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Response to Comment Letter 189

Mark Ostrander
February 24, 2014

This comment is introductory in nature and does not raise
an environmental issue for which a response is required
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189-2

189-3

This comment is introductory in nature and does not
raise an environmental issue for which a response is
required. Specific comments are addressed below.

The comments regarding diminished viewshed quality,
property values and potential impacts to recreation,
and local area tourism are noted and will be included
in the administrative record for review and
consideration by the decision makers. In regard to
impacts to visual character and quality, the Draft
Program Environmental Impact Report (DPEIR)
concludes that even with implementation of mitigation
measures such as the installation of landscape screens
along project boundaries, aesthetic impacts resulting
from the operation of the proposed solar farms would
be significant and unmitigable.

While landscape screens would help to break up the
mass and scale of trackers, block views of trackers and
other Proposed Project components from mobile and
stationary viewpoints, and create visual interest to
divert attention away from trackers, they would be
unable to reduce anticipated aesthetic impacts to a
less-than-significant level.

Per California Environmental Quality Act CEQA
Guidelines (14 CCR 15000 et seq.) and County of San
Diego (County) thresholds, visual analysis of project
effects is required only from public viewpoints. CEQA
analysis is not required for private property. However,
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189-4

189-5

consideration of community character and local visual
resources and aesthetics are intended to identify the
overall project effects on local visual resources.

The commenter’s concern related to property values
does not relate to an environmental issue. Under
CEQA, social and economic effects need not be
considered in the DPEIR (14 CCR 15064(e)).

Issues raised in this comment are considered and
addressed in the DPEIR. Fugitive dust impacts are
analyzed in Section 2.2.3.2 of the DPEIR. Particulate
matter (PM10 and PM2.5) emissions were estimated for
the Proposed Project and project design features have
been identified to reduce impacts related to fugitive dust
emissions. However, as stated in DPEIR Section 2.2.7,
Proposed Project impacts regarding NOx and PMI10
emissions during construction activities would be
significant and unavoidable. See also the response to
comment [27-2 regarding fugitive dust issues, mitigation,
and enforcement in the event of noncompliance.

The County does not agree that implementation of the
Proposed Project would “diminish” fragile and
endangered plant species. Issues raised in this
comment are considered and addressed in the DPEIR.
See Section 2.3.31, Candidate, Sensitive, or Special —
Status Species which addressed potential impacts to
special-status plant species (including species listed as
federally and/or state threatened) detected and
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expected to occur in the area. Please also refer to
Appendices 2.3-1 through 2.3-4 which addressed
direct and indirect impacts to special-status plants
species. Further, appendices to the site-specific
Biological Resources Reports include lists of special-
status plants species known to occur and those with
potential to occur on the project sites.

Erosion is categorized as an indirect impact in the DPEIR
and is therefore analyzed throughout the document (see
Section 2.3.3). Mitigation measures, project design
features, and conditions of approval are provided in the
PEIR to ensure that impacts due to erosion are less than
significant (see M-BI-PP-3, PDF-AQ-1 and air
quality/dust control measures including annual application
of a nontoxic, permeable soil binding agent; chemical soil
stabilizers; geotextiles; and/or mulching). The County
agrees with the portion of the comment relating to the
known and potential occurrences of golden eagle (Aquila
chrysaetos), red-tailed hawk (Buteo jamaicensis), Harris’
hawk (Parabuteo unicinctus), tricolored blackbird
(Agelaius tricolor), mountain lions (Puma concolor), and
turkey vultures (Cathartes aura), which is not inconsistent
with the existing content of the DPEIR. However, the
County does not agree that the project area is “home” to
Quino checkerspot butterfly (Euphydryas editha quino),
since surveys for this species were negative. The analysis
of effects for these species is located in Section 2.3.3 of
the DPEIR.
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189-6

189-7

The County appreciates the information regarding
“black panthers” and anecdotal sightings of road kill,
and will take it into consideration. This information,
however, would not affect the analysis in the DPEIR.

Habitat fragmentation and impacts to wildlife connectivity
and corridors are considered and addressed in the DPEIR.
See Section 2.3.3.4, Wildlife Movement and Nursery
Sites. The County agrees that the Project may have
substantial adverse direct effects related to onsite breeding
and foraging habitat during construction and as a result of
project development. These issues are discussed in
Sections 2.3.3.4 and 2.3.3.1 of the DPEIR.

The commenter is referred to the response to comment
0O10-55 regarding a discussion of the biological
resources cumulative study area. The County disagrees
that cumulative effects of projects within a broader
region should be analyzed.

The County concurs with the information in this
comment, which is not inconsistent with the
discussion in Chapter 2.4, Cultural Resources, of the
DPEIR. The County also concurs with the
commenter’s assertion that impacts to archaeological
resources in the region need to be studied for
cumulative impacts, and that the region needs to be
studied as a whole. Potential cumulative impacts to
cultural resources are discussed in Section 2.4.4 of the
DPEIR. Nevertheless, it is beyond the scope of the
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189-8

189-9

CEQA analysis for this Project to study the cultural
and historical resources of the region as a whole, as
the commenter would prefer.

This comment is consistent with the content of the
DPEIR. See Chapter 3.1.2, Geology, Soils, and
Seismicity for a discussion of potential impacts to
soils and erosion, including Section 3.1.2.4 for a
discussion of cumulative impacts specific to geology
and soils. Additional discussion related to secondary
effects of erosion on wildlife and groundwater are
considered and addressed in the DPEIR; see Chapters
2.3, Biological Resources, and 3.1.5, Hydrology and
Water Quality. The County has found that with the
implementation of mitigation, the Project would have
a less than significant impact related to the direct and
indirect impacts of soil disturbance, including on
wildlife, vegetative communities, and groundwater.

Issues raised in this comment are considered and
addressed in the DPEIR. See Section 3.1.3,
Greenhouse Gas Emissions. In addition, cumulative
greenhouse gas impacts are addressed in Section
3.1.3.4 of the DPEIR. The County has found that the
Project would have a less than significant impact in
relation to greenhouse gases. The applicant will obtain
voluntary carbon offsets or GHG credits to offset total
project construction and operational greenhouse gas
emissions (DPEIR Section 3.1.3.3.1).
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189-10

189-11

The County acknowledges the commenters concern
with fire risk in the Boulevard area and fire hazards
associated with the Proposed Project. See the
responses to comments O10-80 and 12-2. Also, see the
response to comment O10-82 regarding electrical fire
risk and the response to comment O10-81 regarding
risks to aerial firefighting.

The remainder of the comment is noted and is
analyzed in the project Fire Protection Plans (FPPs),
which indicate that fires within this portion of San
Diego County, with or without the solar farms, have
the potential, under the worst-case weather conditions,
to burn for many miles to the west.

The County acknowledges the commenter’s concern
with fire hazards associated with the Proposed Project.
Despite the potential firefighting risks associated with
energy producing project sites, solar facility fire research
indicates that firefighter operations are likely less
dangerous at a commercial solar farm (like the Proposed
Project and foreseeable projects) with panels on the
ground, than for a fire in panels that are located on a
building roof, which introduces more risks to and
difficulties for the firefighter and which can burn through
a roof and ignite a structure. The DPEIR is based on
extensive analysis conducted in coordination with the
fire agencies, including the San Diego County Fire
Authority (SDCFA), the California Department of
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189-12

Forestry and Fire Protection (CalFire), and the San
Diego Rural Fire Protection District, and is consistent
with industry standards and procedures. With proper
training, which is already required for fire agencies in the
area and would be augmented through performance
measures in the FPPs, firefighting capabilities will be
enhanced, further reducing the potential risk to
firefighters. Additionally, it should be noted that the
Proposed Project would contribute funding towards local
emergency response capabilities (see PDF-PS-1 in
Section 3.1.7.3.1 of the DPEIR). Furthermore, as
indicated in response to comment 140-7, Fire Agencies
Having Jurisdiction have indicated that with acceptance
of the project’s Fire Protection Plan and with the
proposed fire protection features and additional resources
provided through the fire and emergency service
protection agreement fair-share funding (PDF-PS-1) and
developer agreement, that fire facilities will be adequate
to serve the Proposed Project (County of San Diego
2014a, 2014b).

Please refer to response to comment O10-82
concerning which components of the solar facility
firefighters would be able to command when
responding to an event at the solar farms and also
regarding suppressing electrical fires.

The commenter is referred to the response to comment
010-80; the DPEIR considered many factors related to
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189-13

189-14

189-15

fire hazards and wildfire, including the region’s fire
environment, fire history, available responding
resources, and project-specific fire risk factors
(including attributes of the Proposed Project that could
increase risk for fire, such as attraction to lightning
strikes). The solar farms would be fitted with lightning
protection that transfers lightning strikes to the
ground. Lightning would not be expected to cause
tracker fires.

The funding under PDF-PS-1 no longer includes
provisions for new Type VI engines. Instead, the
funding is being targeted for additional full-time
personnel (i.e., a paramedic staff firefighter), which
renders this comment no longer pertinent. See also the
responses to comments O10-81 and 12-2.

The travel times from the White Star Station, once it is
moved to the new station in Boulevard, will be
consistent with Boulevard Fire Station response times
and both are well within the allowable response time
for this type of project in this setting. See the response
to comment O10-84.

The commenter indicates points made during a
Planning Commission meeting January 24, 2014
regarding Newberry Springs and Riverside County
Fire stats, which do not pertain to the environmental
analysis of the Proposed Project. The Proposed Project
analysis was prepared independently and did not rely
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189-16

189-17

on information from Newberry Springs or statistics
from Riverside County to develop safety measures.
The DPEIR is based on extensive analysis conducted
in coordination with the fire agencies, including the
San Diego County Fire Authority (SDCFA), the
California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection
(CalFire), and the San Diego Rural Fire Protection
District, and is consistent with industry standards and
procedures. See also the response to comment O10-80.

The San Diego County Fire Authority has provided
updated Fire Service Availability Letters that indicate
existing facilities will be adequate to serve the
Proposed Project with a developer agreement or
similar funding mechanism (County of San Diego
2014a, 2014b). In addition to measures identified in
the project-specific FPPs, the Project provides direct
funding to be used for improving emergency response
capabilities in a targeted manner (see project design
feature (PDF) PDF-PS-1 in Chapter 3.1.7 of the
DPEIR). See also the response to comment O10-80.

The content of this comment is not inconsistent with the
list of CEQA significance criteria provided in Section
3.1.5.3.1 of the DPEIR. Section 3.1.5.3.1 of the DPEIR
considers and addresses potential impacts related to
alteration of drainage patterns, erosion, siltation, and
increases in surface runoff. This comment does not
raise new issues that have not been addressed in the
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189-18

189-19

189-20

DPEIR nor does it challenge the adequacy of the
environmental analysis in the DPEIR, which found that
Project impacts related to hydrology and drainage
patterns were less than significant. Therefore, no
additional response is provided or required.

The County acknowledges the dry nature of the desert
environment, but this comment does not raise new
issues that have not been addressed in either DPEIR
Chaptern 3.1.5, Hydrology and Water Quality, Chapter
2.3, Biological Resources, or in the project-specific
groundwater reports that have been prepared for each
project (DPEIR Appendices 3.1.5-5 and 3.1.5-6). The
potential for mudflows was addressed in Section
3.1.5.3.2 Flood Hazards. As provided in Section
3.1.9.3.1, the County will place conditions on the
Major Use Permit that will restrict the amount of water
that is permitted to be withdrawn from on-site wells in
order to prevent interference with off-site wells. As
such, the County does not anticipate that wells of
neighboring residents will suffer any significant
impact as a result of the Proposed Project. Also refer
to the response to comment O10-23 related to impacts
to groundwater dependent vegetation.

Please refer to common responses WR1 and WR2.

The County acknowledges the commenter’s concerns
regarding construction and operational noise. These
issues raised in this comment are considered and
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189-21

addressed in the DPEIR. See Chapter 2.6, Noise.
Construction of the proposed solar farms would not
occur 24/7, and instead would follow the County’s
allowed daily construction schedule. Since Soitec is
not a public utility serving existing customers,
justification would not exist for the granting of
construction hour waivers for the Project. The County
has found that noise from Project construction would
have a less than significant impact with the
implementation of mitigation. All noise-generating
equipment for each of the solar installations has been
assessed in the analysis, and mitigation measures have
been provided to reduce operational sound levels
below significance. Potential cumulative impacts
related to noise have been adequately addressed in
Section 2.6.4 of the DPEIR.

Regarding volunteer/reserve firefighters, the exact
number of reserves/volunteers available to Boulevard
Fire Department may vary throughout the year and
reserves often obtain a full-time fire position about
every 2 years, so there is some variability in staffing,
but there is a strong program for reserves and
volunteers in San Diego County (SDRFF 2014).
Further, there is an apparent commitment by San
Diego County to provide full-time fire and emergency
medical services in all of its fire stations, including in
Boulevard, as evidenced by their funding of a new fire
station with all facilities necessary for multiple
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apparatus and for sleeping/living capacity for two
engine companies (Reddick 2014).

The San Diego Regional Fire Foundation (SDRFF)
coordinates the reserve/volunteer firefighter program.
Volunteer firefighters and fire stations are not unique
to Boulevard. Roughly 60% of San Diego County is
protected by volunteers/reserves (San Diego County
Fire Authority 2014). There are 30 volunteer fire
stations and over 400 volunteer firefighters in San
Diego County (SDRFF 2014). Grants and annual
funding for the volunteer program have steadily
increased over the last decade (SDRFF 2014). In
addition, equipment and training have resulted in all
volunteer fire departments performing at very effective
levels (San Diego County Fire Authority 2014). Since
the 2003 and 2007 wildfires, efforts have also focused
on increased cooperation and coordination amongst all
fire departments. Today, the closest fire engine is
dispatched to an emergency whether it is in its own
jurisdiction or that of a neighboring fire department.
Mutual aid responses are automatic. The Project
applicants would be funding paid, full-time paramedic
staff firefighter position (see PDF-PS-1). The funding
provided by the Proposed Project through PDF-PS-1
will not be used to purchase additional apparatus.

The call volumes at the existing stations (roughly 2
calls per day) can accommodate the projected call
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189-22

volumes from the proposed projects (see Appendix
3.1.4-5 and 3.1.4-6). For example, as described in the
Tierra del Sol solar farm Draft Fire Protection Plan
(DPEIR Appendix 3.1.4-5), the solar farm is projected
to add less than 0.5 calls per year while the Rugged
solar farm is projected to generate up to 1.6 calls per
year (see DPEIR Appendix 3.1.4-6). As stated in the
draft Fire Protection Plans prepared for the Proposed
Project, this type of call increase is insignificant, even
when considered cumulatively.

CEQA thresholds related to recreational impacts focus
on “adverse physical impacts associated with the
provision of new or physically altered governmental
facilities, or the need for new or physically altered
governmental facilities” and do not require an
assessment of the potential for impacts to the quality
of the recreational resource; see Appendix G of the
CEQA Guidelines (14 CCR 15000 et seq.). Impacts
related to the degradation of the quality of recreational
resources or impediment of access would be
considered a social or economic effect, which need not
be considered in an environmental impact report (14
CCR 15064(e)). However, the issues raised in this
comment, including the potential for impacts to
recreation and tourism in the area resulting from
significant impacts to views and dark skies, are
consistent with the discussion provided in Section 2.1,
Aesthetics. Likewise, potential impacts to wildlife
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189-23

from the Proposed Project are addressed in Chapter
2.3, Biological Resources. Cumulative impacts related
to views are also considered for recreational viewers in
this section of the DPEIR. In addition, as discussed in
Chapter 3.1.8, Transportation and Traffic, the
Proposed Project would not result in a substantial
number of new trips and therefore would not impede
access within the region.

Impacts related to construction and operational traffic
were considered and addressed in Section 3.1.8 of the
DPEIR, including potential traffic hazards. Potential
impacts to traffic are project specific and impacts
associated with the ECO Substation project are not
representative of impacts of the Proposed Project.
Project design features, such as a traffic control plan
and notification of residents would ensure that the
Proposed Project would not create local driving hazards
(see PDF-TR-1). Cumulative traffic impacts were
discussed in Section 3.1.8.4. Potential impacts to
wildlife from increased traffic were analyzed in DPEIR
Section 2.3.3.4, with cumulative impacts addressed in
Section 2.3.4. The DPEIR found that the Proposed
Project would have less than significant impacts related
to traffic and transportation.

In regards to the comment on potential physical
impacts to roadways and/or the physical deterioration
of roadway conditions resulting from heavy equipment
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189-24

189-25

and vehicle use during construction of the Proposed
Project, see common response TRAF1.

Recognizing there is a great deal of public interest and
concern regarding potential health effects and hazards
from exposure to EMFs, the DPEIR provides
information regarding these potential issues; see
Section 3.1.4.5 of the DPEIR. However, the DPEIR
does not consider EMFs in the context of the CEQA
for determination of environmental impact because
there is no agreement among scientists that EMFs
create a health risk and because there are no defined or
adopted CEQA standards for defining health risks
from EMFs. As a result, the EMF information is
presented for the benefit of the public and decision
makers. Furthermore, in response to this comment and
other comments regarding EMF, a memorandum was
prepared by Asher R. Sheppard, PhD to support the
information provided in the DPEIR and provide more
detail; see Appendix 9.0-1. The memorandum
concludes that EMF from the Proposed Project are
highly localized and pose no known concern for
human health.

The County concurs with the definition of cumulative
impacts provided in this comment. Cumulative
impacts were addressed for each environmental issue
in Chapters 2 and 3 of the DPEIR.
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189-26 This comment concludes the letter and does not raise a
significant environmental issue for which a response
is required.
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