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March 9, 2009 

Camille Leung, Project Planner

San Mateo County Planning and Building Department

455 County Center, 2nd Floor

Redwood City, CA 94063

Re:  Facilities Plan and Environmental Impact Report (EIR) for the proposed Big Wave Wellness Center and Office Park; Consideration of Alternative Plan

Dear Camille,

Committee for Green Foothills (CGF) commented on the Notice of Preparation for the Draft EIR for the above-referenced project, on December 5, 2008.   The Facilities Plan has been revised since that time.  By this letter, I would like to call your attention to some discrepancies in the January 1, 2009 Facilities Plan and its Appendices, and to request that the EIR include an alternative that concentrates all of the development on the northern parcel, with wetland restoration on the southern parcel.

I have obtained several documents from San Mateo County Public Works and Parks and Recreation that relate to the proposed Big Wave project.  This new information was not included in the Big Wave Facilities Plan and Appendices, and is relevant to the concerns regarding wetlands issues on the property that I initially raised in my December 5, 2008 comment letter.

Wetlands History is Inadequately and Erroneously Described

San Mateo County Public Works has kindly provided me with four historic aerial photos that include the subject property. 

The earliest photo, dated May 1956, clearly shows the airport, the Pillar Point marsh, the road leading to the tracking station, and very little development yet in Princeton.  The Pillar Ridge Mobile Home Park is not yet constructed.  There are many fields east of Highway One, in active agricultural use (cultivated fields) but there is no agricultural use on either of the subject parcels.  The drainage ditch/intermittent stream, which crosses under Airport Boulevard and bisects the two parcels, is evident in this aerial view.

The second photo is dated June 1970, and is the base for an orthophoto map dated 1973, which also includes parcel lines.  The Pillar Ridge Mobile Home Park is now constructed and more development is shown on the Air Force Tracking Station site.  There are various tracks in the open fields, but there is no agricultural use evident on the two subject parcels.  Along the sides of the drainage ditch conveying water from the airport across the property are solid lines that appear to indicate parcel lines. 

The third photo is dated April 1981, and is the base for an orthophoto map, which shows parcel lines as well as elevation lines.  The ten-foot elevation dashed line meanders across the center of the parcel proposed for the Wellness Center, and crosses the south-west corner of the parcel proposed for the Office Office Park.  There is no agricultural use evident on the subject property in this photo.

The fourth photo is dated August 8, 1995, and is the basis for an orthophoto map, showing parcel lines as well as elevation lines.  The ten-foot elevation dashed line is in the same configuration as the 1981 photo described above.  There is no agricultural use evident on the subject property in this photo.

The clear evidence from these four aerial photos shows that in each of these years, there were no plow lines or other patterns associated with agricultural use, 

This information is relevant because there are serious discrepancies and erroneous conclusions in the Appendices of the Facilities Plan for the Big Wave Project.  I refer specifically to the Phase I Environmental Site Assessment, dated March 26, 2007 by Treadwell and Rollo (T&R) regarding agricultural use of the subject property.  

The T&R Site Assessment makes reference to five aerial photos – taken in 1943, 1965, 1982, 1993, and 1998.  T&R observes that in 1943, based on the presence of plow-lines, the property to the North of the proposed Big Wave project site (Site) is being used as farmland, and that small farms are present to the southeast, but does not note any agricultural use of the project Site.  T&R next notes that in the 1965 aerial photo, the present day mobile home park was constructed northwest of the Site, but that the Site and other adjoining properties remained unchanged through at least 1965. No agricultural use is noted. T&R next cites the 1982 aerial photograph and notes that three structures were constructed on the adjoining properties southeast of the Site, but that the Site and other adjoining properties remained unchanged in the 1982 aerial photograph. No agricultural use is noted.  T&R next states the Site was relatively unchanged in the 1993 aerial photograph with the exception of cleared vegetation and a dirt path along the eastern edge of the northernmost parcel.  No agricultural use is noted.  Finally, T&R notes that the Site was unchanged in the 1998 aerial photograph.  Despite the photographic evidence to the contrary, T&R inexplicably concludes on page 18:  “The Site has been occupied by farmland since at least 1930,” and page 21: “This recognized environmental condition is the possible application of pesticides to soil during the previous use of the Site as farmland dating back to the 1930’s.” 

The only basis CGF could find for the above conclusions is an interview with Mr. Jeff Peck, the owner of the property, on March 8, 2007 (cited on page 15 of the T&R report), in which Mr. Peck informed T&R that he has operated the Site as agricultural farmland since he purchased it in 1999, and that “the Site has been used as farmland since at least the 1930’s.”

Mr. Peck, who only became the owner in 1999, and was not involved in previous activities, also has a substantial economic interest that depends upon the extent of wetlands on the property. There is no supporting documentation of his statement; indeed it is directly contradicted by nine aerial photos from 1943 to 1998, as well as the Army Corps delineation of wetlands performed in 1994 (see below).

Mr, Peck, as one of the owners at the time, was also apparently responsible for bringing in fill in 2006, and raising the elevation of most of the southern parcel, as described in my December 5, 2008 comment letter (incorporated here by reference).  Comparing the 10-foot elevation depicted on the County’s 1981 and 1995 orthophoto maps with the map titled: Geographic Extent of Waters of the U.S. on the Big Wave Property, Including Wetlands and California Coastal Wetlands (Revised) included as Exhibit 1 of WSP Ecosystem Science and Natural Resources Management report, March 17, 2008, indicates that the elevation of approximately half of this property that was previously below the ten foot elevation has now been raised at least two to three feet, except for a narrow sliver along the western property line, where wetlands are shown on the WSP March 17, 2008 map.  

CGF notes that on page 11 of the WSP report referenced above, the erroneous conclusion from the T&R report is repeated:  “Virtually all of the soil on the Project Site has been plowed for decades.”  This statement is incorrect.   

As I stated in my December 5, 2008 letter regarding the NOP, the wetlands history on this property is a crucial element in determining what portion, if any of this site, can be considered for development.  The California Coastal Act and LCP require the protection of Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas (ESHA)s, including wetlands and their buffer areas.  Filling of wetlands, and/or removing of wetland vegetation is a violation of the Coastal Act and the LCP.  Previous owners (J.L. Johnston) disked under extensive areas of wetland vegetation in 1987 on the southern parcel.  Placement of two to three feet of fill over wetlands in 2006 under the guise of agriculture is not permitted by either the Coastal Act of the LCP. 

As clear evidence of the greater extent of wetlands on the property, I am including the Wetlands Delineation Map prepared by the Army Corps of Engineers dated June 20, 1994, in response to a request by San Mateo County Planning to perform a wetlands delineation at the Pillar Point Marsh.  This map was kindly provided to me by Sam Herzberg, County Parks and Recreation (n.b., Sam was in County Planning at the time of the Army Corps delineation).  The Army Corps criteria are more restrictive than the State standards used by Coastal Commission and California Fish and Game.  Nonetheless, the federal Corps delineation, shows more extensive wetlands on the southern parcel, including a  “finger” that extends across the site proposed for the Wellness Center from the larger wetlands surrounding the marsh to Airport Boulevard.

EIR should include a Restoration Alternative that Restores and Preserves the Wetlands

The Big Wave Mission statement includes benefiting the environment - restoring and permanently protecting the previous destruction of wetlands on the southern parcel should be the first priority for this project.  

CGF accordingly requests that the Alternatives Section of the EIR include a Restoration Alternative.  This Alternative would relocate the Wellness Center to the northern parcel, generally between the Mobile Home Park and the Office Park/Commercial development, and preserve the southern parcel as open space/restored wetlands.  Agricultural uses could be allowed on the portion of the southern parcel that is outside the historic extent of the wetlands as delineated by the Army Corps, and its 100 foot buffer.  The area proposed for Office Park/Commercial development would need to be reduced in order to accommodate the approximately two acres of development for the Wellness Center.  CGF notes that it is unlikely there is a market for 225,000 square feet of commercial/office space anyway.  This Restoration Alternative would (1) more closely integrate the programs of the Wellness Center with the job opportunities at the Office Park, (2) avoid potential conflicts in land use between the marine related industrial uses in the Waterfront District, and the residents of the Wellness Center, (3) avoid conflicts in land use between the residents of the Mobile Home Park and the Office Park/Commercial, (4)provide for the restoration of the southern site where wetlands have been filled and otherwise altered, and (5) enable agricultural uses to continue on a portion of the southern site, consistent with the wetland restoration.

Thank you for consideration of these comments.

Sincerely,
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Lennie Roberts, Legislative Advocate

Committee for Green Foothills

339 La Cuesta

Portola Valley, CA 94028

Home office phone:  650-854-0449   
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