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AND by email to: kim.rodriguez@mail.co.ventura.ca.us]
800 South Victoria Avenue

Ventura, CA 93009.  

Dear Ms. Rodriguez and Members of the Board of Supervisors,

This letter is presented to provide formal comments on the Draft Negative Declaration for the project known as the Rustic Canyon Golf Course, proposed for Happy Camp Canyon Regional Park (Conditional Use Permit No. CUP-5107).

First, I would like to congratulate the applicant for attempting to present a proposal that is sensitive to the environment in Happy Camp Canyon.  This is the first time that any proposal initiated by the County of Ventura for this area has even attempted to preserve any substantial portion of lower Happy Camp Canyon.  Nevertheless, the county would have been better served if there had been at least one public workshop IN MOORPARK, to introduce the project and illustrate/explain it’s key features and benefits to the Moorpark community—the one most affected by the proposed project.  By not doing this, the county missed an opportunity to show that it wanted to work with the community instead of outside it.

The stated goal of the developer, as relayed by Craig Price to me on July 21, 2000 and on other occasions, is to build a golf course in Happy Camp that minimizes the destruction of the natural habitat AND makes the natural habitat sections of the park even better and healthier as native habitats than before the golf course was built.  (These natural habitat areas are those areas that are outside the golf course turf areas—that is, outside the tee boxes, fairways, and greens.).  This is a welcome and very worthy goal.  

Having said that, there are still a number of serious considerations that still need to be addressed before this project could be considered ready to go to the Board of Supervisors for a possible approval.   The public needs to be assured that the necessary protections to the environment and to the adjacent local neighborhoods will be enacted and not just be empty promises with no “teeth” in them. All the comments in this letter are geared toward reaching the bolded goal (above) by formalizing it into actionable items that are required to obtain a project approval.  If they are not required, then project approval should not be granted.

Foremost of these include but are not limited to the following.

INITIAL STUDY CHECKLIST

1. On the Initial Study Checklist, none of the items under any of the issues are checked as PS-M (Potentially Significant Unless Mitigation Incorporated).  This is in error for at least the following, all of which merit a rating of at least PS-M:


· Water Resources (Ground Water) and/or (Surface Water):  There is no clear description of the extent and character of proposed pesticide, herbicide, and fertilizer use on the site, should the project be approved. Such use could seriously contaminate the ground or surface water unless specific mitigations are mandated to eliminate this possibility.


· Biological Resources (Endangered, Threatened, or Rare Species and Locally important Communities): Each of these should be marked PS-M.  These should be so marked for at least two reasons: 1)The negative effect of pesticide, herbicide, and fertilizer use on the biological resources, especially any that could occur from natural rain runoff, could cause native plants to die because of contamination; or the added fertilizer in the runoff occurring during natural rain events could cause exotic non-native plants to proliferate in the “natural” areas next to the tees, fairways, and greens.  

What will be done to prevent this encroachment of non-native grasses/or other plants into the native habitat from happening?  To say that state of the art irrigation will address the problem is not true.  There need to be explicitly stated binding conditions/mitigations on how to ensure that the native plants outside the golf course turf areas are to be kept free of exotics, how existing exotics (like castor bean and tree tobacco will be removed over time) and how the natural habitat will be enhanced over the long term; 

2) The loss of natural habitat and of habitat in general—even in the grassland area—is significant—especially given the discovery of fairly large recovering patches of native Stipa Grass (Nassella pulchra, etc.) in a number of different locations, especially in the far north/northwest part of the site (Site visit on 7/21/00 with Rorie Skei of SMMC and Craig Price, developer).  The extent of annual grassland that will be lost to the golf course turf areas, whether native or nonnative, is still significant as foraging habitat for raptors.

The very fact that a Habitat Preservation Plan was prepared is already acknowledgement that Mitigations are necessary regarding the effects of the golf course on the biological resources.  With this in mind, this Habitat Preservation and Enhancement Plan should be extended to include (at minimum, over and above what is already proposed) expanded restoration and filling in of contiguous habitat blocks of (a) White Sage communities on the Western edge of Hole #10’s fairway, (b) Scalebroom communities on the western edge of Hole # 18’s fairway, (c) California Sage Brush series especially including Pine Needle Goldenbush on the western edge of Hole #1’s fairway from the northern-most current patch to connect to the southern patch nearby and then along close to the full length of that fairway, and (d) Stipa native grasses (and/or other appropriate native grasses) to replace non-native grasses in any and all grassland locations over time, thereby enriching the native habitat substantially. There is a particularly good stand of such Stipa grasses in what is proposed for the fairway of Hole #15.  It would be good if these Stipa grasses did not have to be removed here.  However, if they are, then the early replacement of other non-native grasses with Stipa becomes even more important. 

These expanded enhancement areas should be identified on a map to suggest exactly where they will be placed.  There should be monitoring and evaluation of such enhancements over the life of the CUP so that additional plans for enhancement can be made over time after these first areas identified mature in their native habitat quality, thereby making it possible to identify and enhance other specific areas—until eventually all the non-turf areas are as close to all native California plants as can be.  These efforts would enhance both the native biological resources AND the golf course experience, highlighting the developer’s golf course as a premier example of how to give back to nature almost as much as is taken away.


· Biological Resources—Migration corridors:  Even though the Biological Baseline Assessment admits that Happy Camp Canyon is…”an important wildlife migration corridor”, the Initial Study does not check this as potentially significant, requiring possible mitigation.  Please note that on page 17-18 of the assessment, there is no mention of the wide undercrossing (under Highway 118, called the equipment underpass road, or some such name), near Moorpark College and heading to the Arroyo Simi.  This may not be as great as Alamos Canyon but there is no mention in the presented documentation of how degraded Alamos Canyon is about to become if Simi Valley goes forward with building 1900 homes in that canyon along with significant industrial development (currently under consideration).  As such, this additional corridor so close to the park is even more important as is Happy Camp Canyon in general, as a corridor.

This is yet another reason why this should be a mitigated negative declaration.


· Noise and Vibration:  What steps are being taken to ensure that noisy lawnmowers or other golf course machines will not be loudly permeating the Campus Park neighborhood’s quiet ambience?  Will these loud machines and blowers or other machines be restricted as to the hours of operation?  They must be so that the quiet residential neighborhood is not subjected to such noises from dawn to dusk, seven days a week. Again—it cries out for mitigation.


· Glare and Light Pollution:  Even though the proposed golf course is for day use only (dawn to dusk), any security lighting at night will forever alter the pitch darkness that surrounding residents and wildlife now enjoy.  Based on the wholly inadequate standards the county has demonstrated with the excessive security lighting (after closing time) at the Tierra Rejada (Barber) Golf Driving Range, residents of Campus Park and neighboring ranches in the Happy Camp/Broadway area are legitimately concerned that a similar set of inappropriate standards will be applied in Happy Camp that will destroy the visual character of the pitch darkness now enjoyed by both residents and surrounding wildlife, and will unnecessarily urbanize what is supposed to be the wide open and dark spaces of this natural park next to a wilderness preserve.

It is not enough to say that any security lights must be low intensity.  We have all seen what the county means by “low intensity” in the Tierra Rejada Valley.  And that is anything but low intensity!  Strict mitigations/conditions need to be written to find a standard heretofore not used by the county that respects the darkness that is inherent in a totally undeveloped area like Happy Camp Canyon. For night security lights on while workers are cleaning up before going home, the lights need to be very understated.  It seems that no lights need to be on at all after all workers leave the premises and lock the gate behind them. Or if lights are needed after that, the “security” lights need not be like at a shopping center in an urban area.  Rather they need to be so minimal as to be almost imperceptible.  

Whatever the lighting mitigation or standard that is applied for this golf course, final CUP approval must be subject to negotiation of the lighting standard, pending the actual look and feel of any installed lights—so that the public is not “stuck” with a stinging eyesore like now appears in the Tierra Rejada Valley.  One hopes that the public will not have to search for a legal remedy should the county ignore this important issue and not be more sensitive to this issue than their previous track record would suggest.


· Visual Resources (Scenic Area/Feature): The impact to this is potentially significant pending the type and intensity of night security lighting that is employed. If it is like what is currently used in the Tierra Rejada Valley for the Barber Golf Driving Range after hours, then there will be a significant impact to the scenic beauty of the site. See Glare/Light Pollution for more details on this.


· Public Roads and Highways (Level of Service):  There is no discussion of alternatives for road access, nor is there any indication that the main roadway proposed for park access (Campus Park Drive) is NOT a county road.  As such, since the proposed access is a CITY road, there should be discussion of City of Moorpark road/level of service standards and whether or not the proposed project’s traffic will stay within the City of Moorpark’s standards.  It is not enough to say it would meet county standards, when county standards are not as stringent as are city standards.  It is imperative for the project to meet City of Moorpark standards for level of service at intersections and roads inside the City of Moorpark.

A discussion of all possible road options for access, plus the rationale for rejecting or accepting each option should be provided for public review before a Board decision is made.  The early concept plans for the park indicated that Broadway Ave. would be the main entrance and that it would ultimately be from an off-ramp off the long-ago proposed 23 Freeway Extension to Fillmore.  The expectation that this is the preferred entrance point should be discussed—even if this extension seems far into the future. After all, the 23 Freeway extension is the ONLY one on Caltrans maps now and it seems to make more sense for removing truck traffic off of Highway 118 than would any 118 proposal (by-pass or otherwise)—contrary to what some public officials may think.


· Recreation (regional trails/corridors): The developer of the golf course informed this writer that they did not want to take away any of the existing uses in the park; but rather wanted to add a new use (golfing) to those already enjoyed by park users. The primary current uses in the project area of lower Happy Camp Canyon are hiking, mountain biking and equestrian uses.  There is a network of dirt trails regularly used by hundreds of people on a regular basis.  The current golf course plan would allow only one small pedestrian trail on the far east side of the golf course access road and would eliminate the ability of hikers/bikers/ equestrians to do any kind of loop around the lower part of the park—the part closest to where people routinely enter the park on foot, bicycle, or horseback.  

This is a significant impact that can easily be mitigated by arranging to include some simple dirt trails to form a loop around the perimeter of the golf course for current park users who hike, bike or ride horses.  There also needs to be a connection for hikers, bikers, and equestrians who might come from the 5-acre ranches off Walnut Canyon Road and the already approved Specific Plan 2 (Morrison/Fountainwood/Agoura project—Moorpark Highlands)—to the immediate west of the southerly portion of the project.  Specific Plan 2 was approved with horse properties because of this historical and natural connection to Happy Camp Canyon trails.  Happy Camp Canyon Park’s historic location for such recreation trails must not be pre-empted by this or any golf course.  In short, the golf course must not be allowed to take away the primary natural trail access to the park for hikers/bikers/equestrians through its southern portion.  Just as the applicant and developer do not want their golfers to have to go to Broadway Ave. to get to the park, neither do those normal foot traffic users want to drive to Broadway—nor should they have to.  A great many of these people typically do NOT drive their cars to get to the park—they walk, ride their bikes, or their horses from Campus Park Drive or from Specific Plan 2.  To be constrained to a narrow 5-foot pedestrian path on one small portion of the site is insufficient to maintain anywhere near the level of historic trail use for those who now enter through Campus Park.  To not have trails ready and waiting, like there is now for those coming from Specific Plan 2, is totally unacceptable.

For those who walk dogs, the entryway to the park should be stocked with “pooper scoopers” to encourage people to clean up after their dogs if they walk their dogs in the park.  Also, signage should be prominent at the gate to remind dog walkers that all dogs must always stay on a leash.


GENERAL

2. Firm, binding mitigation measures need to be provided for public and agency review and comment and then refined to incorporate such comments prior to any project approval, so that they can be adopted as part of the project approval, if the project is approved. (Or if the Board declines to require mitigations, then firm, binding conditions of approval need to be provided for public and agency review and comment—before the project is considered for a formal project approval by the Board of Supervisors, again so that such conditions can be made part of the potential project approval.

There is insufficient time between July 24th and August 8th for the public or the necessary agencies to review and comment on any proposed mitigations (or conditions of approval, if the Board declines to require mitigations).  I respectfully request that any Board Approval Vote be delayed until such review and comment has been accomplished for the mitigations and/or conditions.  

If the Board declines to wait to vote on approval and insists on voting on August 8, 2000, then the conditions must be written in such a way that all verbal “promises” and gentleman’s agreements from the developer are fully integrated with the project approval so that there is NO chance that they will not be honored, should the ownership of the lease change hands during the life of the lease.  

It is suggested that if the ownership of the lease does change hands after an initial approval and before the expiration of the CUP, that the CUP and all its conditions and mitigations should be up for new scrutiny to make sure that any conditions/mitigations that might have been inadvertently left off the formal documents during the initial approval process could be revisited and included for any new lease holder.


3. Exhibit #6 shows a future outdoor pavilion that is not part of the CUP.  The developer has stated that this was shown on the drawing in error.  However, since it does appear, it suggests that it is a future plan for expansion. If that is not the case, then it needs to be explicitly stated and that part of the drawing fully removed from all official documents.


4. With respect to the listings in Table 8 (Special Status Wildlife Species of the Project Area), I can personally report the following additional sitings in the 1990’s:


· Coast horned lizard (seen numerous times personally, every year)

· Golden Eagle (personally observed flying at least twice in 1990’s)

· Peregrine Falcon (personally observed flying at least once in 1990’s)

· Sharp-shinned Hawk (personally observed flying at least twice in 1990’s)

· Burrowing owl (I believe I was told during my docent training that these are seen in the eastern cliff areas of the northern part of the lower canyon project area)

· American Badger (personally observed on ground, alive once and dead once, both in the 1990’s and both in the southern most parts of the project areas not far from the Campus Park Gate).  I believe that the report comment on page 22 is inaccurate when it says that the badger does not frequent the site.  I have even seen badgers twice on the street in front of my house on East Cambridge Street in the early morning hours when I am out on my way to walk in Happy Camp Canyon Park.  This is the closest street to the park.

· San Diego Desert Woodrat (assuming that this is the main kind of woodrat in Happy Camp Canyon, I have seen them several times, but in the wilderness preserve part of the canyon.)

Given that these important species were not seen on the site, I feel quite certain that other rare plants and animals may also have been missed.

5. there needs to be explicit statements or conditions that all Santa Monica Mountains Conxervancy sponsored hikes and bike n’ hikes will still be allowed to begin by taking carvans of vehicles from the Broadway Gate into the park through the golf course to the lower staging area for hikes, as is now the case.


These are my primary comments for now.  In the interest of time, to get this in before the end of July 24th, I am closing for now.  I wish I had more time to comment further.

No matter what the Board decides, the most important thing is to place in writing, binding mitigations for a mitigated negative declaration or if not that then binding conditions that address these and any other points made in discusssions with the developer.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment.  I look forward to hearing and seeing the responses to these comments.  If they are favorable, it will be very likely that I will be able to support the project.

Sincerely,

/s

Roseann Mikos, Ph.D.

Docent and Naturalist

CC: City of Moorpark, Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy, Army Corps of Engineers. California Dept. of Fish and Game, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, California State Parks.  Members of the Board of Supervisors.
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