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By FAX 363-4849

Camille Leung, Project Planner

San Mateo County Planning and Building Department

455 County Center, 2nd Floor

Redwood City, CA 94063

Re:  Notice of Preparation (NOP) of an Environmental Impact Report (EIR) for the proposed Big Wave Wellness Center and Office Park

Dear Camille,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the scope and content of the EIR to be prepared for the above-referenced project (Big Wave).  On behalf of Committee for Green Foothills (CGF), I have the following comments:

Notice of Preparation (NOP):  The Notice of Preparation does not include even a summary of the volumes of material that have been submitted to the County by the Applicant.  CGF has had a chance to do a cursory review of these materials.  We are concerned that some of the information is not accurate, and/or appears to reach conclusions that are not based on fact.  What process does the County have to ensure that the EIR will indeed be an independent document? 

Project Description:  The Project Description includes two separate parcels, separated by wetlands and riparian vegetation that comprise part of the Pillar Point Marsh. To the extent that the Wellness Center residents may depend on the Office Park for employment, as well as for revenue to subsidize the operational costs of the Wellness Center, the Office Park should be constructed first.  The Project Description includes a suite of potential utility and energy systems, including solar cells, carbonate fuel cells, natural gas/bio-diesel generators, wind turbines and generators, geothermal cooling systems, municipal domestic water hookups, use of well water/treatment systems, a desalination plant located offsite, and municipal wastewater hookups, on-site package wastewater treatment plant with disposal through irrigation, and a microwave dish system.  Due to the location of this project in an environmentally sensitive area adjacent to the Pillar Point Marsh, some of these options may not be feasible.  For example, there is a 240 acre foot per year limit on annual pumping from all wells - including CCWD, MWSD, the Pillar Ridge mobile home park, and agricultural wells - from the Pillar Point Marsh aquifer.  If on-site groundwater wells are selected as the project’s water source, the cumulative impact of pumping water from the aquifer, during drought periods, and the potential effect of depletion of groundwater levels upon the marsh, which is supported by the high groundwater table in this area, must be analyzed.  The potential for salt-water intrusion into existing drinking and agricultural water wells must be analyzed as well. Other water supply options may have potentially significant environmental effects.  The use of a desalination plant for water supply would require extensive studies, which may not justify investigation of this extremely costly option.  Extension of CCWD’s water system outside its Service District boundaries as defined on January 1, 2003 to serve the Big Wave parcels will require an Amendment to the Coastal Development Permit granted to CCWD by the Coastal Commission for its El Granada Pipeline Project.  The Project Description needs to be revised, with the preferred option for domestic water, wastewater, and source of energy specified.  

Wetlands History:  We note that the project proposes to include a component of restoration of wetland habitat.  It is important to recognize that both sites had much more extensive wetlands as recently as 2006 when large amounts of fill were trucked in to the southern parcel, purportedly to prepare the site for “agricultural” use.  The importation of substantial amounts of fill has been recognized by consultants to Big Wave as necessary in order to develop the site.  Indeed, the owners of Big Wave applied for coastal development permits in July, 2002, October, 2002, October, 2003, and April, 2004, for placement of 50,000 cubic yards (for the first two permit applications) and 15,000 cubic yards (for the second two permit applications) on the proposed office park site.  Also in the summer of 1987, this commenter photographed extensive areas of wetlands that had been disked on the project site immediately adjacent to the willows and other riparian vegetation of the Pillar Point Marsh.  Wetland plants including California tule, giant horsetail, and cattail were disked or plowed under, and only large segments of stems and leaves remained.  Without sporadic disking and plowing for purported agricultural purposes, over the past twenty years, restoration of wetland habitat on the site would be unnecessary.  Due to presence of wetlands, more of the site may be off-limits to development as well.  It is important therefore to accurately determine the extent of the wetlands on the site, following the State Fish and Game and Coastal Commission’s definition of wetlands, as well as the protocols that have been established by the California Coastal Commission.  To further support this concern, we note that Lyndon Lee and Peggy Fiedler of WSP Environment and Energy, consultants engaged by the Project Applicant, have sent a letter dated April 24, 2008 to the Applicant, which reveals that observations in the field on March 27, 2008, found significant wetland vegetation on the site, in areas previously not found, but when Ms. Fiedler returned on April 9, 2008, the field had been plowed, destroying the wetland plants (see attached letter).  CGF requests that additional field investigations be done during the winter (fallow) season to determine the extent of wetland vegetation, using Coastal Commission protocols.

Compliance with Local Coastal Program:  The certified Local Coastal Program (LCP) is the standard of review for all projects in the County’s Coastal Zone.  The LCP is also a component of the County General Plan.  The EIR should analyze the project’s compliance with the standards of the LCP.

Biological Resources:  The two project parcels contain wetlands (see comments above) and are also located within or near sensitive habitats for several protected species, including the California red-legged frog, the San Francisco garter snake, and the saltmarsh common yellowthroat.  This site is likely also used by winter raptors as foraging habitat, evidenced by the Biological Impact Report prepared by Wetlands Research Associates, dated November 2001, which states that a pair of white-tailed kites, a California fully protected species, was observed on the project site on two occasions.  The EIR should include a survey for special status species, conducted during the season(s) of use of the site, as well as adjacent areas.

Geology and Soils:  The soil boring logs of exploratory borings conducted by Bay Area Geotechnical Group (BAGG) in April, 2002 on the Office Park site indicate that groundwater was encountered in all ten boring locations at less than eight feet of depth.  The presence of groundwater at such shallow depths will require significant engineering for the construction of three story office buildings.  BAGG’s initial recommendations for addressing this problem were not based on three-story buildings, with open parking areas on the ground floor, as is proposed for the Office Park.   Compaction of the soils beneath buildings and parking areas may also affect the groundwater aquifer, which could have significant negative impacts upon the Pillar Point Marsh. – this should be discussed in the EIR.  Seismic hazards due to the soils present on site, and proximity of the Seal Cove-San Gregorio Fault include: very strong to very violent shaking, static and seismic settlement, potentially liquefiable soil and potential near-surface moderately to highly expansive soil.  The EIR should include a complete evaluation by independent peer review of the preliminary work done by BAGG, and subsequently reviewed by Treadwell and Rollo for the Office Park site, as well as site-specific geotechnical investigations of the Wellness Center site.

Hazards:  The two project sites are within the FEMA designated 100 year flood zone, the 200 year frequency tsunami and the 100 year maximum projection of sea level rise.  The two sites are also partially within the Airport Overlay Zone, which may be expanded as the result of current studies.  To mitigate the flood, tsunami and sea level rise hazards, the applicant proposes to raise the elevation of the site to 15 feet, and provide an additional three feet above that as freeboard.  This would require significant filling of the Wellness Center site, in addition to the grading and other seismic mitigations due to the underlying geology and soils conditions.  Accordingly, the EIR’s analysis of impacts on visual resources must consider constructing three story buildings, with ground floor elevations three feet above the filled (not natural) grade.  The EIR should also analyze the potential for hazards to the residents of the Wellness Center and office occupants from airport operations, including noise and potential airplane accidents.

Land Use Compatibility:  The Wellness Center is proposed to be located in the Waterfront/Design Review/Coastal Zone zoning district.  As stated in the Zoning Regulations, the purposes of the Waterfront District are to provide a working waterfront for marine related trades and services, and manufacturing land uses that support commercial fishing and recreational boating activities, as well as to accommodate a compatible mix of recreational, resource management and waste management land uses.  Residential uses other than a limited number of caretaker units are not an allowable use by right in the Waterfront District.  The project proponents are requesting that the Wellness Center be categorized as a “Sanitarium” which is a conditionally permitted use subject to issuance of a Use Permit, upon the finding that the use must is “necessary for the public health, safety, convenience, or welfare”.  The EIR should discuss how this project meets the necessity criteria.  CGF recognizes that a residential facility with amenities and programs for developmentally delayed adults is desirable, but questions whether it is necessary for the public health, safety, convenience, or welfare.  The Waterfront District is the only zoning district on the San Mateo County coastside devoted to marine related trades and services, which is a priority land use under the California Coastal Act.  CGF further questions whether a residential facility with amenities and programs for developmentally delayed adults meets the definition of “Sanitarium”, which typically is a convalescent facility.

Economic Analysis:  The Wellness Center’s development and operations depend upon underwriting or subsidies from the Office Park.  The Economic Analysis prepared for the Applicant by Enright & Company in July, 2007, regarding demand for the office park is based upon data obtained during the height of the economic bubble.   Even so, the conclusions of the report were cautious, stating:  “The previously identified statistics suggest that demand may be solid for the projects, although a gradual phasing of the project is suggested.”  The drastic change in our nation’s economy since the Economic Analysis was prepared makes it imperative that the economic analysis be updated as part of the EIR process, by an independent economic consultant.  This analysis should include the best available current information – with particular focus on the Half Moon Bay and Mid-Coast area.  If the Office Park, in whole or in part, is not a viable project, the assumptions for the Wellness Center must be modified.

Aesthetics and Visual Impacts:  The proposed design of the three-story, 50-foot high office buildings and three-story Wellness Center is more appropriate for an urban bayside location than the coast.  Bright orange colors shown on elevations of the Wellness Center, and white on the Office Buildings are not consistent with the LCP’s Visual Resources Component.  We would encourage redesign of the buildings to be more consistent with their coastal setting.

Thank you again for the opportunity to comment.   We request that we be sent copies of the Draft EIR and other supporting documents, including revisions to the Project’s Description as we have requested, in order to define the project’s water, sewage, and energy systems.

Sincerely,

Lennie Roberts, Legislative Advocate

Committee for Green Foothills

339 La Cuesta

Portola Valley, CA 94028

Phone:  650-854-0449
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