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October 4, 2018 
 
Permit and Resource Management Department 
County of Sonoma 
Attention:  Brian Millar 
2550 Ventura Avenue 
Santa Rosa, California  95403 
 
Sent via email:  Brian@landlogistics.com 
 
RE:  PLP 18-0037, Tolay Springs LLC Application for Development of 27673 Arnold Drive,    
Sonoma 
 

 The Valley of the Moon Alliance (VOTMA) is an organization supported by hundreds of 
neighbors and formed to protect and preserve Sonoma Valley.   VOTMA supports preserving 
the unique beauty, rural character, and agricultural uses of Sonoma Valley.  VOTMA submits 
these comments on the above application by Tolay Springs LLC which proposes a major 
development on the subject properties.   

 
Tolay Springs is seeking a use permit and design review for the construction and 

operation of a 60,000 case winery, an olive oil processing facility, a tasting room, wine caves, a 
retail store, and permission for numerous events at the above location.  VOTMA filed 
comments on a previous development proposal for this property on February 6, 2015 (PLP 14-
0091).    

 
This proposal would change the character of the area, would have significant 

environmental impacts, including a major increase in water usage, and would add to traffic and 
delays in one of the County’s most congested traffic areas.  This proposed project requires a full 
and comprehensive environmental impact report. 

 
Project Agricultural Uses 
 
The application proposes 44,700 square feet of new buildings, including a winery 

building, a “hospitality building”, a retail farm store, and wine caves for the “vertically 
integrated” support/sale of “the agricultural products grown on site.”    These products are 
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identified in the application as including wine, olive oil, seasonal produce, grass fed meat, and 
other products farmed on site, such as lavender.   

 
The application discusses the proposed buildings and activities on two parcels APN 068-

090-019 and -021, but appears to cover three other parcels as well -016, -018 and -020.  We 
understand this to mean that the proposed facilities would provide the vertical integration of 
the agricultural production from all five parcels.  (E.g., the application states that the proposed 
winery would produce “estate wines for up to 250+ acres of vineyards”.) 

 
The application states that “the proposed processing uses (wine and olive oil 

production) will process only products grown on site.”  That should be a condition of any 
approval.  Similarly, because the stated purpose of the retail store is to offer the “vertical 
integration” of selling the products grown on site directly to consumers, the store should not be 
an outlet for products not grown on site.   

  
We also believe that, in the event the County were to consider approving this 

application in one manner or another, that such approval needs to include a condition that 
these are the only activities to be undertaken on the five parcels. Especially in light of the 
previous application for the development of this property, it should be made very clear that 
there is no brewery or distillery contemplated by this application now or in the future1, and we 
believe that it is essential that this application be considered as the full and complete proposed 
future use of the property and that there not be any subsequent applications to significantly 
expand the use of these parcels.   Any approval considered for this application should be 
structured in such a way as to include all uses to be approved and to preclude second “bites of 
the apple” that would reopen the scope of the uses of these parcels. 

 
Water 
 
As noted in the application, the property is located in a marginal groundwater basin.  

Saltwater intrusion from the Bay has been a growing issue in nearby properties due to wells 
drawing down the levels of aquifers.  The materials supporting the application state that the 
water available from wells and springs on the property is “adequate” to support the proposed 
project, projecting that the project would use 37.7 acre feet of water per year, of which 2.9 
acre feet would be from groundwater.  This would be a major project, and a major water use.   

 
Groundwater:   Regarding the groundwater use, we note that the Wagner & Bonsignore 

report states that there are five wells that might be used, but that it has not been decided 
which wells will be used to support the project.  The report states no well pumping tests were 
performed nor was there any monitoring of drawdowns for its analysis.  The summary on pages 
8-9 of indicates that it is unknown for each of the wells whether the aquifers that are tapped 
are confined or not.   

                                                 
1
 Permit Sonoma’s September 21 Notice of Public Meeting regarding preliminary design review for the buildings in 

this proposed project described the project as containing “a winery, brewery, distillery and farm store.”   
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Regarding the capacity of Roche Well #1, the report only states that it was reported to 
yield over 50 gpm when it was drilled in 1991, and that in 2015 it pumped 10 gpm on a site visit.  
Roche Well #2 was drilled over 10 years ago to depth twice of Well #1 with a test yield at the 
time of 30 gpm.  Wells D, F and G are not plumbed or put into service since they were drilled 
four years ago.  We note all tests at the time of drilling are of a shorter duration than current 
County requirements. 

 
It is not clear to us how the County can accurately assess the effects of the proposed 

groundwater usage of this project when the actual wells to be used have not been identified or 
tested recently.  We also note that the estimates rely on studies and models which are dated, 
some of which are from 1986, 1982 and 1975.  The report estimates what effects might be, but 
real testing would be appropriate.   

 
As to potential saline intrusion due to groundwater pumping, the report states that it is 

unlikely to occur on the parcels of property subject to this application; however, there is no 
conclusion about whether this level of water use would cause saline intrusion on other 
properties in the region of this site.  The materials do not provide information on nearby wells 
that have been monitored in the Sonoma Valley Groundwater Management Plan, nor what 
effects the specific proposed water usage of this project would have on wells of nearby 
properties, including possible effects of saline intrusion, especially during peak use periods. 

  
The application refers to springs on the property.  Water from springs is groundwater.  It 

is unclear how the water from springs would be used or use measured, and whether it is 
included in the proposed 2.9 acre feet.   

 
The application does not refer to water treatment facilities, nor is there any stated plan 

for reuse of water used in the wine or olive agricultural processing operations.   
 

Finally, the application contains no commitment to monitor or report the water usage 
or well levels in the wells that will be used for the project, which should be standard for 
proposed new agricultural processing and event center venues of this type, particularly in this 
region of the County and for projects of this size. 

 
There are too many unknowns to be confident knowing what the effect of these 

proposed groundwater uses would be.  In short, in order to more confidently predict the 
groundwater effects of this proposal, the applicant should identify what specific wells would be 
used to support the project, and should conduct tests and drawdown monitoring of those wells 
pursuant to current County standards.  The applicant’s report (pg. 11) notes that this is the only 
way “to estimate a specific yield (unconfined aquifer) or storativity (confined aquifer) for the 
bedrock aquifers.”   The County should understand what wells are to be used, the current 
capability of these wells to be used are, and what aquifers will be affected and how, and should 
be able to determine if the aquifer drawdown will affect any nearby streams subject to the 
public trust doctrine.    
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 Storage Reservoirs:  It appears that the applicant intends that 92.3% of the 37.7 acre 
feet of water to be used for this project will be captured and stored runoff water in reservoirs 
to be built.  It also appears that this project would depend on runoff from uphill neighboring 
property.  Do those properties have rights to that water?  What happens to this project’s water 
use if upland property owners impound some of this runoff? 
 

There is not sufficient specific information in the application or report to identify the 
particular location, capacity or capabilities of the “planned development of up to 98 acre feet of 
new surface water storage”.   Where are these dams to be placed?  Further, the project 
proposes to use 34.8 acre feet per year of water from the runoff.  What is the basis for 
constructing dams to capture 98 acre feet? 

 
If the “water balance summary” on page 16 of the report is accurate, there is 121 acre 

feet of runoff water on the entire property during dry years.  We believe that there would need 
to be clearer analysis of where the dams are to be placed, how much runoff that specific 
location would generate and capture and how it would be captured, and whether the reservoirs 
are lined.  We also believe it needs to be clear about whether the wells on the property would 
be used to fill the reservoirs, and if so, to what extent?  If they were to be so used and well use 
reached 2.9 acre feet in a year, is there a cut-off of further pumping?  What would the 
consequence be of pumping more than 2.9 acre feet? 

 
In a dry year, the contemplated storage reservoir(s) would have the capacity to capture 

81% of all runoff.   Why is this an appropriate capability if water use is 34.8 acre feet per year?   
Would there be any limit on how much runoff could be captured in a year? 

   
We also believe there needs to be specific discussion of what effect capturing the runoff 

has on other properties, including nearby wetlands and their wildlife. 
 
Finally, as the applicant’s report states, these planned reservoirs are very close to, if not 

on, the Rodgers earthquake fault.  What standards are applicable to building water retention 
reservoirs on the County’s most active geologic fault?   

 
Traffic 
 
The intersection of Highways 37 and 121 is arguably one of the worst, if not the worst, 

traffic congestion spots in the County.  Eastbound traffic on 37 can back up to the Petaluma 
River and beyond.  Westbound traffic on 37 can back up to Vallejo.  Residents and businesses 
along 121 can find conditions to be increasingly difficult and dangerous for egress and ingress.  
The substantial majority of traffic visiting these proposed facilities will likely need to come 
through this intersection from hell, which the application notes already operates unacceptably.  

 
Furthermore, traffic on northbound 121 can reach very problematic congestion around 

the Cornerstone development and intersection with Highway 116.  This project would add to 
that problem area as well.   
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Left Hand Turn Lanes on Arnold:  We recognize that the application proposes a new 
entrance to the property with left hand turn lanes.  Left hand turn lanes theoretically could help 
improve safety; however, this new entrance apparently will be directly across from the Ram’s 
Gate winery.  First, is there adequate space for that?  Second, it is unclear how traffic from both 
these facilities will be expected to operate simultaneously and how the new turning lanes might 
overlap.  A vehicle coming from Sonoma to Ram’s Gate will use a left hand turn lane to enter 
that facility, but it would seem that a vehicle leaving the Tolay Springs entrance to go to 
Sonoma would need to turn left into the same turn lane.  If this is correct, there would be an 
obvious safety issue.  We believe greater clarity is needed about how the new entrance and 
turn lanes would safely accommodate left and right hand turns from both facilities. 

 
Increased Traffic:  This application seeks approval of 16 days of events of 300-500 

people, four events of 150 people and twenty events of 60 people.  The County’s traffic 
problems are only growing, and this project would add to the problem at one of the most 
congested areas.  

 
The application states that the traffic increase would be “less-than-significant as it 

increases delay by less than five seconds at intersections projected to operate unacceptably”.  
First, one should not lose site of the fact that the current 37/121 intersection currently 
operates unacceptably.  Second, the left hand turn from 37 eastbound onto 121 is green for 35 
seconds.  A five second delay would be a 14% degradation in an already bad spot.  It is not 
evident how that would be less than significant. 

 
The application also seeks to dismiss the effect of the large crowds being planned for 

the new winery’s requested eight days of countywide events.  The application states:  “No 
additional traffic to public roads will be generated by the countywide wine events as those 
visitors will already be on the road visiting other participating wineries in the area.”   This is the 
kind of shallow and incorrect analysis that is pervading various traffic analyses in the county.  
First, taken to its logical conclusion, one could approve events at 1,000 additional wineries and 
there would be no increase in traffic – which is obviously incorrect.  More wineries participating 
in wine events means more visitors.  Second, not all traffic to countywide wine events comes 
through the Highway 37-121 intersection near Tolay.  Some traffic going to such events from 
the south may go further north on 101; some may use Lakeville Road; some may come from the 
north; some may not even come to the Carneros region.  The applicant is seeking to avoid the 
necessary analysis of the actual effects of the traffic from these proposed events at its 
proposed facilities.  To imply that 300-500 people coming to this particular site for an event is 
not significant is not credible.   This avoidance of site specific analysis should not be accepted by 
the County in the review of this application.   
 
 Further, the application does not propose to preclude events at the proposed facilities 
when events are scheduled at the Raceway or at Ram’s Gate.   Avoidance of such scheduling 
overlaps would seem to be a simple and basic thing to do. 
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It would be one thing to deal with increased traffic from vehicles that make trips to this 
site that are needed to support the proposed increased agricultural and agricultural processing 
uses.   But, the proposal to make this a public  event locus, including a wedding location, and to 
attract visitors that are not essential to the growing or processing of agricultural products 
would be to add unnecessarily even more pressure to one of the area’s worst traffic areas.   
This property should not be permitted to become the locus of crowd drawing events.   

 

We recognize that the application states that a traffic study is being updated and 
revised, but it already dismisses the expected additional delays as insignificant.  We believe that 
this proposal would negatively affect an area with already very negative traffic conditions. 
 

 
Other Project Questions 
 
Retail Store:  First, the retail store will be about 525 feet off of Arnold Drive. (SMA 

Info, pg. 3)   There is no estimate of the numbers of vehicles that are expected at the farm 
store every day.  It appears that the Farm Store has 62 available parking spaces. That could 
be a very busy farm stand. What is the basis for this much parking lot? 

 
Second, we wish to confirm that the eggs, produce, grass fed meat and other 

products sold there are all to be grown on the farm parcels noted in this application.  This 
should be an explicit condition of any approval. 

 
 Third, the application indicates that the inventory for the Farm Store will be "no 

less than an 85 percent component of products grown onsite".  How will this be 
calculated?  By the monetary value of retail sales?    Will the Retail Store be required to 
report and certify this information to the County?  If not, how will it be monitored and 
enforced? 

 
Wine tasting:  The 6,300 square foot tasting room has outdoor space and a portion 

of the lower floor cave space as well. What is the total usable space, including decking and 
the event lawn?   It appears that there are 157 seats available to wine tasting. How does 
the applicant translate that available space (for wine tasting and retail sales [presumably 
excluding the Farm Store retail sales] into "75 persons on the average day and 150 on a 
peak day"?  

 
The application should quantify the total annual expected wine tasting and retail 

sales visitors per year. The ag promotional event max attendance is 8,200.  The application 
envisions 75 visitors per day on the average day and doubling that number to 150 persons 
on a peak day.  How many days will be peak days? Do these numbers include all the 
events?  If one assumes 100 days a year would be the peak days (which is less than every 
weekend), it appears that this project over 365 days envisions attracting more than 40,000 
visitors per year.   We believe that this is an unacceptable location for public events.  If the 
County does consider allowing any kinds of events, a total number of visitors and vehicles 
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should be more precisely defined and that there be an appropriate maximum number of 
persons be permitted, especially considering the location so near to a major traffic 
congestion hub.   
 

Caves:  In light of the proximity to the Rodgers Fault, a seismic analysis of the cave 
proposal should be undertaken. 

 
Event Lawn:  There should be greater clarity about the 19,000 square foot event 

lawn.   
 
First, is it to be used alongside the wine tasting building, and is that part of the 75 

visitors per day census? Or, is it to be a location where visitors can purchase some wine 
and products at the Farm Store or the Wine tasting center and then walk up or be shuttled 
up and have a picnic.  If so, is the 75 visitors per day a valid number?   
 

Second, the application says that amplified music will only occur at events and only 
inside the wine tasting building.  It is important to confirm that there would be no 
amplified music permitted outside, including at the event lawn.     

 
Third, the applicant should quantify the amount of water needed to keep the 

19,000 square foot lawn green, and this water use should be included in the groundwater 
study. 

 
 
Other Environmental Issues 
 
Parks Department:  The properties covered by this application are very close to the 

expanded Tolay Lake Regional Park.  The application states that the County Parks Department 
supports the application.  We seek clarity on whether the Parks Department supports the 
proposed facility’s offering of overflow parking for park visitors, or whether it affirmatively 
supports the proposed development and proposed uses. 

 
Wetlands:  We understand that there are wetland areas around the some of the project 

sites.  Any such wetland areas should be assessed for environmental and biological impacts 
associated with construction plans and disturbances, as well as impacts associated with any 
surface water diversions proposed. 

 
Wildlife and Raptors:  In addition, the Tolay Park land and adjacent properties are the 

habitat for a wide array of wildlife, including a wide range of raptors, including golden eagles.  
The California Department of Fish and Wildlife notes that golden eagles are “a fully protected 
species in California”.  We believe the proposed projects and the proposed uses should assess 
their effects on this wildlife habitat and the species that live and hunt there.   
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Visual Impacts:  Finally, we very strongly believe that any new building constructed as 
part of this proposal should be as hidden from view from Highway 121 as possible.  The current 
landscape, adjacent to the expanded Tolay Creek Park, offers a unique and particularly 
beautiful vista.  Such beautiful vistas in Sonoma County are being tainted with structures at an 
alarming rate.  This application covers a large and beautiful set of parcels of property, and there 
are ample places to build a tasting room and winery that would not be visible from the 
highway.  

 
Summary 
 
This proposed project would result in a significant change in the use of these properties, 

in aesthetics, in water usage, and in traffic in the area.   
 
It is difficult to imagine a location in the County that has worse traffic conditions than 

the Highway 37/121 intersection, and this proposal seeks not simply to expand the agricultural 
use of the properties, but to become an event center that would produce additional traffic at 
times that will unavoidably overlap with current problematic congestion.   

 
The proposed application would result in a significant expansion of water use, but there 

is not sufficient information in the application to assess its effects.  The applicant should be 
required to identify which wells would be used, and then such wells should be subjected to 
testing and water level monitoring according to current County standards, so that the effects of 
such pumping can be more accurately assessed, including what type of aquifers are being 
tapped.  The applicant should more clearly identify how groundwater from springs is included 
in the plan.  The applicant should also more definitively explain where the dams are to be built, 
how they will capture the runoff water, and why they need to be as large as proposed.     

 
For these and the other reasons noted, an updated water study and public traffic study 

and a full and comprehensive environmental impact report should be required for this 
application.  

  
Thank you. 
 

 
Kathy Pons, President 
Valley of the Moon Alliance 


