
 1 

March 15, 2021 
 
To:   Blake Hillegas, Senior Planner, Permit Sonoma 
 Tennis Wick, Director, Permit Sonoma 
 
From: Norman Gilroy, for Mobilize Sonoma; Kathy Pons, for VOTMA 
 
Re:  Procedural issues re PLP21-0007 and the latest Amazon proposal documents. 
 
Thank you for forwarding the latest documentation regarding the prosed Amazon use at the 
Victory Station property at Hwy., 121 and 8th Street East in the Sonoma Valley.  The comments 
here are provided on our understanding that the next step in the process will be the preparation 
of an Initial Study under CEQA, and we are concerned that that step be taken in full knowledge 
of the issues, both environmental and public, that are associated with that site and that do not 
appear to be recognized in the documents submitted so far.  
 
Given the large number of issues raised here, we believe that the application should be 
considered incomplete at this point. 
 
Our comments at this time are largely procedural as they relate to the instructions that we 
believe Permit Sonoma should provide to the applicant prior to preparation of the Initial Study. 
We reserve the right to make further comments and responses to the applicant’s claims and 
proposals as the process continues. 

Overall, we recommend that Permit Sonoma make it clear to the applicant that PLP21-

0007 is an entirely new Use Permit application process for a “Freight Terminal Use” and, as 

such, it requires a new and entirely comprehensive traffic study and other evaluations that meet 
the County’s standards for a project of this scope and intensity.  It is inappropriate for the 
applicant to now, as is evidenced by the documents presented so far, make an attempt to 
“supplement” the traffic work done in DRH15-0007 by grafting on parts of a prior study for a 
warehouse use, and then claim it is an adequate study for the proposed freight and delivery 
terminal. 

That said, following are a number of more specific comments and recommendations 
regarding next steps with regard to Use Permit application PLP21-0007 which we ask Permit 
Sonoma to take into account as it moves toward preparation of the Initial Study: 
 

 Freight terminal use designation:  It is gratifying to see that the new application 
recognizes the guidance provided by the BZA at its February 17, 2021 meeting, and that an 
application for a Conditional Use Permit for a Freight Terminal is now being pursued under 
the terms of the “modernized” Zoning Ordinance adopted by the Sonoma County Board of 
Supervisors on February 15, 2021.  

 

 Applicant:  Permit Sonoma should make it clear that the PLP21-0007 application is for a 
new use for the property and its improvements, hence the source of the Use Permit 
application must be the proposed user of the property, not solely the owner of Victory Station.  
By identifying itself as the applicant (or joint-applicant), Amazon should be required to take 
responsibility for future compliance with any Conditions of Approval required by the County, 
and as the user it should be accountable in the event of any complaints or non-compliance.   

 



 2 

 Use specific to this applicant: Permit Sonoma should clarify that the freight terminal use, if 
approved, will not run with property, but will be recognized as specific to this particular user 
should Amazon withdraw in the future. Given the very specific nature of the Amazon 
proposal so far, it would be inappropriate to allow the owner to market the property in blanket 
terms as “approved for a freight terminal” should Amazon withdraw its use for any reason in 
the future.  

 

 Merging of properties: Permit Sonoma should make it clear that the Victory Station and 
McCaffrey properties must be merged if the use is approved.  The owners should not have 
the option to sell off, or otherwise separately develop, the McCaffrey property once it is 
committed to the Amazon use.  Formal voluntary merging procedures have been used 
recently in other applications under the County jurisdiction, and they should be required from 
the beginning with regard to this application.  

 

 Traffic: Permit Sonoma should require that, in providing the County with a new and 
comprehensive analysis with regard to the new proposal, the applicant’s traffic studies must 
conform to, or respond to, the following: 

 
o Points of comparison:  the applicants should not be allowed to use a hypothetical project 

as the point of comparison for their claims of adequacy in the traffic study. Rather their 
point of comparison should, per the CEQA-related Court decision in “Communities for a 
Better Environment vs. South Coast Air Quality Management District” and other similar 
Court decisions, be the existing (pre- and post-covid) traffic conditions in the immediate 
vicinity of the site.  Since the applicant continues to use a comparison with a hypothetical 
project in its most recent submittal documents, it is important that Permit Sonoma, as a 
procedural instruction, require them to use a method that is consistent with CEQA in any 
documents that are to be reviewed by any of the agencies of the County of Sonoma.  

It should be noted here that this is an issue that was raised in Item 3.b. of the Mobilize 
Sonoma/VOTMA appeal that was recently upheld by the BZA, and it would be appropriate 
to refer to it in the final Resolution when it is voted on.   

 
o Referencing to available Sonoma Valley traffic studies: the applicants should be required to 

respond specifically to how the traffic created by its most recent proposal would impact the 
conditions analyzed in the most recent Sonoma Valley Traffic Study, and in the revised 
SCTA traffic demand model.  Both studies will also help to provide a reliable post-covid or 
pre-covid baseline for the applicant’s traffic analyses.  Neither has been evaluated in 
previous traffic studies for the Victory Station, or for the previous Amazon proposal, and 
now is the time to make sure that they are taken into account.  

 
o Levels of traffic analysis: Both an LOS analysis and the VMT analysis that is now required 

under CEQA should be required for this application. The site is situated at a point of 
congestion which involves both cross-valley through-traffic and affects local traffic flows in 
the neighborhoods around the site and at nearby intersections. Some intersections, and 
some stretches of highway, are already at near-failure levels of service during the often 
months-long peak periods of summer tourism and business cross-valley traffic in the 
Sonoma Valley. For that reason, and based on the congestion identified in prior studies in 
the Hwy. 121, 12  and 116 corridors and surrounding areas, both forms of analysis are 
needed in this particular case. 
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o Traffic information required:   The applicant should be required to provide mapping and 
traffic-related information that is sufficient to support an objective evaluation of all of the 
following: 
 the range of delivery patterns and routes proposed in the “last mile” service, including an 

evaluation of the congestion and traffic impacts on the key streets and neighborhoods 
which would be most directly affected, and the jurisdictions in which they are located 
(City of Sonoma, Springs, etc.) 

 
 the VMTs and LOS impacts associated with those patterns.  

 
 Subsidiary activities that could affect the proposal’s traffic projections:  for instance, it 

would be important to know whether food service would be provided on-site or via 
delivery, or whether employees would be expected to go off site for meals, coffee, etc.  
Any of those alternatives could change the VMT analysis, and the number of trips at 
various points in time during the day and their impacts on congestion in the area for the 
use proposed.  

 
 the proposal’s cumulative traffic impacts over time: an evaluation is needed of what the 

cumulative effects of a 24/7/365 operation at this location would be over time compared 
with a more conventional wine storage use that is typical of the area. 

 
 the range of source points, and the traffic routes and distances, that would be used by 

the large long-haul delivery trucks which would supply the Amazon use. 
 

 the provisions that would be made for home-to-work travel by staff, particularly since this 
is a location that is not served by public transit and in which it appears that staff would 
arrive and depart at all hours of the day and night.? 

 
 traffic movements & detour routes that would be used when nearby roads & highways 

are closed by flooding.  Winter flooding is an annual danger in the immediate vicinity of 
the site, with frequent road and highway closures and diversion of traffic occurring at the 
very intersection on which the proposed Amazon use would depend for its access and 
egress.  

 
 provisions and modifications of use patterns that would be made by the applicant to 

cope with holiday and other seasonal peak delivery loads, and how they would affect the 
traffic levels produced by the use.  Amazon applications in other communities in 
Northern California speak of additional shifts (two, and as many as three, in some 
cases), each accompanied by increased delivery truck travel and increased use of 
contract delivery vehicles, etc. Attention should be given to the additional staff presence 
and additional staff movements that would be associated with increased activity during 
those periods, including the increase in delivery truck and contract vehicle movements 
and any additional long-haul delivery truck travel that would be required to service the 
increased business.  

 
 provisions and modifications of use patterns that would be made by the applicant to 

cope with traffic on Hwy 121 during the predictable diversions of traffic from Hwy. 37 to 
Hwy 121 due to future highway reconstruction or, in times of annual flooding, due to the 
effects of sea level rise.   
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 traffic congestion associated with the potential build-out of the remaining industrial 
development properties in the 8Th Street corridor, and by the installation of the proposed 
SMART “Sonoma Valley” passenger station that would be built on a property 
immediately across the Hwy 121/ Eighth Street intersection from the proposed Amazon 
site.  

 
Many sites still remain to be developed on the 8th Street corridor, and all will use the 
same limited two-lane traffic networks and congested intersections in the vicinity as the 
Amazon freight terminal facility. Amazon should not be allowed to pre-empt future 
development of those properties without proper planning and possibly financial 
commitments to needed improvements   

The intention to pursue a passenger connection between Novato and Suisun was 
announced by SMART last year, with the prime location for a station to serve all of the 
Sonoma Valley being shown on systems maps as at the same highway intersection as 
would serve the proposed Amazon freight terminal.  From descriptions provided by 
SMART, it seems clear that traffic traveling to and from a SMART station that would 
serve the 40,000 residents in the City of Sonoma, Temelec, Springs and Glen Ellen 
areas would use the same highway and road network as Amazon proposes to use for its 
multi-truck delivery system.  

The combined traffic loads that would be imposed by the two uses, when also 
combined with the ever-present cross-valley wine-country tourism and business loads, 
could be enormous, and they must certainly be taken into account and evaluated in any 
CEQA-related application for a substantial use at that location at this time.  

 

 CEQA review.  In preparing the Initial Study that is required under CEQA to consider all 
potential environmental impacts of the new project, Permit Sonoma should give special 
attention to the following issues based on information provided by the applicants: 

 
 Flood control – the combined property is not only in a location that experiences 

significant flooding every year that inundates buildings, closes the roads in the 
immediate area, and requires major traffic diversions over long periods of time, but it is 
also the site of several significantly-sized drainage culverts and ditches that drain a large 
watershed of properties to the north and east, and that cross the combined property to 
reach the main drainage channels on Hwy. 121.  An area-wide drainage study plan and 
a flooding mitigation plan should be required for any application that anticipates more 
concentrated uses on the subject property.   

 
 Groundwater and sanitation services: a new assessment should be required re the 

project’s potential impacts on groundwater. The study should include an analysis of the 
available capacity to serve the project, given how many other industrial and residential 
properties in the area expect to draw their water from the same resources, and an 
investigation should be made of how a parking lot with 327 spaces could cause oil and 
other leakage and runoff that could detrimentally affect both the shallow and the deep 
aquifer in the vicinity.   

 
Additionally it should be noted that the property is located on the northerly edge of the 
area which the local GSA has identified as most subject to salt-water intrusion and to the 
effects of sea-level-rise in the marshlands that border the highway that serves the site.  
The property is also located on the southerly end of an area that includes much of the 
8th Street corridor where the groundwater table is already below sea-level, and where 
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there is the greatest likelihood of water scarcity in private wells should any of the drought 
predictions for the Sonoma Valley materialize in coming years.  

 
 Hazardous materials assessment for McCaffrey site: a hazardous materials assessment 

should be required for the McCaffrey portion of the property which has only recently 
been cleared of parked vehicles, many of then elderly, and buildings of unknown quality 
and contamination. This is particularly important due to the fact that the site sits at the 
headwaters of a network of sloughs and drainage channels that flow into San Francisco 
Bay via the Baylands (managed by Sonoma Land Trust) and the federally managed San 
Pablo Bay Wildlife Preserve.  All of that area is vital habitat to endangered species and 
nesting grounds for many kinds of shore birds, and many millions in public funds have 
been invested in it for property acquisition and habitat restoration in recent times.  

 
 Noise abatement:  since the operation proposed by Amazon would run at full capacity 24 

hours a day, 7 days a week, 365 days a year, and since a new feature of the proposal is 
that noisy long-haul trucks and delivery vehicles would be entering and leaving the site 
at all hours of the day and night (as would private cars), it is important that a full 
evaluation be made of the potential noise impacts on nearby properties, including a 
number of homes immediately across the highway on the Mulas Dairy property and 
others within hearing distance of the trucks coming and going. 

 

 Compliance and monitoring. In this, perhaps more than other in uses in the area, there is a 
need to be able to monitor compliance, both with regard to the scale of the annual and 
periodic activities on-site and to the operations within the facility. The applicant should be 
required to provide a Business and Operations Plan that includes measures to monitor traffic 
flows and on-site activities, and provides for period reports to be made to County officials.  

 

 Referrals. It is recommended that the following changes should be made to the referrals and 
circulation list contained in the Referral Letter:  

 
o CalTrans should be added due to their obvious interests in congestion in this area, 
o The California Air Resources Board  (CARB) should be added due to the potential air 

pollution impacts of such a large truck and automobile dependent project, 
o The Sonoma Valley Groundwater Sustainability Agency (SVGSA) should be added as 

the authority on groundwater in the area, 
o SMART should be added as an immediate neighbor, both with a presence now and a likely 

much greater presence in the future, 
o VOTMA and the Kenwood Press should be separated as local referrals. They are not the 

same.  
o Sonoma Land Trust should be included as stewards of much of the marshlands 

downstream of the project, 
o Mobilize Sonoma should be included as a known interested party. 

 

 SVCAC:  It is recommended that the application be resubmitted to SVCAC as a source of 
local comment and as requested at their meeting on July 22, 2020.  

 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment at this early stage in the process.  
 
Norman Gilroy, for Mobilize Sonoma.   Kathy Pons, for VOTMA. 


