffic impacts from the project on surrounding State and County 
highways and roads, and  

b) impose greater wear and tear on those roads, and so incur much greater costs to the 
County for maintenance and upkeep than would otherwise have been necessary.  

 
No reimbursements should be made until this matter is resolved to the County’s satisfaction.  
 
7. Worker conditions. 

Recent reports in the media indicate that Amazon has a spotty reputation elsewhere in 
the USA for worker protection, safety, union activities, and hiring of local workers.  What does 
Amazon propose in that regard, and what working conditions and benefits would the company 
be willing to provide to workers if allowed to operate a “last-mile” delivery center in the Sonoma 
Valley?  

Would policies adopted locally (like the living-wage and minimum-wage provisions 
approved by the City of Sonoma and the County of Sonoma) be adopted at the facility?  Also 
would there be agreements regarding local sourcing of workers, provision of health care 
coverage, hiring of local drivers, union participation, etc.?  

Under California’s new "gig economy” law, would the “last-mile" delivery drivers be 
classified as employees of Amazon, and would they have medical and other benefits? If not, 
what would be the impact on local hospitals, especially for employees who commute into the 
area and who have no medical coverage as a benefit?  

We are not in a position to comment on working conditions on the facility floor but, from a 
review of the plans that have been submitted by the owners, it appears that the employee break 
room has been tightly planned and does not seem to contemplate any social distancing. Given 
Amazon’ reportedly poor experience re COVID-19, and with safety in closely packed working 
spaces a problem, how would this proposed use affect public health in Sonoma 
County?   Would employees be required to stay on site during their lunch break?  If not, how 
would that affect trip generation numbers for the proposed use? 
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8. Enforcement. 

How would the revised Conditions of Approval be positioned to ensure adequate 
monitoring and oversight, particularly related to daily traffic operations and impacts and to the 
need for adjustments of traffic flows during peak traffic weekends in summer and when large 
special events would be happening in the area?  

Would Amazon be required to report in regularly on operations and compliance, and is 
Permit Sonoma staffed to monitor compliance.  If a two year review were to be required, what 
would be required from Amazon and the applicant in preparation for the review? 

 
 
9. Process.  

All of the above are questions that should be answered before any revisions to the 
Conditions of Approval are finalized. There is a strong need for a public process to evaluate the 
significantly revised use and change in circumstances of the Victory Station project. This is 
particularly appropriate in view of Amazon’s increasingly dominant role in the local-facing 
communities where its delivery vehicles contribute to more and more traffic and road use every 
day.  

We believe that the applicants should file for a new or revised Use Permit application for 
the new proposal, thereby allowing public review process that includes the opportunity for public 
comment in the Sonoma Valley community in which they seem to wish to become a part. If 
Amazon is willing to be transparent about its plans instead of forcing its will on the Sonoma 
Valley, this does not have to be a long drawn out process.  

But the public deserves the right to answers, and Permit Sonoma should see this as an 
opportunity for responsible planning in a new business environment, and open this proceeding 
up for public participation and input. 
 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the implications of this project, which is of interest 
to a great many people and businesses in the Sonoma Valley. We look forward to your 
response at an early date, and we certainly hope to hear from you before action is taken on the 
pending application for a building permit for the proposed Amazon facility at Victory Station.  
 
 
Norman Gilroy, for Mobilize Sonoma       
 
 
Kathy Pons, for Valley of the Moon Alliance (VOTMA) 


