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Environmental Groups Celebrate Citizen’s Advisory Committee’s 
Passage of Forest Protection Measure

Santa Rosa, CA – The Sonoma County General Plan 2020 Citizen’s Advisory Committee (CAC) passed a monumental recommendation to be incorporated into the final General Plan document at a June 19th public hearing last night. The issue before them was Timber Conversions, and how to address the rapid proliferation of forest to industrial vineyard conversions. By a 7-4 vote, CAC members approved Option 3, which would extend forest protections throughout the Timber Production Zone (TPZ) and Rural and Resource Development Zones (RRD), effectively sheltering over 194,000 acres of Sonoma County forestlands from being converted into other land uses. 

Proponents of Option 3, which included a coalition of businesses, farmers, landowners, environmental groups and individuals, gained the endorsement of 5th District Supervisor Mike Reilly and the North Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board. They concluded that option 3 was the environmentally superior alternative that would help reduce the cumulative impacts associated with the widespread conversion of forestland throughout the county, particularly in the remote forested watershed regions of the northwest. 

“The Citizen’s Advisory Committee made the right choice for Sonoma County’s fragile coastal forest ecosystems by recommending a sound policy that will promote the recovery of impaired forestland and watersheds. Option 3 will maintain the biological diversity that is critical for supporting wildlife, sustainable forestry, clean air, and clean water,” says Toben Dilworth, Program Director of the Occidental-based Town Hall Coalition.  

Many of the proponents of Option 3 stressed the need to protect both surface and groundwater resources, stating that a clear nexus exists between healthy forests and healthy water supply.

"The deforestation in these plans being approved and those pending is being done without any thorough study of the cumulative effects from all of the existing, pending, and potential future conversions", says Chris Poehlmann of the Coastal Forest Alliance. "These planned coastal vineyards are in water scarce areas and utilize large lined reservoirs that prevent natural runoff from entering streams and the river. Evidence is mounting that a neighboring river to the north, the Navarro, is experiencing greatly reduced summer flow due to the extensive vineyard development in Anderson Valley."
Although the dominant source of forest conversions stem from vineyard development, many local grape growers and wineries supported the measure, recognizing that the integrity of their crop is inextricably linked to a healthy, intact and biologically diverse forest ecosystem. Among one of the more notable supporters of the measure was Paul Dolan, President of Fetzer Vineyards, which has taken strong measures to convert their grape growing and wine production operations to more sustainable methods by utilizing organic growing techniques and alternative forms of energy such as solar power. 

The Citizens Advisory Committee’s recommendations will go to the Sonoma County Planning Commission upon completion of the entire Draft General Plan, where it will then be put before the Board of Supervisors for final approval. CAC recommendations, as well as changes to the specific language of the plan, can be overridden at either of these steps. While Option 3 did pass the CAC portion of the General Plan, supporters contend that their work is far from over.

“We’re hoping that the Planning Commission and the Board of Supervisors will see the forest for the trees as the CAC did in recommending Option 3. The public overwhelmingly supports this measure because it’s in the public interest and it reflects the public’s growing concern for Sonoma County being a sustainable community,” says Dilworth.     
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