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Figure 3.17-5a FHSZ and Zoning Districts - Map 1 of 2
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Figure 3.17-5b FHSZ and Zoning Districts - Map 2 of 2
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Figure 3.17-6a Responsibility Areas and Zoning Districts - Map 1 of 2
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Figure 3.17-6b Responsibility Areas and Zoning Districts - Map 2 of 2

\ .. ····: .. d I Mar ,-. Sereno e ~••• 
Carmet 

MARIN COUNTY 

I 

NAPA 
COUNTY 

Sonoma County . 

c::::::::J d Community • • orporate 
:······: Un inc Program 
... •• •• • I ded from the 

Land s Exe u 

Zoning District . M2· M3; MP 
C=::J Cl;C,' 2· C3· LC; Ml, , 

DA • LEA; LIA /// ' 

Nx)( RRD 

nsibility Area 
State Respo 'bility Area 

Federal Respons1 

"bTty Area State Respons1 I I 

·1·t Area I Responsib1 1 Y Loca 

• ·ncorporated 
tial Program ar~. • ··ublic lands s a ' a (1 e un, ( t te 

·cts the poten. rated c1t1es, p It does not 

:'.;;o;;:: c:':!';~, ,;•;~:;:fu;~'.'.'.,';'; •h;, ;:;::~,;,;;;;.,,~)P;o"" 
federal, and t :s from sensitive us~~rogram area. It ma 
consi:~i:~tmaa~ affect th~~fc~l~~1~urpose. size), f fitness for a P warranty 0 

2 4MILES @ o~liiiiiiiii~=--

ESRI Ocean Base 



Ascent  Wildfire 

Sonoma County 
Cannabis Program Update Draft EIR 3.17-29 

THRESHOLDS OF SIGNIFICANCE 
Thresholds of significance used to evaluate the Cannabis Program Update impacts to wildfire are based on Appendix 
G of the State CEQA Guidelines. A wildfire-related impact would be significant if implementation of the Cannabis 
Program Update would: 

 expose people or structures, either directly or indirectly, to significant risk of loss, injury, or death involving 
wildland fires; and 

 if located in or near SRAs or land classified as very high fire hazard severity zones: 

 substantially impair an adopted emergency response plan, emergency access, or emergency evacuation plan;  

 due to slope, prevailing winds, and other factors, exacerbate wildfire risks, and thereby expose project 
occupants to pollutant concentrations from a wildfire or the uncontrolled spread of a wildfire; 

 require the installation or maintenance of associated infrastructure (such as roads, fuel breaks, emergency 
water sources) that may exacerbate fire risk or that may result in temporary or ongoing impacts to the 
environment; or  

 expose people or structures to substantial risks, including downslope or downstream flooding or landslides, 
as a result of runoff, post-fire slope instability, or drainage changes.  

ISSUES NOT DISCUSSED FURTHER 

Personal Cultivation 
The proposed Cannabis Program Update does not include changes to personal cultivation standards that would be 
substantially different from existing requirements such that physical changes to the environment could occur that 
would create significant impacts related to wildfire. Thus, there would be no changes involving the development and 
operation of personal cultivation within the County that may result in a significant environmental impact, and this 
issue is not discussed further.  

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS AND MITIGATION MEASURES 

Impact 3.17-1: Expose People or Structures, Either Directly or Indirectly, to a Significant Risk 
of Loss, Injury, or Death Involving Wildland Fires 

New cannabis uses would be allowed under the proposed Cannabis Program Update in areas where existing risk of 
wildland fire has been established. While outdoor cultivation would not create an increased risk of wildland fire, 
indoor cultivation, mixed-light cultivation, centralized processing, cannabis events, and other supply chain uses would 
increase the potential for new ignitions. If wildland fires are ignited within undeveloped areas of the County, there is 
substantial potential risk of loss, injury, or death because emergency access and evacuation may be impeded in these 
areas. This impact is potentially significant for allowable cannabis land uses other than outdoor cultivation within 
the county.  

As discussed above in Section 3.17.2, “Environmental Setting,” wildfire risk in Sonoma County is substantial. The 
following factors affect this risk (Sonoma County n.d.): 

 homes built without fire-resistant construction materials and practices; 

 inadequate defensible space management; 

 overgrown, dense, or dead or dying vegetation within and near residential areas; 

 vegetative Fuels, especially in areas that have burned; 



Wildfire  Ascent 

 Sonoma County 
3.17-30 Cannabis Program Update Draft EIR 

 steep topography, much of the County’s fire history is in hilly areas; and 

 dry and windy fall weather. Although lightning has not been a significant cause of wildland fires in the past, the 
2020 lightning siege may indicate that the risk of lightning-caused fires is increasing due to changing weather 
patterns. 

While wildfire risk is related to conditions associated with fuels, terrain, and weather, the changes to ignition potential 
and fuels must also be considered when determining future risk. Because the County as a whole is susceptible to 
catastrophic wildfires, as demonstrated by its history of wildfire (i.e., see Table 3.17-1), the Cannabis Program Update 
may increase risk of loss, injury, or death involving wildland fires from the introduction of new ignition sources. 

Proposed Allowable Uses in Agricultural and Resources Districts 
Within agricultural and resources districts, new structures could be developed and operated for cultivation, wholesale 
nursery, centralized processing, and events. Additionally, accessory uses to cultivation would be allowed, such as 
manufacturing, processing, and packaging. Under the proposed Program, specific setback requirements for existing 
permits and applications, existing cannabis premises may be expanded to meet the proposed Cannabis Program 
update allowances, and would remain largely subject to existing setbacks (i.e., would not need to be reoriented to 
come in line with new setback requirements). However, new or expanded uses at existing sites must be setback at 
least 100 feet from each property line and at least 300 feet from offsite residences on residentially zoned parcels, in 
compliance with sensitive use setbacks that were applied to the original approval.  

The potential for wildfires to occur is associated with fuel availability (e.g., the presence of flammable vegetation and 
other materials needed to feed a fire). Fire on agricultural land accounts for approximately 8 to 11 percent of global 
fires. Agricultural fires burn through various crops, pastures, and native vegetation on farms. Among different crop 
types, fruit crops and cereals have been found to be more flammable than vegetable crops, grazing herbs, pasture 
grasses, pasture legumes, and weeds. Generally, crop flammability has been correlated to lower moisture content, 
higher retention of dead material, and faster moisture loss rating (Pagadala et al. 2024). With this understanding in 
mind, cannabis cultivation in Sonoma County is not a crop with higher flammability potential, compared to orchard 
or cereal crops because it is harvested before the plant may dry out and is not maintained with any dead material 
because new plants are established annually and completely removed after harvest. Cannabis is also trimmed, 
packaged, and stored in containers in a manner that restricts its ability to ignite or spontaneously combust.  

While cannabis cultivation sites may involve wood fencing, which may be a fuel for wildland fire, their operation may 
also increase vegetation management on a previously undisturbed area (i.e., a portion of unmanaged lands is 
converted to a least partially managed lands). More generally, outdoor cannabis cultivation, under the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update, would be substantially similar to other agricultural uses within the county. For example, 
row crops involve similar activities to cannabis, including land preparation, planting, cultivation (e.g., application of 
fertilizers and water), and harvesting. For comparison, in 2023, approximately 6,250 acres of corn, hay, rye, and oat 
were harvested in the County (Sonoma County 2023). The addition of the projected approximately 188 additional 
acres under the Cannabis Program Update would be minimal, particularly considering that in 2022, approximately 
10,640 acres were used for the same purposes. Furthermore, crop types that may have more flammable features, 
such as apple orchards and vineyards covered nearly 60,000 acres across the County in 2023 (Sonoma County 2023). 
Thus, because cannabis is similarly or less flammable than other crops in the County, and is projected to cover a small 
amount of the cultivated land (i.e., less than 1 percent of the acreage of apple orchard, vineyards, and row crops in 
2023), its cultivation would not substantially increase fuels in the county.  

While cannabis may not present uniquely flammable properties as a crop type, a recent study indicates that legal 
cannabis cultivation operations are located more often in areas identified high and very high FHSZs and closer to 
wildfire perimeters than any other agricultural type (Dillis et al. 2022). Additionally, cannabis cultivation occurred more 
often in projected wildfire hotspots than other agricultural crop types. While this indicates the potential for cannabis 
to be susceptible to wildland fire, it does not indicate the potential for increased fire risk from cultivation of cannabis 
as opposed to other crop types (Dillis et al. 2022). As demonstrated in Table 3.17-3 and depicted in Figure 3.17-6, 
within the Program Area, the majority of lands designated as LEA, LIA, DA, and RRD are identified within the Very 
High FHSZ (43 Percent/289,180 acres), High FHSZ (26 percent/173,893 acres), and Moderate FHSZ (17 percent/113,313 
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acres). (Note that a large area of the SRA FHSZs corresponds with RRD zones [i.e., 384,223 acres of RRD in Very High 
FHSZ, 125,766 acres of RRD in High FHSZ, and 26,144 acres of RRD in Moderate FHSZ].) Thus, consistent with the 
study described above, areas where cannabis cultivation would be allowed within agricultural and resources district 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, tend to be within lands identified as having characteristics consistent 
with existing high fire hazards conditions.   

In addition to flammability and fuels, it is important to examine the potential for increased ignition. As shown in Table 
3.17-2, during the period of 2019 through 2023, the majority of the fires within Sonoma County were started by 
arsons, lightning strikes, electrical power system failures, vehicles, equipment use, and debris burning. While lightning 
is a natural source, the remaining causes can be attributed to increased development and the consequential increase 
in human access to areas in the county. The potential for debris burning, vehicular, and other common 
anthropogenic ignition sources would not substantially increase in areas where undeveloped uses begin supporting 
outdoor cannabis cultivation because the cultivation area would be limited (projected to be a total of 188 acres 
Countywide, as shown in Table 3-1 of this Draft EIR). While there would be a small number of staff required to 
support an outdoor cannabis cultivation operation (i.e., 8.5 employees per acre), across the County this could account 
for up to an additional 1,598 workers. In comparison, in 2022, 11,071 farm workers were reported to have worked at 
1,333 farms in Sonoma County (USDA 2022). The majority of these farms (722), hired between 1 and 4 workers. Thus, 
on average, a cannabis farm tends to employ more workers than other farm types in the County, however, the 
majority of farm workers (8,009) in the County were associated with farms with 10 or more workers (USDA 2022). 
These data indicate that the number of employees supporting Cannabis farms is within the range of other crop types 
within the County. Thus, as an agricultural activity, cannabis cultivation would not present a unique risk or a 
substantial increase in risk associated with wildfire. 

As discussed above in Section 3.17.2, “Environmental Setting,” between 2019 and 2023, the majority of the fires within 
Sonoma County were started by arsons, lightning, and electrical power system failures, while the main causes of fires 
statewide were debris burning, vehicular fires, equipment use failures, and lightning (Table 3.17-2, Figures 3.17-3 and 
3.17-4). Due to heavy fuel loading, when fires start during high wind conditions, rapid rates of wildfire spread can 
result (Sonoma County 2021). Consistent with these ignition sources, development of indoor and mixed-light 
cultivation, as well as accessory uses related to cultivation, would involve extension of electrical power and equipment 
use that could increase the potential for ignition from electrical power and equipment uses.  

Sonoma County has experienced extensive wildfires. Notably, between 2017 through 2020, wildfires occurred on over 
300,000 acres in Sonoma County, destroyed nearly 7,000 structures, and killed 24 people (Sonoma County 2021). 
Wildfire events have become more common during the summer and fall, bringing periods of smoke, red-flag 
warnings, planned power shutdowns, and evacuations. Large destructive fires have occurred in the county, most 
substantially in 1923, 1954, 1964, 1978, 2017, 2019, and 2020 (Sonoma County 2021). Moreover, as described above in 
Section 3.17.2, “Environmental Setting,” climate change will continue to produce conditions that facilitate a longer fire 
season, which, when coupled with human-caused changes in the seasonality of ignition sources, will produce more, 
longer, and bigger fires during more times of the year. Notably, according to California’s Fourth Climate Change 
Assessment, Statewide Summary Report, if GHG emissions continue to rise, the frequency of extreme wildfires burning 
over 25,000 acres could increase by 50 percent by 2100, and the average area burned statewide could increase by 77 
percent by the end of the century (OPR et al. 2018). 

Existing Requirements to Limit the Potential for Catastrophic Wildland Fires 
Regulatory requirements that are intended to limit the potential for catastrophic wildland fires are generally related to 
requirements for construction materials, vegetation management, and roadway/access specifications. As outlined 
above in Section 3.17.1, “Regulatory Setting,” local and state requirements address wildland fire potential in Sonoma 
County. These regulations and the extent to which they apply to development and operation of cannabis facilities, 
under the proposed Cannabis Program update, is discussed below. 

 New Building Regulatory Requirements 

New buildings must comply with Chapter 13, Article IV, Section 13-17 (i.e., locally adopted amendments to the 
CBC) and the State CBC Chapter 7a for areas within the SRA or VHFHSZ. Under the Sonoma County Code 
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amendments, additional permits must be obtained from the division of fire prevention for cannabis-related 
cultivation, distribution, and manufacturing operations. New structures must comply with these regulations, with 
the exception of U occupancy (e.g., agricultural buildings, barns, sheds, private garages, greenhouses). These 
exceptions would likely apply to some of the uses allowed under the Cannabis Program Update (e.g., 
greenhouses, storage sheds, some facilities that support events that are not built structures); however, the 
requirements would apply to indoor cultivation and most accessory uses that occur within built structures. 

Existing structures do not need to be updated to comply with the CBC or the County building requirements. 

 Roadway/Access Regulatory Requirements 

Access, emergency water supply, and other fire safety requirements are governed in the SRA and VHFHSZs by 
Cal. Pub. Res. Section 4290 and the State Minimum Fire Safe Regulations (14 CCR 1270.00 et seq.)  

Chapter 13, Article V, of the County Code contains the Fire Safe Standards (Article V) for the LRA outside of 
VHFHSZs. These are locally enforceable regulations, based on the State’s Fire Safe Regulations.  

As shown in Table 3.17-3, approximately 14 percent (approximately 97,350 acres) of the agricultural and resources 
districts that would allow cannabis cultivation, wholesale nurseries, and accessory uses including events (i.e., LEA, 
LIA, DA, RRD), are located within the LRA. A portion of this area within the LRA (approximately 94,650 acres) 
would also allow for centralized processing (i.e., LEA, LIA, and DA). Within the Program Area, approximately 
674,667 acres are located in agricultural and resources districts that would allow cannabis cultivation, wholesale 
nurseries, and accessory uses including events. Within this area, centralized processing would be allowed on 
approximately 290,444 acres. These requirements apply to new development and include:  

 Emergency access provisions that require emergency fire equipment accessibility, all-weather driving 
surfaces, grades to not exceed 16 percent, and well as other standards related to curves, intersections, and 
one-way, two-way, and dead-end roads. 

 Singing and building numbers must meet minimum standards to facilitate locating a fire and avoid delays in 
response. 

 Emergency water supply, subject to approval by the county fire marshal. 

 Flammable vegetation clearance areas. 

 Vegetation Management Regulatory Requirements 

Defensible space and vegetation management are governed by state law for improved parcels in the SRA (Cal. 
Pub. Res. Code Section 4291 and 14 CCR 1299 et seq.) and by Chapter 13A for improved parcels in the LRA and 
for unimproved parcels in both the LRA and SRA. In the SRA, there must be 100 feet of defensible space around 
all buildings and structures, with stricter requirements for the first 30 feet.  

PRC Section 4290 and 4291 require 100 feet of defensible space around all buildings and structures on SRA lands, 
or nonfederal forest-covered lands, brush-covered lands, grass-covered lands, or any land that is covered with 
flammable material. Under PRC Section 4291, the amount of fuel modification necessary must take into account 
the flammability of the structure as affected by building material, building standards, location, and type of 
vegetation. Fuels are required to be maintained in a condition so that a wildfire burning under average weather 
conditions would be unlikely to ignite the structure. The provision of defensible space and the associated 
reduction of vegetative fuels have specifically been found to be effective at reducing fire frequency, fire severity, 
and annual area burned over an extended period of time. Where treatments have occurred, the pattern of 
wildfire progression may be limited to low-intensity underbrush and surface burning, which can create safe 
conditions for firefighters to successfully suppress fires in areas near structures, or around areas of high resource 
value (Kim et al. 2013; Martinson and Omi 2013; Tubbesing et al. 2019). 

In addition, PRC Section 4427, which includes fire safety statutes that restrict the use of construction equipment 
that may produce a spark, flame, or fire; require the use of spark arrestors on construction equipment with internal 
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combustion engines; specify requirements for the safe use of gasoline-powered tools in fire hazard areas; and 
specify fire suppression equipment that must be provided on site for various types of work in fire-prone areas.  

In the LRA, there must be 30 feet of defensible space around all structures. Cannabis and agricultural operations, 
agricultural buildings, and cannabis cultivation buildings approved by the fire code official are exempt. However, 
defensible space requirements in the LRA would still apply to structures used for cannabis accessory uses. 
Chapters 13 and 13A further require defensible space and vegetation clearance along roads and road frontages. 
While roads used solely for agriculture are exempt, the existence of accessory uses would trigger this 
requirement. As discussed above, building standards intended to reduce fire spread and severity do not extend 
to some cannabis-related uses (e.g., group U buildings, such as greenhouses, barns, sheds), and road safety 
standards that would require upgraded conditions are limited to new development within the County. 
Additionally, U occupancy buildings are exempted from many of the requirements related to roadway standards 
and vegetation management.  

As summarized above, existing regulations related to new buildings and vegetation management would decrease 
fuel availability in the County, while roadway standards would improve access and the potential to successfully 
extinguish an established wildfire. However, as shown above in Table 3.17-2, arson and other human-cause ignitions 
are common causes of wildfire in the County. Thus, bringing more people into areas of high fire risk would increase 
the chance of fires because there would be increased access to different areas of the county (i.e., wildfires are often 
ignition by anthropogenic means). Additionally, because U occupancy buildings and existing buildings are exempted 
from some State and local standards, allowable uses under the Cannabis Program Update may contribute to new fuel 
sources (e.g., buildings not required to be hardened or maintained with defensible space). Therefore, based on the 
existing wildfire risk in the county and the introduction of additional people into more areas of the unincorporated 
county, it stands to reason that ignition from arson, electrical power incidents, and equipment use may increase with 
implementation of the Cannabis Program Update. Because there may be increased fuels and potential for ignition, 
operation of cannabis projects could increase the risk of wildfires. This impact would be potentially significant. 

Applications Meeting Crop Swap Requirements 
Cannabis cultivation applications that meet the requirements for a crop swap could replace active perennial or row 
crop facilities with outdoor cannabis cultivation or reuse an existing nonresidential structure for an accessory cannabis 
use or indoor cannabis cultivation. No new or expanded development or events would be allowed and there would 
be a negligible change in trip generation (see Section 3.14, “Transportation”). Because there would be no changes to 
the existing conditions (beyond change in crop type), with regard to the types of equipment and general cultivation 
activities, there would not be a substantial change to the fire risk associated with implementation of a cannabis 
cultivation site under crop swap conditions. This impact would be less than significant. 

Construction of Event Facilities and Event Operations  
Under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, small events would be allowed within LEA, LIA, DA, and RRD zoning 
districts. Small events would be allowed up to 104 days per year and support up to 50 people if a shuttle is made 
available to transport guests. Additionally, large events with no guest limit would be allowed twice per year with up to 
two event days for each event. These events would include cannabis promotion activities, which may include cannabis 
consumption, food service, and amplified noise, that would increase ignition sources (e.g., vehicles, electrical 
infrastructure, and equipment use) at cannabis sites when these events are held. 

While tobacco cigarette smoking is a well-known ignition source of wildfires, it is not particularly common as a cause 
of wildland fire within Sonoma County in recent years (Table 3.17-2). However, only “fire-safe” cigarettes may be sold in 
the United States. These cigarettes self-extinguish if not smoked frequently enough. While data is limited, a recent 
study suggests that cannabis cigarettes are generally more difficult to initially ignite and may have less potential to 
burn than a tobacco cigarette. This, however, may be dependent on the concentration of resins and oils specific to the 
strain of cannabis (Jason et al. 2014). The use of incendiary devices to consume cannabis (e.g., joints, pipes, bongs), 
nonetheless, involves fire ignition, which can pose a risk of wildland fire, especially in High and Very High FHSZs where 
fire hazards exist most. Furthermore, events would expand human access in the county to areas beyond those 
presently available. Consequently, there is a greater potential for ignition related to arson, playing with fire, and 
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vehicles. Additionally, events may involve extension of electrical power and equipment use to support noise amplifiers, 
lights, and other power needs, thus increasing the potential for ignition from electrical power and equipment uses. If 
wildland fires are ignited in areas where existing fire risk exists, there is a potential risk of loss, injury, or death as 
evidence by the history of catastrophic wildfire in the county. This impact would be potentially significant. 

Proposed Allowable Uses in Industrial and Commercial Districts 
Within industrial and commercial districts, new structures could be developed and operated for indoor and mixed-
light cultivation and supply chain uses. While new cannabis uses could be located within existing buildings, new 
structures may be developed within the county. As identified in Table 3.17-3, approximately one percent of lands are 
designated as Very High FHSZ, and approximately 19 percent of lands are designated as High FHSVs in industrial and 
commercial districts (MP, M1, M2, M3, C1, C2, LC, C3) within the program area. For the reasons described above for 
new uses within agricultural and resources zoning districts, new development would present a risk of increased 
ignition within industrial and commercial zoning districts where High and Very High FHSZs have been identified. This 
impact would be potentially significant. 

Periodic Event Operations for Cannabis 
Operation of periodic special events, including those associated with the cannabis industry, are expected to continue 
to be held outdoors in undeveloped areas or at existing developed sites consistent with the County’s existing Code 
related to periodic special events (Section 26-22-120). The proposed changes to the Sonoma County Code would 
eliminate the prohibition on cannabis use and sales at periodic events allowed under Section 26-22-120 of the Code, 
but would not affect the frequency of any periodic events currently allowed. There would be no new construction or 
changes in operation at facilities that could support periodic events, and while cannabis smoking would be allowed it 
would not present an increased risk to wildfire as compared to smoking of tobacco, as discussed above under 
“Proposed Allowable Uses in Agricultural and Resources Districts.” Therefore, there would be no substantial effects on 
the potential to increase the risk of wildfire. 

Conclusion 
As described above, new cannabis uses could be developed under the proposed Cannabis Program Update in areas 
where there is an existing wildfire risk. As discussed in detail above, wildfire hazard in Sonoma County is substantial 
and areas that may accommodate new cannabis operations generally contain factors that further increase this risk 
(i.e., areas designated High and Very High FHSZs). While outdoor cultivation would be substantially similar to other 
agricultural practices in the County, thus would not increase the risk of wildland fire, other cannabis uses (e.g., indoor 
cultivation, mixed-light cultivation, centralized processing, cannabis events, and other supply chain uses) would 
increase the potential for new ignitions because more people would have access to more areas of the County and the 
associated development would bring the potential for increased ignition sources, including those associated with 
major fires in Sonoma County, including: electrical power systems, vehicles, and equipment use. The existing wildfire 
hazard is most pronounced in areas designated as Very High FHSZ where high to extreme fire behavior is likely and 
site conditions include steep and mixed topography and seasonally extreme conditions of strong winds and dry fuel 
moistures (see Section 3.17.2, “Environmental Setting,” for further discussions on existing hazard). 

As shown in Table 3-1, the combined total land area for cultivation and supply chain uses is projected to cover 862 
acres over the next 20 years. While this is a small portion of the overall county, which covers over 1.1 million acres, the 
specific locations of where these facilities may be developed and the access conditions associated with those location 
is unknown and cannot be know at a program-level. If wildland fires are ignited within undeveloped areas of the 
County, there is substantial potential risk of loss, injury, or death if fires are not extinguished before becoming 
catastrophic. While there is no way to know exactly where or when a potential fire may occur, the wildfire history in 
Sonoma County and the known conditions within the County indicates a strong likelihood that more large fires can 
be expected. State and local regulations that address building standards, roadway improvements, and vegetation 
management have been developed by agencies charged within reducing catastrophic fires (e.g., Board of Forestry); 
however, these regulations do not extend to all projects that could be approved under the Cannabis Program 
Update. Development of cannabis uses under the proposed Cannabis Program Update would be required to comply 
with the County Fire Code and CBC to minimize fire risks; however, this impact would be potentially significant for 
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allowable cannabis land uses other than outdoor cultivation within the county due to the increase potential for fuels 
and ignition sources. 

Mitigation Measures 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1a (UPC, DRH, and ZPC): Limitation of Use Types in Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones 
The following requirements shall be included as new performance standards for all parcels supporting a cannabis use 
within the Very High FHSZs in SRA or VHFHSZ in LRA. 

 Only outdoor cultivation and accessory processing are allowed. 

 Accessory processing activities conducted within structures are limited to storage, drying, and curing of cannabis. 

 Defensible space and building hardening are required, consistent with the requirements set forth under 
Mitigation Measures 3.17-1b and 3.17-1c. 

 No new extension of electricity power lines is allowed. 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1b (UPC and DRH): Require All Structures to Meet Defensible Space 
The following requirements shall be included as conditions of approval for issuance of a use permit or approval under 
the design review with hearing processes. 

All structures irrespective of occupancy type shall meet the defensible space standards outlined below: 

 0 to 5 feet from a structure: 

 Only hardscape materials (e.g., gravel, pavers, concrete) 

 No dead or dying plants, weeds, or debris on roof, gutter, deck, porch stairways, or under structure 

 Remove all branches within 10 feet of any chimney or stovepipe outlet. 

 No combustible outdoor furniture or planters within decks or attached patios 

 No stockpiling of firewood or lumber 

 No attached fencing, gates, or arbors constructed with combustible materials 

 5-30 feet from a structure: 

 Remove all dead plants, grass, and weeds 

 Remove all dead or dry leaves 

 Trim trees regularly to keep branches a minimum of 10 feet from other trees 

 30-100 feet from a structure: 

 Cut or mow annual grass down to a maximum height of four inches. 

 Create horizontal space between shrubs and trees. 

 Create vertical space between grass, shrubs and trees. 

 Remove fallen leaves, needles, twigs, bark, cones, and small branches greater than a depth of three inches. 

 Keep 10 feet of clearance around exposed wood piles, down to bare mineral soil, in all directions. 

 Clear areas around outbuildings and propane tanks. Keep 10 feet of clearance to bare mineral soil and no 
flammable vegetation for an additional 10 feet around their exterior. 
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Mitigation Measure 3.17-1c (UPC and DRH): Require All Structures to Be Constructed with Noncombustible Materials 
The following requirements shall be included as conditions of approval for issuance of a use permit or approval under 
the design review with hearing processes for all cannabis uses within the unincorporated County, including both the 
SRA and LRA. 

 The facility would be subject to an annual inspection by either the local fire district or the County Fire Division. 

 Building materials, including siding, decks, doors, and trim, shall consist of noncombustible material, as listed on 
the State Fire Marshal’s Building Materials Listing Program. 

 Roofs shall be constructed with noncombustible or ignition resistant materials, and must meet Class A fire rating. 

 Vents must prevent intrusion of embers and flame (i.e., ember-resistant vents). 

 Windows shall be dual paned tempered glass and constructed with fire-resistant materials. 

 Parking areas shall be designated and consist of noncombustible materials (e.g., poured concrete or gravel). 

 Vegetation shall not be permitted within 10 feet of power poles. 

 Gutters and downspouts shall be noncombustible, and cleared of debris on a monthly basis. 

 No solid wood fencing shall be constructed. 

 A minimum of 30 feet between structures shall be maintained. 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1d (UPC and DRH): Develop and Implement Site-Specific Fire Protection and Prevention Plan 
Applicant must prepare a Fire Protection and Prevention Plan that includes site-specific and detailed plans to address 
increased wildfire risk at the cannabis site. The Fire Protection and Prevention Plan will be subject to review and 
approval by the County Fire Marshal and the fire district with jurisdiction over the cannabis site before issuance of a 
permit by the County. The County Fire Marshal shall use the Fire Protection and Prevention Plan to establish 
conditions of approval for the site that will be incorporated into requirements for issuance of a use permit or design 
review approval. 

The site-specific Fire Protection and Prevention Plan shall include the following minimum components. Additional 
requirements and inspections may be included in the plan at the discretion of the County Fire Marshal or local fire 
district. 

 Verification that Mitigation Measures 3.17-1a, 3.17-1b, and 3.17-1c are feasible and incorporated into project plans. 

 Verification that the cannabis site is located within a fire district with adequate capacity to serve the site in the 
event of unintended fire ignition. 

 Identification of emergency response and evacuation routes. Unless the site is located along a State or federal 
Highway, a street identified by the County as an arterial or collector, or as otherwise directed by the County Fire 
Marshal, the adequacy of emergency response shall be determined based on modeling prepared by a traffic 
engineer. Minimum response objectives shall be evaluated and approved by the local fire district or the County. 
Unless otherwise established by the County or the local fire district, emergency response standards established 
by the National Fire Protection Association shall be used to determine if emergency response time of the 
associated fire district is adequate. 

 Defined staff roles and responsibilities, including staff responsible for communicating with emergency service 
providers. Communication protocols must also be included to ensure that staff, customers, and vendors are 
informed of potential emergencies and needed actions due to an emergency, up to and including evacuation of 
the site. 

 Verification that roadway conditions are consistent with all applicable requirements. 

 Verification that all roads leading up to the individual site and buildings on the site are designated by names or 
numbers posted on signs clearly visible and legible from the roadway and at interchanges. 
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 Identification of emergency water supply that is available, accessible, and maintained in quantities and locations 
specified consistent with all applicable requirements. 

 Verification that areawide fuel breaks are sufficient and in compliance all applicable requirements. 

 Confirmation that roadways are in compliance with the State and local roadway standards. 

 Identification of operational requirements, including the following: 

 Mowing shall occur before 10 a.m. and never on a hot or windy day, or a red flag warning or a particularly 
dangerous situation event issued by the National Weather Service. 

 String trimmers shall be used rather than lawnmowers for clearing vegetation wherever feasible. 

 All dead or dying vegetation shall be removed during drought conditions when water use restrictions are in 
place. 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1e (UPC and DRH): Implement Site-Specific Standards for Events 
Standards for cannabis events shall be established to meet the requirements of a specific site. These standards must 
be developed by the applicant, subject to review and approval by the County Fire Marshal and the local fire district. 
Requirements for events shall be incorporated into the conditions for approval of a use permit and include the 
following, at minimum. 

 Standards for water application at the perimeter of the event. 

 Designated smoking areas where incendiaries devices may be used. Such smoking areas must consist of 
noncombustible materials (e.g., poured concrete or gravel). 

 Installation and maintenance of fire extinguishers. 

 Access to adequate water supply for fire suppression (e.g., hoses, reservoirs, pumps or water tanks). 

 Installation of sprinkler systems in strategic locations to address potential ignition sources. 

 The pertinent emergency evacuation zone, map of the site that clearly shows nearby roadways, and shelter-in-
place locations on the subject property shall be posted in a conspicuous location within the cannabis facility or 
event location. 

Significance after Mitigation 
Mitigation Measure 3.17-1a limits allowable use types to outdoor cannabis and storage, drying, and curing of 
cannabis, in areas of the county designated as Very High FHSZ in SRA and VHFHSZ. Defensible space, as outlined in 
Mitigation Measure 3.17-1b, and structural hardening, as identified in Mitigation Measures 3.17-1c, would be required 
for any structures associated with these uses. As established in the impact discussion above, cannabis cultivation does 
not increase fuels or the potential for ignition compared to other agricultural uses or unmanaged lands. The 
increased potential for ignition would be further reduced through prohibition of new power line extension. With 
these requirements there would not be a substantial increase in ignition potential or fuels associated with outdoor 
cannabis and storage, drying, and curing of cannabis, in areas of the county designated as Very High FHSZ in SRA 
and VHFHSZ. 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1b contains standards for defensible space, which is a buffer that applicants would be 
required to create and maintain on sites that contain any structures (i.e., building with a roof). The performance 
standards set forth in this mitigation measure severely limit the plants, brush, or other potential fuel sources that 
could ignite in the event of a fire. The standards set forth in this mitigation measure limit fuels such that buildings are 
less likely to ignite and the fuel potential for vegetation substantially reduced. Adequate defensible space acts as a 
barrier to slow or halt the progress of fire that would otherwise engulf a structure and limit the potential for a fire to 
cross the ground toward buildings or use structures as a ladder to ignite treetops. Additionally, Mitigation Measure 
3.17-1c requires structures to be constructed with noncombustible materials. Noncombustible materials would not 
behave as a fuel source because they cannot ignite. Both defensible space requirements and building materials 
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requirements are based on existing requirements, outlined above, but are more stringent and applicable to all 
structures. Implementation of these mitigation measures would substantially lessen fuel availability on individual 
project sites. 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1d requires development and implementation of a Fire Protection and Prevention Plan that 
includes site-specific and detailed plans to address increased wildfire risk at the cannabis site. The site-specific plans 
would be required to ensure that roadway conditions meet the established standards and that emergency response 
and evacuation routes are capable of meeting established emergency response standards. The Fire Protection and 
Prevention Plan will be reviewed by the Fire Marshall and the local fire district to ensure that the site is operated and 
developed in a way that reduces the potential risk of wildfire and allows for adequate access and egress in the case of 
an emergency.  

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1e creates standards to limit and/or prevent fire ignition during events by requiring 
designated smoking areas and adequate fire suppression capabilities in the case of an accidental ignition. These 
requirements would be subject to review and approval by the County Fire Marshall and local fire district to ensure 
that individual sites do not pose increased risk of wildfire ignition. 

As discussed above, conditions affecting wildfires are generally related to fuel, weather, and topography, as well as 
direct influences, such as ignition and historic fire suppression efforts. Implemented together, Mitigation Measures 
3.17-1a through 3.17-1e would limit the potential for ignition through standards for operation of cannabis uses, limit 
fuels availability in the event that a fire is ignited, and ensure that fire suppression capabilities are adequate to 
address potential fires before they become catastrophic. Finally, these measures would improve access for emergency 
services to be better equipped to reach an established fire, while also supporting evacuation efforts necessary for 
public safety. Upon implementation of these mitigation measures, impacts would be less than significant.  

Consistency with Land Use Plans, Policies, or Regulations Adopted to Avoid or Mitigate Environmental Effects 
The proposed Cannabis Program Update would allow for uses that may increase the risk of damage and injury from 
known fire hazards. However, with implementation of Mitigation Measures 3.17-1a through 3.17-1e, potential fuels 
and ignition sources would be limited within cannabis sites and emergency services access and evacuation egress 
would be ensured. With implementation of these mitigation measures, the Cannabis Program Update would be 
consistent with General Plan Policies PS-3a through PS-3m, which establish requirements to minimize wildfire 
hazards. Specifically, these policies require the County to consider the severity of fire hazards, potential damage from 
wildland and structural fires, and adequacy of fire protection and mitigation measures when reviewing projects; 
review, revise, and adopt revisions to the County codes and standards to reflect contemporary fire safe practices; 
encourage enforcement of State requirements for fire safety; develop a program to improve and standardize the 
County street addressing system to reduce emergency service response times; promote fire safe practices and the 
distribution of fire safe educational materials; provide fire hazard information signs in Very High FHSZ or High FHSZ; 
work with CAL FIRE to identify areas of high fire fuel loads and reduce those fuel loads, particularly in Very High FHSZ 
or High FHSZ; require automatic fire sprinkler systems or other on-site fire detection and suppression systems in all 
new commercial structures; and consider additional fees to offset the impact of new development on fire services. 

Impact 3.17-2: Substantially Impair an Adopted Emergency Response Plan, Emergency 
Access, or Emergency Evacuation Plan in Areas in or Near SRAs or Land Classified as Very 
High Fire Hazard Severity Zones 

New cannabis uses would be allowed under the proposed Cannabis Program Update in areas in and near SRAs and 
lands classified as LRA VHFHSZ. While outdoor cultivation would not create an increased risk of wildland fire, indoor 
cultivation, mixed-light cultivation, centralized processing, cannabis events, and other supply chain uses would 
increase the potential for new ignitions. If wildland fires are ignited within undeveloped areas of the County, 
emergency access and evacuation may be impeded in these areas. This impact would be potentially significant for 
allowable cannabis land uses other than outdoor cultivation within the county.  
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The following discussion addresses impacts that may occur in and near SRAs and land classified as VHFHSZ. These 
areas are not limited to particular zoning districts; therefore, the analysis does not consider impacts from the 
perspective of zoning type or land use type. 

Wildfires, particularly those that affect developments in relatively remote locations, may impede the evacuation of 
communities and emergency access, making it more difficult to ensure public safety and to limit, control, or 
extinguish wildfire. Additionally, fires in remote locations require substantial fire-fighting resources, as well as 
mobilization of fire fighters from all over the State. During years with large and numerous fires, there may be 
downstream effects on the State’s fire-fighting capacity as well as the State’s budget – which further constrains 
emergency response (California Office of the Attorney General 2024).  

As discussed in Impact 3.17-1, development of new structures and operation of events within the County would 
increase the risk of wildfire by introducing more people and, thus, more ignition sources in Sonoma County (Figure 
3.17-3) into flammable landscapes. Areas designated as SRAs and LRA VHFHSZs often contain roadways with limited 
access for fire trucks and other emergency vehicles due to road grade, narrow width (i.e., less than 20 feet wide), 
limited turnout and turnaround features, and deadends. Thus, when presented with an emergency wildfire condition, 
emergency access and evacuation from these areas may be limited. While it would be speculative to identify a 
reasonably foreseeable wildfire scenario, regardless of the location and extent of fire, drivers during evacuations are 
often under a great deal of stress and visibility may be greatly limited due to smoke or darkness. Additionally, fallen 
wooden poles and electric/utility lines can block evacuation routes. Furthermore, during an evacuation, drivers are 
likely to use options such as shoulders and lanes needed for emergency vehicles. Certain conditions such as 
intersections, roundabouts, traffic signals, tunnels, and concrete barriers may also disrupt an otherwise 
orderly evacuation. 

As discussed above under Impact 3.17-1, roadway and access specifications within the SRA and VHFHSZ are 
addressed in the State’s Fire Safe Regulations. Compliance with these standards is required for approvals and permits 
for development. Areas near the SRA and LRA VHFHSZ would be subject to the County’s Fire Safe Standards, which 
are based largely on the State’s Fire Safe Regulations.  

Roadways and access standards are addressed in the SRA and LRA VHFSZ under the State Fire Safe Regulations and 
within the LRA, outside of the LRA VHFHSZ, under the County Fire Safe Standards. These requirements apply to new 
development and include:  

 Emergency access provisions that require emergency fire equipment accessibility, all-weather driving surfaces, 
grades to not exceed 16 percent, and well as other standards related to curves, intersections, and one-way, two-
way, and dead-end roads. 

 Singing and building numbers must meet minimum standards to facilitate locating a fire and avoid delays in 
response 

 Emergency water supply, subject to approval by the county fire marshal 

 Flammable vegetation clearance areas  

The State’s Fire Safe Regulations set standards for future design and construction of structures, subdivisions and 
developments in the SRA and LRA VHFHSZ, and provide for basic emergency access and perimeter wildfire 
protection. They were developed to inhibit the ignition and spread of wildland fires, based on public and expert input 
consistent with the State’s Administrative Procedure Act, which establishes rulemaking procedures and standards for 
State agencies in California APA requirements for development of a State regulation. Compliance with these 
standards allows for adequate fire equipment access, developed through public workshops as well as workshops with 
statewide fire chiefs, county planning directors, and other interested parties. 

While the State’s Fire Safe Regulations only apply to onsite development and new roads, the County reviews all 
existing and off-site access roads for conformance with these regulations. In accordance with the Fire Safe 
Regulations, an exception to the standards may be allowed by the inspection authority where the alternatives provide 
the same practical effect in applying accepted wildland fire suppression strategies and tactics, and provisions for fire 
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fighter safety. Alternative measures may apply to access, evacuation, signage, water supplies, and fuel modification. 
An example could be the establishment or maintenance of adequate turnouts where the access road is of 
substandard width. The County has separate application procedures for applicants requesting an exception to 
standards, which requires, in accordance with the Fire Safe Regulations, that the applicant state the sections for which 
an exception is requested, material facts supporting the request, details of the exception proposed, and a map 
showing the proposed location and siting of the exception. These are reviewed on a case-by-case basis by the 
County Fire Marshall, local fire district, and CAL FIRE, with the final decision to approve the exception and incorporate 
the measures being made by the final decision-making body for the permit.  

The County has engaged in significant evacuation planning that has greatly improved evacuation operations since 
recent major fires in 2017 (Tubbs Fire and Nuns Fire). Following these fires and the Kincade Fire in 2019, the County 
and other agencies took several actions to ensure more planned and orderly evacuation. This has included better 
readiness and coordination protocols, wildfire cameras to detect fires, and collaboration between the County and 
cities to finalize a map that divides each jurisdiction into formally defined, labeled tracts intended to expedite 
evacuation notices and public action in the event of wildfire or other emergencies. The use of evacuation zones, 
evacuations warnings, and direct alerts to the public have helped to ensure that evacuation routes are not 
overloaded and that the public is evacuated prior to a wildfire event reaching their zone. These efforts have proven 
successful in subsequent wildfire events, such as during the Glass Fire in 2020. Cannabis operations are currently 
distributed throughout the County. While the specific location of future individual projects is not known at this time, 
evacuation procedures are based primarily on proximity to an emergency and the emergency response and 
evacuation plans would continue to be employed on a case-by-case basis. The addition of visitor-serving uses in Very 
High FHSZs, however, poses the biggest challenge to evacuation because attendees are less likely to be familiar with 
evacuation routes, which evacuation zone they are in, or have automated alerts set up. As discussed above in Section 
3.17.2, “Environmental Setting,” Very High FHSZs generally include steep and mixed topography and are located in 
mountainous areas with dry summers, plenty of fuel, and steep slopes. Because these zones present the greatest 
hazard according to data-driven state modeling and visitor-serving uses pose higher risks in terms of evacuation, 
these locations could present greater challenges in terms of emergency access and evacuation. 

The specific locations of where these facilities may be developed and the access conditions associated with those 
location is unknown and cannot be know at a program-level. Because cannabis uses could be located in and near 
SRAs and VHFHSZs, and these areas have existing wildfire risks, and often contain roadway conditions that limit 
emergency access and evacuation, implementation of the Cannabis Program Update could impair implementation of 
an adopted emergency response plan or emergency evacuation plan. This impact would be potentially significant for 
allowable cannabis land uses other than outdoor cultivation within the county.  

Mitigation Measures 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1a (UPC, DRH, or ZPC): Limitation of Use Types in Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1b (UPC, DRH): Require All Structures to Meet Defensible Space 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1c (UPC, DRH): Require All Structures to Be Constructed with Noncombustible Materials  

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1d (UPC, DRH): Develop and Implement Site-Specific Fire Protection and Prevention Plan 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1e (UPC, DRH): Implement Site-Specific Standards for Events 

Significance after Mitigation 
As discussed above, under Impact 3.17-1, implemented together, Mitigation Measures 3.17-1a through 3.17-1e would 
limit the potential for ignition through standards for operation of cannabis uses, limit fuels availability in the event 
that a fire is ignited, and ensure that fire suppression capabilities are adequate to address potential fires before they 
become catastrophic. Finally, these measures would improve access for emergency services to be better equipped to 
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reach an established fire, while also supporting evacuation efforts necessary for public safety. Therefore, with 
implementation of these mitigation measures adopted emergency response plans, emergency access, or emergency 
evacuation plans in areas in or near SRAs or VHFHSZ would not be substantially impaired; thus, impacts would be 
reduced to a less-than-significant level.  

Consistency with Land Use Plans, Policies, or Regulations Adopted to Avoid or Mitigate Environmental Effects 
As discussed above, under Impact 3.17-1, upon implementation of the mitigation measures listed above, the Cannabis 
Program Update would be consistent with General Plan Policies PS-3a through PS-3m. General Plan Policies PS-3d, 
PS-3e, and PS-3h address the adequacy of emergency response and evacuation.  

Impact 3.17-3: Due to Slope, Prevailing Winds, and Other Factors, Exacerbate Wildfire Risks, 
and Thereby Expose Project Occupants to Pollutant Concentrations from a Wildfire or the 
Uncontrolled Spread of a Wildfire 

The Cannabis Program Update would allow the continued development of cannabis uses, and for the construction 
and operation of associated infrastructure necessary to support future cannabis operations. During a wildfire, most 
locations within Sonoma County could experience air pollutant concentration levels that exceed safe levels of 
exposure (i.e., AQI of 151 or greater).  As discussed above in Section 3.17-1, “Regulatory Setting,” CCR, Title 8, Section 
5141.1 requires employers to take steps to limit workers’ exposure to wildfire smoke through feasible methods such as 
air filtration systems and respiratory protective equipment. Because individual sites would be subject to these 
standards, which require employers to limit employee exposure of hazard air pollutants during a wildfire, this impact 
would be less than significant.  

The following discussion addresses impacts that may occur in and near SRAs and land classified as VHFHSZ. These 
areas are not limited to particularly zoning districts; therefore, the analysis does not consider impacts from the 
perspective of zoning type or land use type. 

As discussed above, under Section 3.17-1, development of new structures and operation of events within the County 
would increase the risk of wildfire through introducing more people, and thus typical ignition sources known to occur 
in Sonoma County into flammable landscapes. During a wildfire, most locations within Sonoma County could 
experience air pollutant concentration levels that exceed safe levels of exposure (i.e., AQI of 151 or greater). As 
discussed above in Section 3.17-1, “Regulatory Setting,” CCR, Title 8, Section 5141.1 requires employers to take steps to 
limit workers’ exposure to wildfire smoke through feasible methods such as air filtration systems and respiratory 
protective equipment. Because individual sites would be subject to these standards, which require employers to limit 
employee exposure of hazard air pollutants during a wildfire, this impact would be less than significant.  

Mitigation Measures 
No mitigation measures are required. 

Consistency with Land Use Plans, Policies, or Regulations Adopted to Avoid or Mitigate Environmental Effects 
There are no land use plans, policies, or regulations that pertain to this impact beyond compliance with plans and 
regulations discussed in the impact above.  

Impact 3.17-4: Require the Installation or Maintenance of Associated Infrastructure (such as 
Roads, Fuel Breaks, Emergency Water Sources) That May Exacerbate Fire Risk or That May 
Result in Temporary or Ongoing Impacts to the Environment 

The Cannabis Program Update would allow for new or expanded commercial cannabis uses in and near the SRA and 
LRA VHFHSZ. If new development were to occur in these areas, regulation compliance measures would require the 
installation or maintenance of associated infrastructure (such as roads, fuel breaks, emergency water sources). The 
development of these facilities could result in environmental impacts that could be potentially significant.  
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The following discussion addresses impacts that may occur in and near SRAs and land classified as VHFHSZ. These 
areas are not limited to particularly zoning districts; therefore, the analysis does not consider impacts from the 
perspective of zoning type of land use type. 

As discussed above under Impact 3.17-1, new development in the County would require compliance with the State’s 
Fire Safe Regulations and the County’s Fire Safe Standards. Improvements to roadways would generally involve 
widening, improving surface conditions, and installation of turnout and turn-arounds. In some cases, development of 
a cannabis site could contribute to the overall need for fuel break development consistent with the State Fire Safe 
Regulations. Under the Fire Safe Regulations, when building construction meets the following criteria, the County 
must determine the need and location for fuel breaks in consultation with the government body responsible for 
regulating and/or enforcing minimum fire safety standards under the following conditions (Section 1276.03 of the Fire 
Safe Regulations): 

(1) the permitting or approval of three or more new parcels, excluding lot line adjustments as specified in 
Government Code (GC) section 66412(d); or 

(2) an application for a change of zoning increasing zoning intensity or density; or 

(3) an application for a change in use permit increasing use intensity or density. 

Generally, development of fuel breaks would involve creating strategic control points to allow firefighters to safely 
engage a wildfire and improve the safety of ingress and egress routes by reducing flammable vegetation along 
roadways and driveways.  

Installation of emergency water supplies would generally require grading of land to support tanks or construction of 
reservoirs to store water. While the specific locations of these types of infrastructure are unknown at this time, 
generally this type of construction involves earth-moving activities that may result in significant environmental 
impacts to resources including unique archaeology or subsurface historical resources, generation of criteria air 
pollutant emissions and greenhouse gas emissions during construction, and adverse effects on special-status wildfire 
species individuals or habitat. Because significant environmental effects may be related to future infrastructure or 
maintenance activities to reduce the risk of wildfire, this impact would be potentially significant.  

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1a: Require All Structures to Meet Defensible Space Parameter 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1b: Require All Structures to Be Constructed with Noncombustible Materials  

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1c: Ensure Roadways Comply with Board of Forestry State Minimum Fire Safe Regulations 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1d: Minimize Wildfire/Ignition Risk during Operations 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1e: Minimize Ignition Risk during Events  

Significance after Mitigation  
As discussed above under Impact 3.17-1, Mitigation Measures 3.17-1a through 3.17-1e would limit the potential for 
ignition through standards for operation of cannabis uses and limit fuels availability in the event that a fire is ignited. 
Finally, these measures would improve access for emergency services to be better equipped to reach an established 
fire, while also supporting evacuation efforts necessary for public safety. As risk of fire is reduced and roadway 
continues and evacuation systems are improved, less infrastructure and maintenance activities would be needed to 
reduce the risk of wildfire. Specific to this impact, Mitigation Measure. 3.17-1d requires verification that all roadways, 
emergency water supplies, fuel breaks, and other wildfire reduction infrastructure necessary to support the project are 
in place as part of the application. Thus, no additional infrastructure and maintenance activities would be necessary 
beyond that required for project approval and this impact would be reduced to a less-than-significant level.  
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Consistency with Land Use Plans, Policies, or Regulations Adopted to Avoid or Mitigate Environmental Effects 
There are no land use plans, policies, or regulations that pertain to this impact beyond compliance with plans and 
regulations discussed in the impact above.  

Impact 3.17-5: Expose People or Structures to Significant Risks, including Downslope or 
Downstream Flooding or Landslides, as a Result of Runoff, Post-Fire Slope Instability, or 
Drainage Changes 

The Cannabis Program Update would allow the continued development of cannabis uses, and for the construction 
and operation of associated infrastructure necessary to support future cannabis operations. These future projects 
could be located in and near areas designated as SRAs or VHFHSZs. The development and operation of facilities 
under the Cannabis Program Update would be expected to substantially increase wildfire risk. Due to the existing 
conditions within Sonoma County, burn scars present a risk of post-fire flooding, landslide, and slope instability; thus, 
this impact would be potentially significant.  

The following discussion addresses impacts that may occur in and near SRAs and land classified as VHFHSZ. These 
areas are not limited to particularly zoning districts; therefore, the analysis does not consider impacts from the 
perspective of zoning type of land use type. 

As discussed in the “Regulatory Setting” section previously, the permitting of waste discharges to surface waters from 
commercial cannabis cultivation is regulated under SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, which also contains 
requirements for soil stability and erosion control for commercial cannabis cultivation sites. These requirements 
include preparation of plans that address site erosion and sediment control, stabilization of disturbed areas, site 
closure procedures, and monitoring and reporting requirements. In addition, SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ 
contains requirements for land development maintenance, erosion control, drainage features, stream crossing 
installation and maintenance, soil disposal and spoils management, and roadway design and maintenance. For higher 
risk sites, a Site Erosion and Sediment Control Plan and Disturbed Area Stabilization Plan is required. Therefore, burn 
scars that may accommodate cultivation must incorporate soil stability and erosion control that could limit post-fire 
flooding, landslide, and slope instability.  

However, due to the County’s topography and potential for wildfire (see Impact 3.17-1, above), many areas in the 
County would be vulnerable to post-fire mudslides, debris flow, soil instability, and other post-fire flooding impacts 
that can occur during and after precipitation or extreme weather events. Post-fire debris flows and flash floods are 
generally triggered during high-intensity, short duration storm events. They develop quickly and progress downslope 
rapidly, often times with little to no lead time to prepare. Water levels during flash floods and debris flows may occur 
much more rapidly, and may be substantially larger than those produced when the watershed was not burned. 
Larger, more regional-scale flooding may also be exacerbated by increased post-fire flows (Sonoma County 2020). As 
discussed above in Section 3.17.1, “Regulatory Setting,” Sonoma County has prepared a burn scar contingency plan, 
which establishes a uniform plan for a joint response by local governments, special districts, and allied agencies in the 
Sonoma County Operational Area to the threat of or actual soil movement in areas burned in recent wildfires 
(Sonoma County 2020). Regardless, the development and operation of facilities under the Cannabis Program Update 
would be expected to substantially increase wildfire risk. Due to the existing conditions within Sonoma County, burn 
scars present a risk of post-fire flooding, landslide, and slope instability; thus, this impact would be potentially 
significant. 
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Mitigation Measure 3.17-1a: Require All Structures to Meet Defensible Space Parameter 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1b: Require All Structures to Be Constructed with Noncombustible Materials  

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1c: Ensure Roadways Comply with Board of Forestry State Minimum Fire Safe Regulations 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1d: Minimize Wildfire/Ignition Risk during Operations 

Mitigation Measure 3.17-1e: Minimize Ignition Risk during Events  

Significance after Mitigation  
As discussed above under Impact 3.17-1, Mitigation Measures 3.17-1a through 3.17-1e would limit the potential for 
ignition through standards for operation of cannabis uses and limit fuels availability in the event that a fire is ignited. 
Finally, these measures would improve access for emergency services to be better equipped to reach an established 
fire, while also supporting evacuation efforts necessary for public safety. Because the potential for wildland fire 
associated with cannabis operations would be reduced to a less-than-significant level with implementation of these 
mitigation measures, the potential for an increased risk of post-fire flooding, landslide, and slope instability due to 
implementation of the proposed Cannabis Program Update would be less than significant.  

Consistency with Land Use Plans, Policies, or Regulations Adopted to Avoid or Mitigate Environmental Effects 
There are no land use plans, policies, or regulations that pertain to this impact beyond compliance with plans and 
regulations discussed in the impact above.  
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4 CUMULATIVE IMPACTS 

4.1 CUMULATIVE IMPACTS 

4.1.1 CEQA Requirements 
Cumulative impacts are defined in State CEQA Guidelines Section 15355 as “two or more individual effects which, 
when considered together, are considerable or which compound or increase other environmental impacts.” A 
cumulative impact occurs from “the change in the environment which results from the incremental impact of the 
project when added to other closely related past, present, and reasonably foreseeable probable future projects. 
Cumulative impacts can result from individually minor but collectively significant projects taking place over a period 
of time” (State CEQA Guidelines Section 15355[b]). 

This chapter provides an analysis of cumulative impacts resulting from implementation of the Cannabis Program 
Update together with other past, present, and probable future projects producing related impacts, as required by 
Section 15130 of the State CEQA Guidelines. The goal of such an analysis is twofold: first, to determine whether the 
overall long-term impacts of all such projects combined would be cumulatively significant; and second, to determine 
whether the incremental contribution to any such cumulatively significant impacts from adoption and implementation 
of the proposed Cannabis Program Update would be “cumulatively considerable” (and thus significant). (See State 
CEQA Guidelines Sections 15130[a]–[b], 15355[b], 15064[h], and 15065[a].) In other words, the required analysis 
examines the broad context in which cumulative impacts occur and examines whether incremental contributions from 
project regulated under the Cannabis Program Update would result in new significant cumulative impacts, or 
significantly add to anticipated cumulative impacts (i.e., “cumulatively considerable”). 

Consistent with State CEQA Guidelines Section 15130, the discussion of cumulative impacts in this Draft EIR focuses on 
significant cumulative impacts. Section 15130(b) of the State CEQA Guidelines provides, in part, the following: 

[t]he discussion of cumulative impacts shall reflect the severity of the impacts and their likelihood of 
occurrence, but the discussion need not provide as great detail as is provided for the effects attributable to 
the project alone. The discussion should be guided by the standards of practicality and reasonableness, and 
should focus on the cumulative impact to which the identified other projects contribute rather than the 
attributes of other projects which do not contribute to the cumulative impact. 

4.1.2 Cumulative Setting 

SCOPE OF THE CUMULATIVE ANALYSIS 
The geographic area that could be affected from implementation of the Cannabis Program Update varies depending 
on the type of environmental resource being considered. This geographic area provides the context for consideration 
of cumulative impacts. The general geographic area associated with various environmental effects defines the 
boundaries of the area used for compiling the list of projects considered in the cumulative impact analysis. Table 4-1 
presents the general geographic areas associated with the different resources addressed in this Draft EIR and 
evaluated in those sections of this cumulative analysis. 
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Table 4-1 Geographic Scope of Cumulative Impacts 

Resource Topic Geographic Area 

Aesthetics Sonoma County 

Agricultural and Forestry Resources Sonoma County  

Air Quality Regional for criteria pollutants within the San Francisco Bay Area Air Basin (SFBAAB) and the 
North Coast Air Basin; generally site specific or within a larger localized area for odor 

Biological Resources Sonoma County 

Cultural Resources Sonoma County  

Energy Regional (Pacific Gas & Electricity Company and Sonoma Clean Power Authority)  

Geology and Soils Site specific 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change Global  

Hazards and Hazardous Materials  Site specific 

Hydrology and Water Quality  Localized, watershed, and groundwater basins 

Land Use and Planning Sonoma County, specific plan area, and site specific 

Noise and Vibration Site specific and localized (e.g., along transportation corridors) 

Public Services and Recreation Sonoma County and regional  

Transportation Site specific 

Tribal Cultural Resources Sonoma County  

Utilities and Service Systems Sonoma County 

Wildfire Sonoma County and regional 
Source: Compiled by Ascent in 2024. 

LAND USE CONDITIONS/ACTIVITIES IN THE COUNTY 
The following existing and planned land use conditions are related to cumulative setting conditions: 

 According to the California Department of Finance, the current population in Sonoma County, in both 
incorporated and unincorporated areas, is 479,826 and is projected to decrease to a population to 474,381 by 
2044 (DOF 2024). 

 Development of the unincorporated area and communities of the County has resulted in conversion of natural 
habitat to rural and urban uses and decreased surface water flows to support water supply demands. Residents in 
the communities of the County would continue to use existing surface water and groundwater supply sources. 

 Existing and planned County and California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) roadway maintenance 
projects would continue as planned. 

 Historic and ongoing agricultural activities have converted habitat and required diversion of surface water and 
groundwater supplies for irrigation. 

 Historic and ongoing timber production has resulted in the modification of forest resources, caused impacts on 
wildlife and associated habitat conditions. 

 Historic and ongoing mining activities have resulted in habitat removal and modification of hydrologic conditions 
that have affected wildlife and associated habitat conditions and degraded water quality. 

 Forest management activities consisting of fuels management, forest thinning, fuel breaks, and other, similar 
actions by the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE) and local fire agencies are 
ongoing and would occur into the future. These forest management activities have the potential to affect special-
status plant and wildlife species and habitat, as well as watershed conditions.  

I I 
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 Commercial cannabis activities occur in Sonoma County and surrounding counties, including Humboldt, 
Mendocino, and Trinity Counties and will continue in the future. 

Sonoma County 2020 General Plan 
The 2020 General Plan was adopted on September 23, 2008. Under the General Plan the majority of unincorporated 
County is designated as Resources and Rural Development (492,305 acres), followed by 329,306 acres designated as 
diverse agriculture, land extensive agriculture, and land intensive agriculture. Smaller areas of the unincorporated 
County are designated as residential uses (81,785 acres), commercial (3,966 acres), industrial (2,726 acres), and 
public/quasi-public (56,425) (Sonoma County 2006). The most recent update to the General Plan is the 2023-2031 
Housing Element Update. 

The Sonoma County 2020 General Plan EIR examined the impacts associated with projected population in Sonoma 
County to increase from 458,614 in 2000 to 546,030 residents in 2020 and the increase in housing units from 183,153 
in 2000 to 221,640 in 2020. Under the 2020 General Plan, employment was projected to increase from 27,310 to 
37,200 in the unincorporated County (Sonoma County 2006). Additional growth may occur in the County as a result 
of planned land uses within the nine incorporated cities. The General Plan EIR examined the potential for cumulative 
effects associated with build-out of planned growth in the unincorporated County area and growth in the 
incorporated cities (see Section 6.2 of the 2020 General Plan EIR). 

The County has initiated an update process for the General Plan. A draft audit for the General Plan 2020 was 
completed in October 2024. The audit identifies recommended changes to align with State law, resolve 
inconsistencies among planning documents, eliminate redundancies, and reflect current conditions in the county. The 
audit involved a detailed review of all goals, objectives, policies, and implementation programs from General Plan 
2020 to consider whether each item should be recommended for retention, modification, or deletion. It also involved 
consideration of new policy guidance that may be needed to address gaps in the current policy framework and 
ensure compliance with current standards and regulations. (Sonoma County 2024.) 

Other Long-Range Plans 

In addition to the 2020 General Plan, land uses in the County are regulated under the following adopted plans: 

 Airport Industrial Area Specific Plan (currently in an update process) 

 Bennett Valley Area Plan 

 Franz Valley Area Plan 

 Penngrove Area Plan 

 Petaluma Dairy Belt Area Plan 

 Sonoma Mountain Area Plan 

 South Santa Rosa Area Plan 

 West Petaluma Area Plan 

The County is in the process of preparing a Springs Specific Plan consisting of an approximately 180-acre area in the 
southeastern portion of Sonoma County. The proposed Springs Specific Plan includes portions of the unincorporated 
communities of Agua Caliente, Fetters Hot Springs, and Boyes Hot Springs, as well as the Donald Street and Verano 
Avenue neighborhood north of the City of Sonoma. The Plan area is bounded by Agua Caliente Road at the north 
and Verano Avenue at the south and is bisected by the Highway 12 commercial corridor. The overall purpose of the 
Springs Specific Plan is to identify the community’s vision for the future growth, development, and community 
resources within the Specific Plan area in a manner consistent with the quality of life desired by residents and 
businesses. It includes development standards, design guidelines, distribution of uses, infrastructure requirements, 
and policy provisions.  

The County is also in the process of preparing a Sonoma Developmental Center (SDC) Specific Plan for 
redevelopment of the site of the oldest state-run residential care facility dedicated to serving individuals with 
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developmental disabilities. The core campus of the SDC site is located along Arnold Drive between the communities 
of Glen Ellen and Eldridge. The Board of Supervisors adopted an SDC Specific Plan in December 2022 that provided 
for a mixed-used development of up to 1,000 units and 410,000 square feet of non-residential development, 
including a boutique hotel. The Board set aside the Specific Plan in December 2024 following a court ruling, and 
directed staff to revise the Specific Plan and associated EIR for reconsideration.   

4.1.3 Existing Cannabis Cultivation Operations in Sonoma County 
The County’s first comprehensive Cannabis Land Use Ordinance (Ord. No. 6189) was adopted under a negative 
declaration on December 20, 2016, and amended in 2018 to make minor changes to allowed uses (e.g., allow adult 
use) and enhance neighborhood compatibility (e.g., 10-acre minimum parcel size for cultivation) within the scope of 
the adopted negative declaration. Sonoma County’s Code Enforcement Division began tracking illegal cannabis sites 
after July 1, 2018, when the County began to issue civil penalties for illegal cultivation.  

After approval of the first cannabis ordinance, Sonoma County began processing County cannabis permits. Since 
recreational cannabis was legalized in Sonoma County, the County has approved permits for a total 281 cannabis 
businesses. As of 2023, active permits within the County consisted of 126 cultivation permits and 38 noncultivation 
permits (EPS 2024). 

The number of illegal cannabis sites documented by year is included in Table 2-1. Since 2020, the number of illegal 
cannabis sites has been trending downward in number and size.  

Generally, throughout the state, historical and ongoing unpermitted/illegal cannabis cultivation practices have 
resulted in damage to streams and wildlife. Unpermitted cannabis cultivation operations on public and private lands 
have led to illegal water diversions, unpermitted removal of sensitive vegetation, and direct mortality to protected 
species from exposure to rodenticides and insecticides. In addition, these practices (e.g., clearing trees, grading, and 
constructing roads) have been conducted in a manner that causes large amounts of sediment to flow into streams 
during rains. The unpermitted cannabis cultivators have also discharged pesticides, fertilizers, fuels, trash, and human 
waste around the sites that then washes into waters of the state. Furthermore, year-round diversion of flows by 
unpermitted cannabis cultivation operations may have caused adverse effects on stream flows in some areas of the 
County that impact anadromous fish species that need certain minimum depths in order to travel upstream to spawn. 
Water quality–related constituents of concern associated with cannabis cultivation discharges include nitrogen, 
pathogens (represented by coliform bacteria), phosphorus, salinity, and turbidity. Water quality can be affected by 
excessive use of fertilizer, soil amendments, and other sources. These types of adverse effects have been addressed 
through the Cannabis Policy under Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, General Waste Discharge Requirements and Waiver 
of Waste Discharge Requirements for Discharges of Waste Associated with Cannabis Cultivation Activities, described 
throughout this EIR. 

Cultivation operations that do not obtain licensing from the California Department of Cannabis Control (DCC) and 
permits from Sonoma County are considered illegal. While unpermitted/illegal cannabis cultivation operations would 
likely continue to occur in the County, the details on the full extent of the environmental effects of existing 
unpermitted/illegal cannabis operations are considered speculative and are not assessed in this evaluation of 
cumulative impacts. Notably, enforcement activities targeting unpermitted cultivation operations are taken by the 
County in coordination with other agencies, including DCC, with the intent that such cultivation operations would be 
brought into compliance with County and state standards or closed.  

4.2 ANALYSIS OF CUMULATIVE IMPACTS 
The following sections contain a discussion of the cumulative effects anticipated from implementation of the project, 
together with other land use activities in the County and region, for each of the environmental issue areas evaluated 
in this EIR. The analysis conforms with section 15130(b) of the State CEQA Guidelines, which specifies that the 
“discussion of cumulative impacts shall reflect the severity of the impacts and their likelihood of occurrence, but the 
discussion need not provide as great detail as is provided for the effects attributable to the project alone. The 
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discussion should be guided by the standards of practicality and reasonableness, and should focus on the cumulative 
impact to which the identified other projects contribute rather than the attributes of other projects which do not 
contribute to the cumulative impact.”  

When considered in relation to other reasonably foreseeable projects, cumulative impacts on some resources would 
be significant and more severe than those caused by the project alone. 

For purposes of this EIR, the project would result in a significant cumulative effect if: 

 the cumulative effects of related land use activities (past, current, and probable future projects) are not significant 
but the incremental impact of implementing the project would be substantial enough, when added to the 
cumulative effects of related projects, to result in a new cumulatively significant impact; or 

 the cumulative effects of related land use activities (past, current, and probable future projects) are already 
significant and implementation of the project would make a considerable contribution to the effect. The 
standards used herein to determine a considerable contribution are that either the impact must be substantial, or 
it must exceed an established threshold of significance. 

This cumulative analysis assumes that individual commercial cannabis operations comply with DCC and County 
cannabis regulations and that all mitigation measures identified in Sections 3.1 through 3.17 are adopted and 
implemented. The analysis herein analyzes whether, after implementation of program-specific mitigation and 
standards proposed in the Cannabis Program Update that minimize environmental effects, the residual impacts of the 
project would cause a cumulatively significant impact or would contribute considerably to existing/anticipated 
(without the project) cumulatively significant effects. Where the project would contribute to existing/anticipated 
cumulatively significant effects, additional mitigation is recommended where feasible. 

Aesthetic Resources 
The cumulative context for aesthetic resources is the unincorporated area of Sonoma County. Because of its varied 
topography, the County offers a range of scenic features, including flat valley floors where vineyards dominate the 
landscape to the mountain ranges in the northwest and eastern portions of the County. Redwood forests and the 
coastal mountain range are prominent in the west. Rolling foothills and grazing lands form the visual landscape in the 
southern portion of the County. However, a notable characteristic of the quality of Sonoma County’s scenic 
environment is the interface of small rural communities and the natural landscape. Consistent with the analysis 
provided in Section 3.1, “Aesthetics,” this cumulative impact analysis focuses on whether the environmental effects 
described for Impacts 3.1-1 through 3.1-4 would be worsened under cumulative conditions. 

The 2020 General Plan EIR did not identify significant environmental effects related to scenic resources or effects on 
visual quality. However, impacts associated with additional sources of lighting, resulting in sky glow; light trespass; 
and glare were determined to be significant and unavoidable (Impact 4.11-3 in the 2020 General Plan EIR) and 
cumulatively considerable (Section 6.2, “Cumulative Impacts,” in the 2020 General Plan EIR). Thus, the cumulative 
aesthetic impacts from the light pollution have been identified by the County. 

CUM-1: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON SCENIC RESOURCES AND 
SCENIC HIGHWAYS 
Potential development of commercial cannabis cultivation and noncultivation operations would introduce structures 
and features that are similar to those used for other agricultural activities. New cannabis uses would be subject to the 
County’s design standards, which would minimize adverse visual effects. However, implementation of Mitigation 
Measures 3.1-1 and 3.1-2 would require tarps to be non-reflective and would prohibit solid fencing within County-
designated scenic landscapes, scenic corridors, and community separators. With implementation of this mitigation 
measure, cannabis operations would appear substantially similar to other agricultural uses in the county, which are a 
defined feature of the scenic resources identified in the county. Thus, with implementation of Mitigation Measures 
3.1-1 and 3.1-2, impacts on scenic resources and visual quality would not be cumulatively considerable.  
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CUM-2: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON VISUAL CHARACTER AND 
QUALITY 
As discussed in Section 3.1.2, “Environmental Setting,” the visual character of the County contains diverse features 
throughout its different areas and communities. Overall, the visual character includes natural habitat conditions and 
waterways; rural and agricultural land uses, such as vineyards, orchards, field crops, rangeland, and supporting 
agricultural buildings (barns, buildings used for equipment storage and processing of agricultural products, offices, 
hoop houses, and shipping containers); and rural communities consisting of residential, commercial, office, and light 
industrial uses. New cannabis uses would be subject to the County’s design standards, which would minimize adverse 
visual effects. Regardless, depending on the materials used, tarps and security fencing may be visible from a distance 
and could be considered a dominant and intrusive feature of a scenic vista. However, with implementation of 
Mitigation Measures 3.1-1 cannabis operations would appear substantially similar to other agricultural uses in the 
County, which are a defined feature of the visual character of the county. Thus, upon implementation of Mitigation 
Measure 3.1-1, this impact would not be cumulatively considerable. 

CUM-3: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON LIGHT AND GLARE 
Commercial cannabis cultivation sites are known to use light sources for cultivation of commercial cannabis plants 
(on-site nurseries, commercial nurseries, mixed-light cultivation, and indoor cultivation), in addition to nighttime 
lighting associated with operation and security for all cultivation types. While state licensing requirements would 
ensure that light and glare sources from outdoor cannabis cultivation is fully shielded and downward casting, there 
are no State standards and limited County standards for lighting associated with uses other than outdoor cultivation. 
Therefore, this impact would be potentially significant. However, implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.1-4a would 
require visible tarps to be non-reflective and Mitigation Measure 3.1-4b would establish new standards for lighting 
and glare in the county. These measures are consistent with standards typically required for projects subject to a use 
permit or design review with hearing process. These requirements would prevent spillover of light onto adjacent 
property, limit the types of materials that may be used on buildings and at cultivation sites. With implementation of 
these mitigation measures, there would not be substantial new sources of light or glare associated with the proposed 
Program. Thus, with implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.1-4a and 3.1-4b, the program’s contribution to the 
cumulative impact on light and glare would not be cumulatively considerable. 

Agriculture and Forestry Resources  
The cumulative setting for agriculture and forestry resources consists of the entire county. As stated in Section 3.2, 
“Agriculture and Forestry Resources,“ agriculture is one of the main industries in the County and provides a 
substantial base to the County’s economy. In regard to timber production, TP-zoned lands account for 9 percent of 
the total acreage within the County, or approximately 81,446 acres 

The 2020 General Plan EIR does not identify any significant impacts on agriculture or timber resources under General 
Plan or cumulative conditions. Thus, cumulative impacts associated with the loss of agricultural land from 
development have not been identified by the County (Section 6.2, “Cumulative Impacts” in the 2020 Draft EIR) 
(Sonoma County 2006). No cumulative impacts on forestry resources have been identified. 

CUM-4: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON AGRICULTURAL 
RESOURCES 
As described for Impact 3.2-1, cannabis cultivation and supply chain uses within the County. Cannabis is currently 
defined by the state as an agricultural product and is considered a secondary use of agricultural land by the County. 
Implementation of the proposed Cannabis Program Update would reclassify cannabis as a controlled agricultural use 
and allow for development of structures to support non-production accessory uses, such as manufacturing, retail, 
and distribution, as well as permanent structures for events would involve conversion of farmland to a nonagricultural 
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use. However, potential new developed uses that could be located on Farmland would not comprise a substantial 
area of the county’s agricultural resources. Furthermore, support uses would be critical to protect the future 
agricultural use of the county’s agricultural lands. Thus, the loss of such a relatively small area would not significantly 
detract from future agricultural use in the unincorporated area. Thus, the contribution of conversion of farmland to 
nonagricultural use under the Cannabis Program Update would not be cumulatively considerable. 

CUM-5: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON TIMBERLAND AND 
FORESTRY RESOURCES 
The discussion of Impact 3.2-4 states that the proposed Cannabis Program would require future cannabis operations 
that involve the removal of on-site trees, including those considered forestland, would be required to comply with 
the requirements of the applicable County tree protection ordinances based on the type and maturity of the on-site 
trees. Similar to existing regulations, adoption and implementation of the Cannabis Program Update would not 
permit any new commercial cannabis uses within the TP zone. As identified in Section 26-06-020B5a, the intent of the 
TP zone is the conservation and protection of land capable of producing timber and forest products. Thus, the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update would not conflict with timber resource provisions of County Code. For these 
reason, substantial loss or conversion of forestland is not anticipated under the Cannabis Program Update, 
compliance with the County’s tree protection ordinances would ensure impacts to forestland would not be 
cumulatively considerable. 

Air Quality 
With respect to criteria air pollutants, the cumulative environment for the project is the North Coast Air Basin (NCAB) 
and the San Francisco Bay Area Air Basin (SFBAAB). Descriptions of the NCAB and SFBAAB can be found in Section 
3.3.2 in Section 3.3, “Air Quality.” The cumulative setting for criteria air pollutants includes all past, present, and future 
projects within Sonoma County and the growth assumptions provided in the 2017 Clean Air Plan as overseen by the 
Bay Area Air Quality Management District (BAAQMD) given the programmatic nature of the Cannabis Program 
Update. 

The 2020 General Plan EIR indicated there would be significant and unavoidable air quality impacts related to ozone 
precursor emissions (Impact 4.3-1 in the 2020 General Plan EIR) and cumulatively considerable air quality impacts 
related to automobile traffic, wood stove emissions, construction dust, and aircraft emissions (Section 6.2, 
“Cumulative Impacts,” in the 2020 General Plan EIR). Thus, the cumulative air quality impacts have been identified by 
the County. 

Odor impacts tend to not to be cumulative in nature with odor issues generally limited to within 1 to 4 miles of an 
odor-emitting source.  

CUM-6: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON CONSTRUCTION CRITERIA 
AIR POLLUTANTS 
BAAQMD’s thresholds of significance (the more stringent thresholds applied in the analysis presented in Section 3.3, 
“Air Quality”) apply at the project level and are cumulative in nature; that is, they identify the level of project-
generated emissions above which impacts would be cumulatively considerable. Thus, they represent the level at 
which emissions of a given project would impede the air basin from achieving ambient air quality standards, 
considering anticipated growth and associated emissions in the region. 

The SFBAAB is in nonattainment for ozone and respirable particulate matter (PM10) with respect to the California 
Ambient Air Quality Standards (CAAQS) and for ozone and fine particulate matter (PM2.5) with respect to the National 
Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS). The NCAB is in attainment for all pollutants. Construction activities in the 
region would emit additional particulate matter and ozone precursors that may conflict with attainment efforts in the 
County. Because the region is in nonattainment for the ozone, PM10, and PM2.5 NAAQS and the ozone and PM2.5 
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CAAQS, the existing cumulative condition is adverse, and any additional emissions would exacerbate that condition. 
However, BAAQMD has established construction emission thresholds for development projects that determine 
whether a particular project’s emissions would be cumulatively considerable. The Cannabis Program Update’s 
construction emissions for each commercial cannabis use type would not exceed BAAQMD’s thresholds of 
significance (see Impact 3.3-1); however, the Cannabis Program Update does not include BAAQMD’s basic best 
management practices for construction as described under Impact 3.3-2; therefore, Mitigation Measure 3.3-2 is 
recommended. This mitigation measure would comply with BAAQMD’s guidance and reduce fugitive dust impacts to 
a less-than-significant level. All other criteria air pollutants would remain below the BAAQMD screening thresholds. 
Therefore, the Cannabis Program Update’s construction-related contribution to criteria air pollutant or precursor 
emissions would not be cumulatively considerable. 

For analysis and disclosure purposes, this EIR estimated permitted commercial cannabis cultivation and noncultivation 
operations that may occur in the County over the next 20 years for cumulative conditions. Since the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update does not entitle any new individual commercial cannabis uses upon its approval, it is not 
known how many new commercial cannabis uses would be constructed at the same time. Construction and operation 
air pollutant emission modeling used the California Emissions Estimator Model (CalEEMod) Version 2022.1.1.28 
computer program. Cumulative modeling was based on assumptions of the number and size of these new facilities, 
which are identified in Table 3-1, as well as climatic conditions in the county. Construction-related emissions were 
estimated for individual permitted types and scaled based on the number of cultivation and noncultivation sites that 
could be constructed simultaneously. This EIR estimates that a total of 208 acres of permitted cannabis cultivation 
canopy and 235 supply chain uses (supply chain uses may be freestanding or accessory uses to other cannabis uses) 
may occur over the next 20 years (see Table 3-1 for additional assumptions).  

To estimate the number of new commercial cannabis sites that could potentially be constructed in a year, it is 
estimated that as many as 12 commercial cannabis sites could be under construction at the same time. Table 4-2 
presents the levels of criteria air pollutants and precursors that would be emitted by this level of construction activity. 
Refer to Appendix C for detailed modeling input parameters and results. 

Table 4-2 Cumulative Criteria Air Pollutant and Precursor Emissions Associated with Construction of 12 
New Permitted Commercial Cannabis Sites Simultaneously 

Permit Type ROG (lb/day) NOX (lb/day) CO (lb/day) SOX (lb/day) PM10 (Exhaust)  
(lb/day) 

PM2.5 (Exhaust)  
(lb/day) 

Average Daily Emissions       

Outdoor 24 36 47 <1 1 1 

Mixed-light 12 48 72 <1 1 1 

Indoor 12 24 36 <1 1 1 

Supply Chain Uses 24 36 48 <1 1 1 

Total 72 144 203 0 4 4 
Notes: lb/day = pounds per day, ROG = reactive organic gases, NOX = oxides of nitrogen, CO = carbon monoxide, SOX = sulfur oxides, PM10 = 
respirable particulate matter, PM2.5 = fine particulate matter. 

Source: Modeling performed by Ascent in 2024 (Appendix C).  

CUM-7: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON OPERATIONAL CRITERIA 
AIR POLLUTANTS 
Ozone impacts are the result of cumulative emissions from numerous sources in the region and transport from outside 
the region. Ozone is formed in chemical reactions involving reactive organic gases (ROG), oxides of nitrogen (NOX), 
and sunlight. All but the largest individual sources emit ROG and NOX in amounts too small to have a measurable 
effect on ambient ozone concentrations by themselves. However, when all sources throughout the region are 
combined, they can result in cumulative ambient concentrations of ozone that exceed the NAAQS and CAAQS. 
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PM10 and PM2.5 have similar regional cumulative impacts when particulates are entrained in the air and build to 
unhealthful concentrations over time. PM10 and PM2.5 also have the potential to cause significant local problems 
during periods of dry conditions accompanied by high winds and during periods of heavy earth-disturbing activities. 
PM10 and PM2.5 may have cumulative local impacts if, for example, several unrelated grading or earthmoving activities 
are underway simultaneously at nearby sites. Operations-related sources of PM10 and PM2.5 are less likely to result in 
local cumulative impacts because operations sources of PM10 and PM2.5 tend to be spread throughout the region (i.e., 
vehicles traveling on roads) and thus not concentrating at one receptor. 

BAAQMD has established operations emission thresholds of significance for individual projects beyond which a 
particular project’s emissions would be cumulatively considerable. A project that operates below the threshold levels 
is generally considered not to contribute to a cumulatively significant air quality impact, and those that operate above 
the thresholds would contribute to a cumulative impact.  

Overall emissions associated with the Cannabis Program Update would increase over existing conditions. The analysis 
included in Impact 3.3-3 in Section 3.3, “Air Quality,” shows that the operation of individual cannabis cultivation and 
noncultivation sites under the Cannabis Program Update would result in the generation of additional ROG, NOX, 
PM10, and PM2.5, which are criteria air pollutants and precursors that form the basis for the SFBAAB’s nonattainment 
status and the existing adverse cumulative condition in the air basin. However, these emissions would not exceed 
BAAQMD’s average daily thresholds of significance, which are inherently cumulative by design.  

For analysis and disclosure purposes, this EIR estimated permitted commercial cannabis cultivation and noncultivation 
operations that may occur in the County over the next 20 years for cumulative conditions (see Table 3-1). Table 4-3 
presents total levels of criteria air pollutants and precursors associated with operation of assumed new commercial 
cannabis sites under the Cannabis Program Update based on Table 3-1. Refer to Appendix C for detailed modeling 
input parameters and results. 

Table 4-3 Cumulative Criteria Air Pollutant and Precursor Emissions Associated with Operation of New 
Commercial Cannabis Sites in 2044 

Permit Type ROG (lb/day) NOX (lb/day) CO (lb/day) SOX (lb/day) PM10 (Exhaust)  
(lb/day) 

PM2.5 (Exhaust)  
(lb/day) 

Average Daily Emissions       

Outdoor 24  12 84 1  12 1 

Mixed-light 84 36 228  1  36 1 

Indoor 12  12 60 1 12 1  

Supply Chain Uses 48 36 240 1  36 12 

Total 168 96 612 4 96 15 
Notes: lb/day = pounds per day, ROG = reactive organic gases, NOX = oxides of nitrogen, CO = carbon monoxide, SOX = sulfur oxides, PM10 = 
respirable particulate matter, PM2.5 = fine particulate matter. 

Source: Modeling performed by Ascent in 2024 (Appendix C).  

The BAAQMD’s “plan level” thresholds of significance are applied to this cumulative impact analysis given the 
programmatic nature of the project. Table 3-3 of the BAAQMD 2022 CEQA Guidelines identifies the following 
thresholds for plan level (BAAQMD 2022): 

 consistency with current air quality control measures and 

 project vehicle miles traveled (VMT) or a vehicle trip increase less than or equal to the projected population 
increase. 

As described above, future permitted commercial cannabis cultivation and noncultivation sites would be required to 
implement Mitigation Measure 3.3-2, which would amend Section 26-18-115(C), 26-18-270(C), 26-20-025(C), 26-20-
040(C), 26-20-080(C), and 26-20-165(C) of the Sonoma County Code under the Cannabis Program Update to require 
implementation of BAAQMD’s Best Management Practices to control fugitive dust emissions during construction. 



Cumulative Impacts  Ascent 

 Sonoma County 
4-10 Cannabis Program Update Draft EIR 

Additionally, operations would be required to comply with applicable BAAQMD rules and policies, state cannabis 
regulations, and CCR requirements that address air quality. Section 3.14, “Transportation” identifies increased VMT to 
the County overall due to the establishment of new businesses. As stated in Section 3.14, “Transportation,” individual 
projects may result in substantial increases to VMT, which could affect the cumulative air quality conditions of the 
SFBAAB. Thus, the contribution of new permitted commercial cannabis cultivation and noncultivations sites to 
cumulative operational impacts on air pollutant emissions would be cumulatively considerable and significant and 
unavoidable. 

CUM-8: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON ODORS 
While it is acknowledged that the Cannabis Program Update would result in significant odor impacts at individual 
sites permitted under the program, these impacts would be limited to the area surrounding the commercial cannabis 
facility and would not create a countywide odor impact. All commercial cannabis operations would be subject to the 
County’s standards for cannabis cultivation. In addition, Mitigation Measure 3.3-4 is recommended to include more 
stringent provisions of Section 26-18-115(C)(1)(a) of the County’s standards for cannabis cultivation. Furthermore, due 
to economic constraints (see Section 3.0, “Approach to the Environmental Analysis,” the total projected outdoor 
cultivation would be limited to approximately 188 acres. While there may be odors associated with cannabis uses, 
they would be localized and dissipate over distance. Thus, this impact would not be cumulatively considerable for the 
Cannabis Program Update.  

Biological Resources 
The cumulative setting for biological resources includes the Program area and adjacent migration and movement 
corridors, including rivers and streams and the Pacific Flyway for migratory birds. In addition, the cumulative context 
includes the Pacific Ocean to account for migration of anadromous fish (e.g., steelhead, Chinook salmon, coho 
salmon). Although the Program area has a fair amount of rural areas, past development in the region, including 
timber harvest (beginning in the mid-19th century) and illegal cannabis cultivation, has resulted in substantial loss and 
degradation of native habitat, including old-growth redwood and Douglas-fir forest, and the degradation of aquatic 
habitat and water quality of County watersheds.  

The 2020 General Plan EIR identified significant and unavoidable impacts on biological resources related to loss of 
special status species, sensitive natural communities, and wildlife habitat and movement under General Plan and 
cumulative conditions (Impacts 4.6-1, 4.6-2, and 4.6-4 and Section 4.2, “Cumulative Impacts,” in the 2020 General Plan 
EIR) (Sonoma County 2006). Thus, the cumulative biological resources impacts have been identified by the County. 

CUM-9: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON SPECIAL-STATUS PLANT 
SPECIES AND HABITAT 
The development of permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation facilities could involve ground disturbance, 
vegetation removal, and conversion of wetland habitat, which could result in the direct loss of special-status plants or 
their habitat (see Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” Impact 3.4-1). This would contribute to significant cumulative 
impacts in the Program area. Implementation of Mitigation Measures 3.4-1a, 3.4-1b, and 3.4-1c, as well as compliance 
with SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, and Sonoma County General Plan policies, and Sonoma County Code (e.g., 
Chapter 11 [Construction Grading and Drainage], Article 14 [Standards], Section 11.14.090 [Setbacks for Lakes, Ponds, 
and Reservoirs], Section 11.14.100 [Setbacks for Streams], and Section 11.14.110 [Setbacks for Wetlands]) would offset 
the Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to this impact because it would require applicants to identify and avoid 
special-status plants and avoid the establishment of invasive species. Thus, upon implementation of these mitigation 
measures, the contribution of cannabis cultivation and supply chain uses to cumulative impacts on special-status 
plant species and habitat would be less than cumulatively considerable. 
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CUM-10: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON SPECIAL-STATUS WILDLIFE 
SPECIES AND HABITAT 
Permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities could result in impacts related to disturbance to or loss of 
special-status wildlife species and habitat (see Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” Impact 3.4-2). This would 
contribute to significant cumulative impacts because the Cannabis Program Update could involve ground 
disturbance, vegetation removal, and overall conversion of wildlife habitat in the Program area where adverse effects 
on special-status wildlife species and habitat would be significant. Mitigation Measures 3.4-1a and 3.4-2a through 
3.4-2q would address these impacts because they would require predevelopment surveys, establishment of 
protective buffers, and other avoidance measures consistent with the protection measures set forth in SWRCB Order 
WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, Sonoma County General Plan policies and requirements under the Sonoma County Code (e.g., 
Chapter 11 [Construction Grading and Drainage], Article 14 [Standards], Section 11.14.090 [Setbacks for Lakes, Ponds, 
and Reservoirs], Section 11.14.100 [Setbacks for Streams], and Section 11.14.110 [Setbacks for Wetlands]). These 
mitigation measures would offset the Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to cumulative special-status wildlife 
species and habitat impacts. Thus, upon implementation of these mitigation measures, the contribution of permitted 
cannabis cultivation and noncultivation operations to cumulative impacts on special-status wildlife species and 
habitat would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

CUM-11: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON SPECIAL-STATUS 
FISHERIES 
Permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities could result in impacts related to disturbance to or loss of 
special-status fisheries (see Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” Impact 3.4-3). Cannabis cultivation would be subject 
to SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, and all cannabis-related project activities would be subject to CDFW Lake and 
Streambed Alteration Agreement requirements therein (Term 3), Sonoma County General Plan policies, as well as 
Sonoma County Code. As such, this impact would be less than significant with no mitigation required. Thus, the 
contribution of permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities to cumulative impacts on special-status 
fisheries would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

CUM-12: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON SENSITIVE NATURAL 
COMMUNITIES, RIPARIAN HABITAT, OLD-GROWTH HABITAT, OR OTHER SENSITIVE 
HABITATS 
Permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities could adversely affect riparian habitat, old-growth habitat, 
and other sensitive natural communities if they are present on the cannabis operation sites (see Section 3.4, 
“Biological Resources,” Impact 3.4-4). Implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.4-4, as well as compliance with 
SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, Sonoma County General Plan policies, and Sonoma County Code would offset 
the Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to this significant cumulative impact on sensitive natural communities, 
riparian habitat, and wetland vegetation. This is because it would require applicants to identify and avoid sensitive 
resources or provide compensation for the loss of habitat through enhancement, creation and management, 
conservation easements, and other appropriate measures. Thus, upon implementation of these mitigation measures, 
the contribution of permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities to cumulative impacts on habitat 
would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

CUM-13: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON STATE OR FEDERALLY 
PROTECTED WETLANDS 
Permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities could adversely affect waters of the United States and 
waters of the state, such as streams, rivers, lakes, and wetlands. This would contribute to significant cumulative impacts 
in the Program area (see Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” Impact 3.4-5). Implementation of Mitigation Measures 
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3.4-1a, 3.4-1c, and 3.4-5, as well as compliance with SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, Sonoma County General 
Plan policies, and Sonoma County Code would offset the Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to this significant 
cumulative impact because it would require avoidance of impacts on waters of the United States and waters of the 
state. Thus, upon implementation this mitigation measure, the contribution of permitted cannabis cultivation and 
noncultivation activities to cumulative impacts to wetlands would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

CUM-14: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON MIGRATORY WILDLIFE 
CORRIDORS OR NATIVE WILDLIFE NURSERY SITES 
Permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities could adversely affect resident or migratory wildlife 
corridors through habitat fragmentation, degradation of aquatic habitat (e.g., streams and rivers), blockage of 
important wildlife migration paths, as well destruction or abandonment of nursery sites (see Section 3.4, “Biological 
Resources,” Impact 3.4-6). This would contribute to significant cumulative impacts in the Program area. 
Implementation of Mitigation Measures 3.4-6a through 3.4-6d and compliance with SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-
DWQ, Sonoma County General Plan policies, as well as Sonoma County Code would offset the Cannabis Program 
Update’s contribution to this significant cumulative impact because it would retain features critical for habitat 
connectivity, protect wildlife from fencing and other material that could cause mortality, and protect wildlife nursery 
sites. Thus, after implementation of Mitigation Measures 3.4-6a through 3.4-6d and other policies, the contribution of 
permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities to significant cumulative impacts on migratory corridors 
and nursery sites would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

CUM-15: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON CONFLICTS WITH ANY 
LOCAL POLICIES OR ORDINANCES PROTECTING BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES 
Permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities could conflict with local policies and ordinances 
protecting biological resources (see Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” Impact 3.4-7). This would contribute to 
significant cumulative impacts in the Program area. Cannabis-related activities would be required to follow the 
Sonoma County General Plan policies, as well as Sonoma County Code, and cultivation activities would need to 
comply with SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, which would offset the Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to 
this significant cumulative impact, and no conflict with the policies protecting biological resources would occur; 
therefore, this impact would be less than significant. Thus, the contribution of permitted cannabis cultivation and 
noncultivation activities to significant cumulative impacts from conflicts with local policies would be less than 
cumulatively considerable. 

CUM-16: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON CONFLICTS WITH 
PROVISIONS OF AN ADOPTED LOCAL HABITAT CONSERVATION PLAN 
Permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities could conflict with the Santa Rosa Plain Conservation 
Strategy (see Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” Impact 3.4-8). This would contribute to significant cumulative 
impacts in the Program area. Implementation of Mitigation Measures 3.4-1a, 3.4-1b, 3.4-2a, and 3.4-8 would offset 
the Program Update’s contribution to this significant cumulative impact, and no conflict with the Santa Rosa Plain 
Conservation Strategy would occur; therefore, this impact would be less than significant. Thus, the contribution of 
permitted cannabis cultivation and noncultivation activities to significant cumulative impacts from conflicts with local 
policies would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

Cultural Resources 
The cumulative context for archaeological and historical resources is Sonoma County, where common patterns of 
historic-era settlement have occurred over roughly the past two centuries.  
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The 2020 General Plan EIR identified a less-than-significant impact to historical resources, upon implementation of 
mitigation measures, and significant and unavoidable impacts on disruption of subsurface archaeological resources 
under General Plan and cumulative conditions (Impact 4.10-2 in the 2020 General Plan EIR) (Sonoma County 2006). 
Thus, cumulative cultural resource impacts from development and land uses activities have been identified for 
the County. 

CUM-17: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON HISTORICAL RESOURCES 
Historical (or architectural) resources include standing buildings (e.g., houses, barns, cabins) and intact structures 
(e.g., dams, bridges). Sonoma County contains several known historical resources, including federally recognized and 
state-recognized resources. Damage to or destruction of a building or structure that is a designated historical 
resource, that is eligible for listing as a historical resource, or that has not yet been evaluated could result in a change 
in its historical significance. However, implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.5-1 would reduce potentially 
significant impacts to historical resources because actions would be taken to record, evaluate, avoid, or otherwise 
treat the resource appropriately in accordance with pertinent laws and regulations. Implementation of this mitigation 
measure would offset the contribution to cumulative historical resources such that impacts would not be cumulatively 
considerable.  

CUM-18: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
RESOURCES AND HUMAN REMAINS 
Under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, existing state and local regulations address requirements for 
discovery of archaeological resources and human remains. Compliance with the requirements, as defined in State 
CEQA Guidelines, Section 15064.5. However, new cannabis sites would be required to comply with Sonoma County 
Code Sections 11.14.050 and 36.20.040, and Attachment A (Section 1, General Requirements and Prohibitions) of 
SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, which includes protection measures to archaeological resources. Nevertheless, 
ground-disturbing activities could result in the accidental discovery and damage to archeological sites. Potentially 
significant impact would be reduced through implementation of Mitigation Measures 3.5-2a and 3.5-2b, which would 
require an archaeologist to prepare a plan that would identify and avoid potential archeological resources within a 
site, and through implementation of Mitigation Measures 3.5-2c, which would ensure that impacts to tribal cultural 
resources for projects that are approved as crop swap application are addressed by requiring avoidance of known 
tribal cultural resources and archaeological resources and retainment of a tribal cultural monitor during crop removal 
and initial ground disturbance if requested by a local tribe. Additionally, if the cultural resource survey prepared 
under Mitigation Measure 3.5-2a or tribal consultation under Mitigation Measure 3.5-3a indicate the potential 
presence of human remains, and if deemed appropriate by the County and Tribe, canine forensics teams would be 
employed to identify the location of human remains, as required by Mitigation Measure 3.5-3b. With application of 
these requirements, the proposed Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to cumulative impacts on archaeological 
resources and human remains would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

Energy 

IMPACT CUM-19: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE ENERGY IMPACTS 
The cumulative context for energy is Sonoma County and the Pacific Gas & Electricity Company and Sonoma Clean 
Power Authority. Energy consumption is related to construction activities and operation-related energy demand from 
existing and new land uses. Construction-related energy would be used during construction activities, which would 
not represent a long-term increase in energy demand. The 2020 General Plan EIR identified less-than-significant 
energy impacts to energy consumption from local land uses patterns under General Plan and cumulative conditions. 
However, significant and unavoidable impacts on increased energy demand associated with future land uses and 
transportation systems were identified for general plan and cumulative conditions (Impact 4.12-3 and Section 6.2, 
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“Cumulative Impacts,” in the 2020 General Plan EIR) (Sonoma County 2006). Thus, a significant cumulative energy use 
impact is identified under the 2020 General Plan. 

The proposed Cannabis Program Update does not include any provisions that address renewable energy or energy 
efficiency. Therefore, future cannabis cultivation and supply chain uses could conflict with the direction provided in 
energy related goals of the County’s Climate Change Action Resolution. These measures generally align with the 
statewide direction provided by CEC in the most recent 2023 IEPR, which prioritizes building decarbonization and 
energy efficiency mechanisms as overarching goals of future building code updated. Implementation of Mitigation 
Measure 3.6-2 would improve the energy efficiency and renewable energy potential of permitted commercial 
cannabis cultivation and noncultivation sites through the incorporation of renewable energy systems and offset its 
contribution to this cumulative impact. Thus, the contribution to cumulative energy impacts associated with the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update would not be cumulatively considerable. 

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources  
Geotechnical and soil resource impacts tend to be site specific rather than cumulative in nature. Each site would be 
subject to SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, the California Building Code, and Sonoma County’s Grading and 
Drainage Regulation and Vineyard Erosion Prevention and Sediment Control Ordinance.  

The 2020 General Plan EIR identified significant and unavoidable impacts related to seismic ground shaking, seismic-
related ground failure, landsliding, subsidence and settlement, tsunamis and seiches, and soil erosion under General 
Plan and cumulative conditions (Impacts 4.7-1, 4.7-2, 4.7-3, 4.7-4, 4.7-5, and 4.7-6 and Section 6.2, “Cumulative 
Impacts”) (Sonoma County 2006). Thus, cumulative geology and soil impacts from development and land use 
activities have been identified for the County.  

With regard to geology and soils discussions, it’s important to note that analyses under CEQA generally are not 
required to analyze the impacts of existing environmental conditions on a project’s future users or residents unless 
the proposed project might cause or risk exacerbating environmental hazards or conditions that already exist (State 
CEQA Guidelines, Section 15126.2[a]). In those specific instances, it is the project’s impact on the environment and not 
the environment’s impact on the project that compels an evaluation of how future residents or users may be affected 
by exacerbated conditions (California Building Industry Association v. Bay Area Air Quality Management District [2015] 
62 Cal.4th 369). This court direction was issued after certification of the 2020 General Plan EIR. 

IMPACT CUM-20: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON GEOLOGIC AND 
SOIL RESOURCES 
As noted above, cannabis facility development and operation would be subject to compliance with SWRCB Order 
WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, the California Building Code, and Sonoma County’s Grading and Drainage Regulation for 
construction (Chapter 11) and agriculture (Chapter 36). Compliance with existing regulations would ensure that 
activities at permitted commercial cannabis sites would not result in contribution to cumulative operational soil 
erosion and sedimentation impacts. As a result, the contribution of permitted commercial cannabis cultivation and 
noncultivation sites to cumulative geologic and soil stability impacts would not be cumulatively considerable.  

IMPACT CUM-21: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON 
PALEONTOLOGICAL RESOURCES 
The cumulative context for the paleontological resources covers a broad regional system of which the resources are a 
part. Because all significant paleontological resources are unique and nonrenewable members of finite classes, all 
adverse effects erode a dwindling resource base. The loss of any one site affects all others in a region because these 
resources are best understood in the context of the entirety of the system of which they are a part. Permitted 
commercial cannabis cultivation and noncultivation operations, in combination with other development in the region, 
could cause damage to or destruction of undiscovered paleontological resources (see Impact 3.7-4).  
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The 2020 General Plan EIR identified significant and unavoidable impacts related to paleontological resources 
(Sonoma County 2006). Thus, cumulative geology and soil impacts from development and land uses activities have 
been identified for the County.  

Permitted commercial cannabis facility sites are not subject to any requirements to address the potential discovery of 
a unique paleontological resource. If work is not stopped upon discovery of a paleontological resource, it may 
become damaged. However, implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.7-4, would protect accidentally discovered 
paleontological resources by requiring retention of a Qualified Professional Paleontologist to prepare a project-
specific PRMMP that would include a pre-construction paleontological site assessment and develop procedures and 
protocol for paleontological monitoring and recordation, construction worker awareness training, and procedures for 
discovery of paleontological resources. This would offset the project’s contribution to this cumulative impact. Thus, 
the contribution of adverse effects on paleontological resources would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change 

IMPACT CUM-22: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON GREENHOUSE GAS 
EMISSIONS AND CLIMATE CHANGE IMPACTS 
The 2020 General Plan did not address greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) and climate change impacts. 

The geographic scope of the cumulative impact analysis for GHG emissions and climate change is global. Climate 
change is an inherently cumulative issue and relates to development in the region, California, and most of all, the 
world. Whereas most pollutants with localized air quality effects have relatively short atmospheric lifetimes 
(approximately 1 day), GHGs have long atmospheric lifetimes (1 year to several thousand years). GHGs persist in the 
atmosphere long enough to be dispersed around the globe. Although the lifetime of any GHG molecule depends on 
multiple variables and cannot be determined with any certainty, it is understood that more carbon dioxide is emitted 
into the atmosphere than is sequestered by ocean uptake, vegetation, and other forms of sequestration. The 
combination of GHG emissions from past, present, and future projects contribute substantially to the phenomenon of 
global climate change and its associated environmental impacts. Therefore, the impacts discussed in Section 3.8, 
“Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change,” are also the cumulative effects of the project. Thus, implementation 
of the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in impacts on GHG emissions and climate change that would 
be cumulatively considerable and significant and unavoidable even with implementation of Mitigation Measures 3.6-2 
that would require provisions that address renewable energy or energy efficiency to be incorporated to improve the 
energy efficiency and renewable energy potential of new cannabis cultivation and supply chain uses and Mitigation 
Measure 3.14-2 that would identify measures to reduce VMT and associated GHG emissions. 

Hazards and Hazardous Materials 

IMPACT CUM-23: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON HAZARDOUS AND 
HAZARDOUS MATERIALS IMPACTS  
Although some hazardous materials releases can cover a large area and interact with other releases (e.g., atmospheric 
contamination, contamination of groundwater aquifers), incidents of hazardous materials contamination are more 
typically isolated to a small area, such as leaking underground storage tank sites or release at individual businesses. 
The cumulative context for hazards and hazardous materials includes historical and existing land uses and existing 
unpermitted/illegal commercial cannabis cultivation countywide that contribute to the potential for contamination and 
other hazardous conditions. These relatively isolated areas of contamination typically do not interact in a cumulative 
manner with other sites of hazardous materials contamination. The potential for airport hazards is associated with site-
specific conditions in relation to particular airports and are not considered cumulative impacts. 
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The 2020 General Plan EIR identified less-than-significant hazard impacts under General Plan and cumulative 
conditions (Sonoma County 2006). Thus, no significant cumulative hazard impacts are currently expected. 

Permitted commercial cannabis cultivation and noncultivation operations impacts related to hazards and hazardous 
materials, as discussed in Section 3.9, “Hazards and Hazardous Materials,” are associated with the transport, use, or 
disposal of hazardous materials; exposure to existing on-site hazardous conditions; and hazards to the public or 
environment related to upset and accident conditions. Permitted commercial cannabis facilities would be required to 
comply with existing state and local regulations (such as Title 26 of the CCR, as well as the US Department of 
Transportation, California Highway Patrol, and Caltrans, and the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Association regulations). 
However, there may be contamination from previous or historical practices from certain land uses (e.g., agricultural 
use of pesticides and herbicides), placement of undocumented fill, presence of naturally occurring asbestos, or even 
authorized disposal of hazardous wastes from prior land uses. Potential contribution to cumulative hazard impacts 
would be offset through implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.9-3, which establishes soil investigation 
requirements that would ensure avoidance and proper treatment of hazardous conditions on a site. Thus, the 
contribution of permitted commercial cannabis sites to hazard impacts would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

Hydrology and Water Quality  
The cumulative context for hydrology and water quality is the surface water (the Gualala River, Austin Creek, Dry 
Creek, Big Sulphur Creek, and Mayacamas Creek, Russian River, Petaluma River, and Sonoma Creek) and 
groundwater in Sonoma County. As discussed in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” waters within the 
County are considered impaired due to many reasons, including the presence of indicator bacteria, sedimentation, 
metals, and low levels of dissolved oxygen (see Table 3.10-6). Within Sonoma County, there are four approved total 
maximum daily loads, as described below. These water quality impacts have been the result of historical timber 
activities, road construction, agricultural activities, and development activities in the County and region. 

The cumulative condition for groundwater consists of current and potential future uses of groundwater by local 
community service districts and individual users. There are two programs that address groundwater availability in the 
County: (1) the California Department of Water Resources (DWR) identified 14 groundwater basins and subbasins in 
Sonoma County and assigned prioritization to address population levels and groundwater production; and (2) the 
County identified groundwater availability classifications that indicate large areas as having marginal or low/highly 
variable groundwater availability.  

The 2020 General Plan EIR identified significant and unavoidable impacts to water quality from agricultural and 
resource use, groundwater-level decline, well interference, streambank erosion from changed drainage patterns, and 
potential flood damage from impeded or redirected flood flows (Impacts 4.5-3, 4.5-5, 4.5-7, 4.5-8, and 4.5-11 in the 
2020 General Plan EIR). In addition, impacts related to water quality, groundwater, drainage, and flooding were 
determined to be cumulatively considerable (Section 6.2, “Cumulative Impacts,” in the 2020 General Plan EIR) 
(Sonoma County 2006). Thus, cumulative hydrology and water quality impacts from development and land uses 
activities have been identified for the County. 

IMPACT CUM-24: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON WATER QUALITY  
As identified in the discussion of Impact 3.10-1, development of commercial cannabis uses may include ground 
disturbance, vegetation removal, and grading, which could lead to accelerated erosion and sedimentation that causes 
poor water quality from high turbidity, total suspended solids, and total dissolved solids in local waterways, thus 
contributing to further degraded conditions in already impaired waterways and to alteration of floodplain conditions. 
However, compliance with relevant water quality regulations and best management practices (BMPs) would offset the 
project’s risk of water degradation from soil erosion and other pollutants related to construction and operational 
activities. Compliance with these requirements (e.g., Chapters 11 and 11A of the Sonoma County Code and SWRCB 
Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ) would offset contributions to cumulative water quality impacts. Thus, the contribution of 
commercial cannabis sites to water quality and floodplain impacts would be less than cumulatively considerable. 
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IMPACT CUM-25: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON GROUNDWATER 
RESOURCES 
As identified in Impact 3.10-2, there are existing groundwater resources identified in the County’s groundwater 
basins. As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” of the 14 groundwater basins in Sonoma County, 
DWR has designated two as medium-priority basins (Santa Rosa Plain and Petaluma Valley) and one as a high-priority 
basin (Sonoma Valley). Additionally, the County has implemented a groundwater availability classification system. 
While these programs are intended to address groundwater sustainability, it cannot be stated with certainty that 
operation of new cannabis facilities relying on groundwater would not decrease groundwater supplies such that 
adverse environmental impacts occur, including reduced groundwater levels and interference with nearby wells, 
reduced streamflow, altered habitat of interconnected surface waters, and degraded groundwater quality. However, 
implementation of Mitigation Measures 3.10-2a requires applicants to demonstrate that adequate groundwater 
supplies are available to meet the demand of cannabis facilities and ensure that a cannabis permit would not be 
granted to applicants if groundwater use would result in or exacerbate an overdraft condition in basin or aquifer, 
reduced critical flow in nearby streams, or well interference at offsite wells. Further, metering and monitoring are 
required to ensure that groundwater production for applications approved through the crop swap requirements, per 
Mitigation Measures 3.10-2b. These mitigation measures would ensure that long-term maintenance of groundwater 
supplies remain sustainable. Because Mitigation Measures 3.10-2a and 3.10-2b would ensure that groundwater use 
would be produced in a manner that allows for groundwater sustainability, the Cannabis Program Update’s 
contribution to this cumulative impact would be less than cumulatively considerable  

IMPACT CUM-26: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON SURFACE WATER 
DIVERSION 
As identified in the discussion of Impact 3.10-3, cannabis cultivation sites would be subject to compliance with the 
flow standards and diversion requirements set forth under SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ standards for water 
diversions. SWRCB’s flow standards and diversion requirements were developed to protect fish spawning, migration, 
and rearing for endangered anadromous salmonids, as well as flows needed to maintain natural flow variability within 
each watershed. The diversion requirements would ensure that the individual and cumulative effects of water 
diversions and discharges associated with commercial cannabis cultivation do not affect instream flows necessary for 
fish spawning, migration, and rearing for endangered anadromous salmonids, as well as flows needed to maintain 
natural flow variability (SWRCB 2017a). The policy was scientifically peer-reviewed by four experts. The peer review 
determined that water quality, instream flow, and diversion requirements of the policy were based on sound scientific 
knowledge, methods, and data (SWRCB 2017b). The effectiveness of compliance with numeric flow standards, 
associated curtailment of water diversions during flow periods, and the use of water storage is supported by research 
conducted by the UC Berkeley Cannabis Research Center of 91 watersheds in Humboldt and Mendocino Counties. 
This research identified that permitted cannabis cultivation sites generated substantially less impact on watershed 
flow conditions than unpermitted cannabis cultivation sites, as well as residential uses, and consist of 1 to 4 percent of 
available surface water flows depending on the extent of water storage used (Dillis et al. 2024). 

Thus, the contribution of permitted commercial cannabis cultivation and noncultivation sites to surface water 
resource impacts would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

IMPACT CUM-27: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON ALTERATION OF 
DRAINAGE PATTERNS 
Figure 3.10-5 shows the extent of floodplain conditions in the unincorporated area of the County, which is generally 
located along State Route 16, US Highway 101, and areas north of San Pablo Bay that includes most of the agricultural 
areas (i.e., areas associated with the Napa-Sonoma Marshes Area, the Russian River, and the Petaluma River). Future 
land use activities and agricultural operations could create new impervious surfaces, buildings, and other 
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improvements that could affect drainage flows that could alter and increase the extent of flooding conditions under 
cumulative conditions. 

In areas where new construction for commercial cannabis facilities would take place, the peak flow and volume of 
storm water runoff generated from such areas would be affected by development through conversion of vegetated 
or otherwise pervious surfaces to impervious surfaces (e.g., roofs, driveways, walkways) and by the development of 
drainage systems that might more effectively connect these impervious surfaces to streams or other water bodies. 
The County requires compliance with the applicable municipal separate storm sewer system General Permit and Low-
Impact Development Manual be demonstrated during the grading permit application phase. Additionally, on-site 
development and any associated off-site improvements greater than one acre in size would be required to comply 
with the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System Construction General Permit, which requires the 
development of a stormwater pollution prevention plan. Furthermore, agricultural grading and construction or 
modification of drainage facilities would involve preparatory land clearing, vegetation removal, or other ground 
disturbance, which would be required to meet the permitting requirements and standards outlined in Articles 10, 12, 
and 20, of Chapter 36 of the County Code (as required by proposed Code Section 26-18-020[B][1]). Additionally, as 
part of the building permit requirements, projects must be consistent with grading and drainage requirements in 
Chapter 11 and stormwater requirements in Chapter 11A. Thus, the contribution of permitted commercial cannabis 
cultivation and noncultivation sites to impacts associated with flooding would be less than cumulatively considerable. 

Land Use and Planning 

IMPACT CUM-28: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON LAND USE AND 
PLANNING IMPACTS 
The cumulative setting for land use is Sonoma County. It is anticipated that any development and public projects that 
are subject to design review with hearing or a use permit would be reviewed for consistency with adopted land use 
plans, policies, and regulations by the County in accordance with the requirements of CEQA, and the state zoning 
and planning laws all of which require findings of plan and policy consistency before approval of entitlements for 
development. Most land use impacts are localized impacts that affect individual communities, neighborhoods, and 
specific sites and are not generally considered cumulative in nature. Impacts related to dividing a community are an 
example of this. The potential for growth inducement impacts is addressed in Chapter 6, “Other CEQA-Mandated 
Sections.” 

The 2020 General Plan EIR identified significant impacts on land use under General Plan and cumulative conditions 
associated with land use conflicts between agricultural and residential/urban uses, as well as incompatible land uses 
in the rural area (see Impacts 4.1-2 and 4.1-3 in the 2020 General Plan EIR). In addition, cumulatively considerable 
impacts on population growth and land use incompatibility were determined to be significant and cumulatively 
considerable (see Section 6.2, “Cumulative Impacts,” in the 2020 General Plan EIR) (Sonoma County 2006). Thus, there 
are existing significant cumulative impacts on land use. 

Permitted commercial cannabis uses would be required to comply with Chapter 26 of the County Code, specifically, 
proposed changes associated with Sections 26-18-115, 26-18-270, and 26-20-025, which provide land use and 
development standards for commercial cannabis uses, as well as the establish the zoning districts that allow for 
commercial cannabis uses. In many instances, State and County regulations, in combination with the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update, would be sufficient to minimize environmental impacts; however, mitigation measures are 
provided through Chapter 3 of this EIR to address potentially significant impacts. Additionally, cannabis cultivation is 
an agricultural use that is compatible with other agricultural uses and accessory supply chain uses are supportive of 
agricultural uses. Overall, allowable uses under the Cannabis Program Update would be similar and compatible with 
existing land uses within the proposed zoning districts where cannabis uses could be developed and operated (e.g., 
commercial and industrial uses). Thus, cumulative land use impacts would not be cumulatively considerable. 
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Noise and Vibration 
The geographic context for cumulative noise impacts related to implementation of the Cannabis Program Update 
includes Sonoma County. Cumulative noise impacts could occur if sensitive receptors are exposed to elevated noise 
and vibration levels simultaneously from multiple projects that are in proximity (i.e., 500 feet) to one another. Noise 
impacts are based on factors related to site-specific and project-specific characteristics and conditions, including 
distance to noise sources, barriers between land uses and noise sources, and other factors (e.g., geography). Noise 
and vibration impacts are typically site-specific and only combine when cumulative development projects are near 
one another. Implementation of the Cannabis Program Update would not result in the exposure of people to 
excessive noise levels associated with airport activity or adverse operational vibration effects on off-site receptors. 
Therefore, the Cannabis Program Update would not combine to create considerable changes and cumulative impacts 
related to these issues. 

The 2020 General Plan EIR identified significant impacts on noise under the General Plan and cumulative conditions 
associated with increased traffic and rail noise (see Impact 4.4-1, Impact 4.4-3, and Section 6.2, “Cumulative Impacts,” 
in the 2020 General Plan EIR) (Sonoma County 2006). Thus, there are existing significant cumulative impacts on noise. 

IMPACT CUM-29: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON CONSTRUCTION-
RELATED NOISE AND VIBRATION 

Construction Noise 
Because construction noise is a localized effect, only construction projects that occur close to one another could 
combine to result in a cumulative noise effect. Cumulative impacts from construction-generated noise could result if 
other future planned construction activities were to take place within 500 feet of individual cannabis sites associated 
with the Cannabis Program Update and are of primary concern within proximity of sensitive land uses. As discussed 
under Impact 3.12-1, noise associated with the construction of new cannabis facilities would be intermittent and 
temporary and would fluctuate over the years as new facilities are constructed across the unincorporated County. 
Mitigation Measure 3.12-1a contains requirements that would regulate the overall construction noise associated with 
cannabis facilities, including establishing permissible construction noise hours; ensuring proper equipment use; 
notifying nearby land uses of upcoming construction; locating equipment away from sensitive land uses; and 
requiring the use of temporary acoustic barriers (e.g., noise curtains). Mitigation Measure 3.12-1b consists of Sonoma 
County review and required approval of a noise analysis for construction projects anticipated to last longer than one 
year. There are no other known feasible measures for reducing construction impacts that are not already include in 
the Cannabis Program Update. However, the extent of these construction-related noise impacts would be short-term 
and limited to the individual cannabis site and adjacent areas and would not create a regional or countywide 
cumulative noise effect. Therefore, when combined with past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future projects, 
the Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to cumulative construction-related noise impacts would not be 
cumulatively considerable.  

Construction Vibration 
Construction-related vibration is typically considered a localized impact, affecting only receptors closest to 
construction activities. Therefore, unless construction of cumulative projects in close proximity to each other (i.e., 
within 500 feet) occurs at the same time, vibration from individual construction projects have little chance of 
combining to create cumulative impacts. For these reasons, cumulative vibration impacts from construction are 
generally less than significant. Vibration associated with construction of new cannabis facilities would be intermittent 
and temporary and would fluctuate over the years as new facilities are constructed. The extent of these construction 
vibration impacts would be limited to the individual cannabis site and adjacent areas and would not create a regional 
or countywide cumulative vibration impact. Therefore, when combined with past, present, and reasonably 
foreseeable future projects, the Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to cumulative construction vibration 
impacts would not be cumulatively considerable. 
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IMPACT CUM-30: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON LONG-TERM 
OPERATIONAL TRAFFIC NOISE 
The Cannabis Program Update would allow for cannabis facilities and temporary events to operate in agricultural and 
resource districts and industrial and commercial districts. The areas in which cannabis facilities would be permitted is 
extensive; thus, the daily trips generated by operation of such facilities are anticipated to be widely spread across the 
County roadway network such that they are not anticipated to result in a doubling of traffic volumes that would 
create a significant traffic noise increase or impact. Therefore, because the Cannabis Program Update would not 
induce a substantial increase in vehicular trips in the County, it would not result in increased transportation-related 
ambient noise levels under project or cumulative conditions. Therefore, the Cannabis Program Update’s contribution 
to cumulative traffic noise impacts would not be cumulatively considerable. 

IMPACT CUM-31: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON LONG-TERM 
OPERATIONAL STATIONARY NOISE 
Implementation of the Cannabis Program Update would provide a framework for licensing cannabis facilities in 
specific zones of the unincorporated County, which would have the potential to introduce permanent noise 
associated with the operation of each facility. Specific building footprints, layouts, and the locations of stationary 
equipment are currently unknown; thus, it is possible that noise associated with mechanical equipment, cannabis 
events, and cannabis lounges could be located within distances that expose existing sensitive receptors to noise levels 
that exceed County noise standards and result in public health effects (e.g., sleep disturbance) at nearby sensitive 
receptors. Adoption and implementation of Mitigation Measures 3.12-4a, 3.12-4b, and 3.12-4c would ensure that 
noise levels associated with cannabis facilities are in compliance with General Plan Policy NE-1c and Table NE-2. 
Through attainment of these noise standards, the cumulative noise impacts related to long-term operational activities 
would not be significant, and implementation of the Cannabis Program Update would not contribute substantially to 
a cumulative impact related to stationary noise. The cumulative impact would not be cumulatively considerable. 

Public Services and Recreation 
The cumulative context for public services and recreation is Sonoma County. Changes in County land use conditions, 
maintenance activities, and needs for upgrades of law enforcement, local fire protection services, and recreational 
facilities and parks could result in the need for physical alterations and construction of facilities. This significant 
cumulative impact is addressed by the County and local fire districts when such projects are proposed. However, it is 
acknowledged that cannabis cultivation operations have created increased fire risk in the County through the 
creation of new fuel sources (e.g., storage of equipment fuel and debris piles) and ignition sources (e.g., lighting and 
power facilities and wiring that are not installed to applicable electrical and fire requirements). 

The 2020 General Plan EIR identified significant and unavoidable impacts associated with the need for expansion or 
construction of new public services facilities under General Plan and cumulative conditions (Impacts 4.9-7, 4.9-9, 
4.9-10, 4.9-11, 4.9-12, and 4.9-13 and Section 6.2, “Cumulative Impacts,” in the 2020 Draft EIR) (Sonoma County 2006). 
Thus, cumulative public service impacts from development and land uses activities have been identified for 
the County. 

IMPACT CUM-32: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON FIRE 
PROTECTION SERVICES 
As identified in Section 3.13, “Public Services and Recreation,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, 
commercial cannabis cultivation sites and noncultivation operations would be subject to compliance with PRC 
Sections 4290 and 4291, and CCR, Title 24, Section 701A.3 (additional building standards for new building 
construction located in any Fire Hazard Severity Zone within State Responsibility Areas (SRAs), any local agency Very-
High Fire Hazard Severity Zone, or any Wildland-Urban Interface Fire Area), local fire protection agency requirements, 
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and California Fire Code to minimize hazards of fire. In addition, cannabis cultivation and noncultivation sites would 
be required to comply with the Sonoma County Fire Safety Ordinance within the LRA (outside of the VHFHSZ), and 
the Fire Safe Regulations inside the SRA and LRA VHFHSZ, which establishes minimum fire safe standards for 
development within the unincorporated County. Furthermore, the County Multi-Jurisdictional Hazard Mitigation Plan 
also includes provisions for the maintenance and vegetation of evacuation routes. Cannabis cultivation sites would be 
required to comply with CCR Title 4, Division 9, Section 15011 regarding the notification of the cannabis use to the 
local fire department. CCR Title 4, Division 9, Section 17202.1 and 17205 include requirements for cannabis 
manufacturing facilities that use a volatile solvent, flammable liquid, solvents that creates an asphyxiant gas, or 
ethanol to ensure compliance with Chapter 35 of the California Fire Code, CCR Title 8, Sections 5416 through 5420 
that address ventilation and control of ignition sources, Division of Occupational Safety and Health regulations, and 
all applicable fire, safety, and building codes related to the processing, handling, and storage of solvents and gas. 

Compliance with these requirements would ensure the provision of on-site fire protection measures do not 
exacerbate existing fire hazards that would contribute to the need for additional fire service needs or new fire 
protection facilities (e.g., fire stations). As a result, the proposed Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to 
cumulative fire protection impacts would not be cumulatively considerable. 

IMPACT CUM-33: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON LAW 
ENFORCEMENT SERVICES 
To meet the requirements under CCR Title 4, Division 9, Section 15042 it is expected that fencing or other types of 
site-specific security measures would be implemented to ensure that no unauthorized individuals may enter the 
premises. In addition, CCR Title 4, Division 9, Section 15042.1 requires a security plan for permitted manufacturing 
facilities; Section 15043 requires licensee employee badges for retail sales or participants in temporary cannabis 
events; Section 15045 requires security personnel to provide onsite security services for licensed microbusinesses and 
retailers; and Sections 15046 and 15047 require commercial-grade locks and alarm systems, respectively, to be 
installed on all points of entry and exit for cannabis facilities, except for at cultivation activities and microbusinesses. 
In addition, specific security requirements would be required for temporary cannabis events under CCR Title 4, 
Division 9, Section 15601. These standards would address safety of the facilities and therefore would not require 
increased law enforcement services that would contribute to the need for new or altered facilities that could create 
environmental impacts. As a result, the proposed Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to cumulative law 
enforcement impacts would not be cumulatively considerable. 

Transportation 
The cumulative context for transportation is Sonoma County. The 2020 General Plan EIR identified significant and 
unavoidable level of service operational impacts under General Plan and cumulative conditions (Sonoma County 
2006). As described in Section 3.14, “Transportation,” Senate Bill (SB) 743, passed in 2013, requires the California 
Governor’s Office of Planning and Research (OPR) to develop new State CEQA guidelines that address traffic metrics 
under CEQA. As stated in the legislation, upon adoption of the new guidelines, “automobile delay, as described solely 
by level of service or similar measures of vehicular capacity or traffic congestion shall not be considered a significant 
impact on the environment pursuant to this division, except in locations specifically identified in the guidelines, if 
any.” OPR published its proposal for the comprehensive updates to the State CEQA Guidelines in November 2017, 
which included proposed updates related to analyzing transportation impacts pursuant to SB 743. These updates 
indicated that VMT would be the primary metric used to identify transportation impacts. In December 2018, OPR and 
the California Natural Resources Agency submitted the updated CEQA Guidelines to the Office of Administrative Law 
for final approval to implement SB 743. The Office of Administrative Law subsequently approved the updated State 
CEQA Guidelines and, as of July 1, 2020, implementation of Section 15064.3 of the updated State CEQA Guidelines 
applies statewide. The 2020 General Plan EIR did not address VMT impacts. 
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IMPACT CUM-34: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON VEHICLE 
MILES TRAVELED 
The VMT impact analysis considers the net effect of the proposed Cannabis Program Update in terms of total daily 
VMT. As discussed in Impact 3.14-2, it is anticipated that the majority of future commercial cannabis projects would 
be of a size that would not create a VMT impact and would therefore would not be cumulatively considerable. 
However, due to the programmatic nature of the project, individual projects could potentially result in a significant 
increase in VMT. As noted above, the 2020 General Plan EIR does not address VMT. However, the Comprehensive 
Transportation Plan (CTP) projects total VMT to increase but at a slower rate than population and employment 
growth in the County. That is, VMT and GHG emissions trend downward on a per capita basis: Although total VMT is 
expected to increase, VMT per person, total GHG emissions and GHG/capita are expected to decrease due to more 
efficient development patterns, CTP projects, and vehicle fuel efficiency improvements (STCA 2021). Although most 
individual projects under the Cannabis Program Update are anticipated to be located within VMT Efficient Areas, 
implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.14-2 would address project-specific details about individual potential 
projects that are unknown. Mitigation Measure 3.14-2 would reduce VMT impacts by requiring the development of a 
TDM Program that would incentivize employees to choose alternative modes of transportation. Furthermore, the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update does not proposed changes to land use designations or zoning districts within 
the County and would not include any transportation projects. Rather, the proposed Cannabis Program Update 
would allow for cannabis businesses to operate in the County within agricultural, resource, industrial, and commercial 
zoning districts. That is, the types of businesses associated with the cannabis industry are similar to the those 
currently allowed within the respective zoning districts under consideration (e.g., crop production in agricultural 
districts, retail in commercial districts, laboratory facilities in industrial districts). However, as discussed in Chapter 6, 
“Other CEQA-Mandated Sections,” some growth in the cannabis industry is anticipated in the County, in response to 
implementation of the proposed Cannabis Program Update. Therefore, by allowing new uses and implementing the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update, there are likely to be more trips in the County overall. For the reasons discussed 
in Section 3.14, “Transportation,” individual projects may result in substantial increases to VMT. No mitigation beyond 
that discussed in Mitigation Measures 3.14-2 is available to reduce this contribution of VMT. Thus, the contribution to 
cumulative total VMT would be cumulatively considerable and significant and unavoidable. 

Tribal Cultural Resources 

IMPACT CUM-35: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON TRIBAL 
CULTURAL IMPACTS 
The cumulative context for tribal cultural resources is Sonoma County. The 2020 General Plan EIR did not address 
tribal cultural resources. 

New cannabis uses under the proposed project could allow for brush removal, grading, and irrigation to facilitate the 
development of cannabis uses. Large structures could be constructed for processing and manufacturing activities, and 
smaller sheds could be constructed to store materials. While the potential exists for tribal cultural resources to be 
discovered when soils are disturbed, compliance with SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ require notification to tribes 
of any new permitted commercial cannabis cultivation and operation activities on tribal lands or tribal cultural 
resources or within 600 feet of these lands. In addition, compliance with Terms 21 and 22 would reduce impacts to 
known tribal cultural resources through requiring a sacred lands inventory search through the Native American 
Heritage Commission, consultation with the tribe(s) affiliated with the area, and implementation of necessary measures 
to ensure the conservation of tribal cultural resources. In addition, if human remains or suspected human remains are 
discovered, the permittee shall notify the county coroner and comply with all state law requirements, including Health 
and Safety Code Section 7050.5 and PRC Section 5097.98, to ensure proper disposition of the human remains or 
suspected human remains, including those identified to be Native American remains. Additionally, Mitigation Measures 
3.15-1a through 3.15-1e would reduce potentially significant impacts because tribal cultural resource would be 
identified and avoided or managed consistent with State law, local policies, and the wishes of the affected tribe. These 
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procedures would offset cumulative impacts to tribal cultural resources and ensure consistency with all state law 
requirements. Therefore, impacts to tribal cultural resources would not be cumulatively considerable. 

Utilities and Service Systems  
Public utilities (water supply and wastewater services) provided by community service districts and other local service 
providers are limited to the local service districts and are generally not considered a cumulative impact. Solid waste 
services are provided countywide and could have cumulative impacts. 

The 2020 General Plan EIR identified significant and unavoidable domestic and agricultural water supply, wastewater 
treatment demand, solid waste disposal, and new or expansion of water supply facilities under General Plan and 
cumulative conditions (Sonoma County 2006). Thus, cumulative utility impacts from development and land uses 
activities have been identified for the County. 

IMPACT CUM-36: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE INFRASTRUCTURE 
IMPROVEMENT IMPACTS 
As identified in Section 3.16, “Utilities and Service Systems,” commercial cannabis facilities sites may construct or 
improve water, wastewater, stormwater drainage, electric power, natural gas, and telecommunication facilities as 
needed based on site-specific conditions. Extension of these infrastructure facilities are expected to be limited 
because they are generally available along roadway frontage of the parcels or may be accommodated on the site 
(e.g., drainage ditches, detention basins, solar energy generation) and would not contribute to cumulative conditions. 
As a result, the proposed Cannabis Program Update’s contribution to cumulative infrastructure impacts would not be 
cumulatively considerable. 

IMPACT CUM-37: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON 
WASTEWATER SERVICE 
As identified in the discussion of Impact 3.16-1, commercial cannabis cultivation would be prohibited from 
discharging cannabis wastewater into on-site wastewater treatment systems (Term 27 of Attachment A of SWRCB 
Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ) and indoor commercial cannabis cultivation uses would discharge cannabis wastewater 
through a connection to a permitted wastewater treatment collection system that accepts cannabis wastewater. If the 
permitted wastewater treatment collection system cannot accept cannabis wastewater, the indoor commercial 
cannabis operation must collect the cannabis wastewater in storage tanks and disposed of it through a permitted 
wastewater handler at a permitted wastewater treatment facility that accepts cannabis wastewater (Term 38 of 
Attachment A of SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ). In addition, as required under Sonoma Water’s Sanitation 
Code Section 3.13, a sewer service permit would be required for installation, alteration, or repair of public sewer and 
sanitation facilities. Section 3.14 of the Sanitation Code requires sewer services to be granted solely for the specific 
use for which an application was made. That is, a new commercial cannabis use would be required to submit an 
application to Sonoma Water to establish service. Thus, the contribution of permitted commercial cannabis sites to 
wastewater service impacts would not be cumulatively considerable. 

IMPACT CUM-38: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON WATER 
SUPPLY SUFFICIENCY 
According to available UWMPs within the County, some water suppliers (e.g., Valley of the Moon, Town of Windsor, 
and Sonoma Water) are not projected to have sufficient water supplies during a single dry year scenario, and there is 
not sufficient water supply to meet increased demand under normal and multiple dry-year scenarios through 2045. In 
addition, information on supply and demand for the majority of the water retailers within the County is not available, 
in part because the UWMPA limits requirements for preparation of UWMPs to urban water suppliers that provide 
water to 3,000 or more customers, or that provides more than 3,000 af of water annually (see Section 3.16, “Utilities 
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and Service System,” for further detail). Due to this lack of sufficient water supplies during normal, dry, and multiple 
dry years, there is an existing cumulative impact on water supply in the County.  

As identified in the discussion of Impact 3.16-2, permitted commercial cannabis cultivation sites would be subject to 
the water supply documentation, verification of adequate source of supply, and use restrictions requirements 
provided under CCR, Title 4, Section 16311 and SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ Attachment A, Section 3, Numeric 
and Narrative Instream Flow Requirements. These standards would ensure that water supply sources are adequate 
and provided to commercial cannabis cultivation facilities. With regard to noncultivation cannabis facilities, it is 
unknown what amount of this projected water demand would be met by surface water, groundwater, or municipal 
water sources for new commercial cannabis facilities. As identified in Section 3.16.2, “Environmental Setting,” 
according to relevant UWMPs, some areas of the County are not expected to have sufficient water during under all 
dry year scenarios. Therefore, it cannot be stated with certainty that adequate water supply would be available to new 
cannabis uses. However, implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.16-1 would reduce potential impacts on water 
supply under project conditions because an applicant would be required to either not increase water demand above 
levels of an existing building or obtain verification from a water supplier that water is available for the project in 
normal, dry, and multiple-dry years. If these conditions cannot be met, a project will not be approved.  

Impact 4.9-1 in the Sonoma County General Plan EIR notes that sufficient water supplies may not be available to serve 
all future land uses and development, consistent with the 2020 General Plan. As discussed therein, while individual 
suppliers can provide the basis for County denial of a project or project until additional water supplies are available, 
impacts to water supply were identified as significant and unavoidable due to the long-term uncertainty of water 
supplies and the lack of direct County jurisdiction over public water suppliers (Sonoma County 2006: 4.9-28 – 4.9-29). 
Thus, because there is an existing cumulative impact on water supply in the County, as identified in the Sonoma 
County General Plan EIR, and allowable cannabis uses could be located within areas where supplies are not sufficient 
during all water year conditions, the Cannabis Program Update’s contribution on cumulative water supply availability 
would be considerable and significant and unavoidable. 

IMPACT CUM-39: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON SOLID 
WASTE SERVICE 
As identified in the discussion of Impact 3.16-3, of the Cannabis Program Update would allow for an increase in 
acreage of cannabis cultivation and noncultivation uses, the construction and operation of which would generate 
solid waste that would be required to comply with state regulations related to cannabis waste. There are various 
cannabis waste disposal facilities available in the County, which may be contracted to develop a cannabis waste 
management plan and support the state’s track-and-trace system. In addition, because of the availability of these 
facilities and CCR, Title 4, Section 17223 regulations, it is not expected that implementation of the project would 
require construction or expansion of solid waste facilities that could trigger environmental impacts under cumulative 
conditions. As a result, commercial cannabis sites’ contribution to cumulative infrastructure impacts would not be 
cumulatively considerable. 

Wildfire 

IMPACT CUM-40: CONTRIBUTION TO CUMULATIVE IMPACTS ON 
WILDFIRE IMPACTS 
The cumulative context for wildfire hazards consists of the forest conditions of Sonoma County, including the 
wildland-urban interface (WUI). Figure 3.17-1 shows the areas designated as Moderate, High, and Very High FHSZs in 
the unincorporated County. The unincorporated County also includes several areas within the WUI, which are areas 
where development is located close to open space or lands with native vegetation and habitat prone to brush fires. 
The WUI creates an environment in which fire can move readily between structural and vegetation fuels. Once homes 
are built within (or adjacent to) natural habitat settings, the complexity of fighting wildland fires is increased because 
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the goal of extinguishing the wildland fire is often superseded by protecting human life and private property. As 
indicated in Table 3.17-1, Sonoma County has experienced many large fires (i.e., burn areas greater than 1,000 acres), 
including over the past 10 years. Notably, in 2017, the Sonoma Complex fires (the Tubbs, Nuns, Adobe, and Pocket 
and Young fires) killed 24 residents and burned 110,716 acres. It is acknowledged that illegal cannabis cultivation 
operations have created increased fire risk in the County, which may not reflect existing regulatory requirements such 
as vegetation treatment and through the creation of new fuel sources (e.g., storage of equipment fuel and debris 
piles) and ignition sources (e.g., lighting and power facilities and wiring that are not installed to applicable electrical 
and fire requirements). Exposure to wildfire hazards under cumulative conditions would be significant.  

The 2020 General Plan EIR does not address wildfire (Sonoma County 2006).  

As discussed in Impact 3.17-1, the county as a whole contains conditions associated with fuels, terrain, and weather 
that provide for wildfire hazards. As detailed under Impact 3.17-1, based on the existing wildfire risk in the county and 
the introduction of additional people into more areas of the unincorporated county, it stands to reason that ignition 
from arson, electrical power incidents, and equipment use may increase with implementation of the Cannabis 
Program Update. Because there may be increased fuels and potential for ignition, operation of cannabis projects 
could increase the risk of wildfires. However, Mitigation Measures 3.17-1a through 3.17-1e place additional limits to 
uses within sites and requires additional development standards and operational requirements, developed with 
consideration by the County Fire Marshal and local fire districts, beyond the established State and local obligations. 
Additionally, these measures would improve access for emergency services to be better equipped to reach an 
established fire, while also supporting evacuation efforts necessary for public safety. Through these mitigation 
measures, the incremental increase in fire risk would be reduced to a less-than-significant level because each site 
would be evaluated individually by the County Fire Marshal and local fire districts to require evaluation and 
requirements to reduce the potential for ignition through standards for operation of cannabis uses, limit fuels 
availability in the event that a fire is ignited, and ensure that fire suppression capabilities are adequate to address 
potential fires before they become catastrophic. With these requirements in place, the contribution of the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update on cumulative wildfire hazard impacts would not be cumulatively considerable. 

The indirect impacts of wildfire include: impairment of adopted impair an adopted emergency response plan, 
emergency access, or emergency evacuation plan; exposure of occupants to pollutant concentration from wildfire 
due to slope, prevailing winds, and other factors; installation or maintenance of associated infrastructure (such as 
roads, fuel breaks, emergency water sources) and exposure of people or structures to substantial risks, including 
downslope or downstream flooding or landslides, as a result of runoff, post-fire slope instability, or drainage changes. 
These impacts tend to be site specific and would not combine such that a cumulative condition could occur across 
this county. 
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5 ALTERNATIVES 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 
The State CEQA Guidelines Section 15126.6(a) requires EIRs to describe “a range of reasonable alternatives to the 
project, or to the location of the project, which would feasibly attain most of the basic objectives of the project but 
would avoid or substantially lessen any of the significant effects of the project and evaluate the comparative merits of 
the alternatives. An EIR need not consider every conceivable alternative to a project. Rather, it must consider a range 
of potentially feasible alternatives that will avoid or substantially lessen the significant adverse impacts of a project 
and foster informed decision making and public participation. An EIR is not required to consider alternatives that are 
infeasible. The lead agency is responsible for selecting a range of project alternatives for examination and must 
publicly disclose its reasoning for selecting those alternatives. There is no ironclad rule governing the nature or scope 
of the alternatives to be discussed other than the rule of reason.” This section of the State CEQA Guidelines also 
provides guidance regarding what the alternatives analysis should consider. Subsection (b) further states the purpose 
of the alternatives analysis is as follows: 

Because an EIR must identify ways to mitigate or avoid the significant effects that a project may have on the 
environment (Public Resources Code [PRC] Section 21002.1), the discussion of alternatives shall focus on 
alternatives to the project or its location which are capable of avoiding or substantially lessening any 
significant effects of the project, even if these alternatives would impede to some degree the attainment of 
the project objectives, or would be more costly. 

The State CEQA Guidelines require that the EIR include sufficient information about each alternative to allow 
meaningful evaluation, analysis, and comparison with the proposed project. If an alternative would cause one or 
more significant effects in addition to those that would be caused by the project as proposed, the significant effects 
of the alternative must be discussed, but in less detail than the significant effects of the project as proposed (State 
CEQA Guidelines Section 15126.6[d]).  

The State CEQA Guidelines further require that the “no project” alternative be considered (State CEQA Guidelines 
Section 15126.6[e]). The purpose of describing and analyzing a no-project alternative is to allow decision makers to 
compare the impacts of approving a proposed project with the impacts of not approving the proposed project. If the 
no-project alternative is the environmentally superior alternative, CEQA requires that the EIR “shall also identify an 
environmentally superior alternative among the other alternatives” (State CEQA Guidelines Section 15126[e][2]). 

In defining “feasibility” (e.g., “feasibly attain most of the basic objectives of the project…”), State CEQA Guidelines 
Section 15126.6(f)(1) states, in part: 

Among the factors that may be taken into account when addressing the feasibility of alternatives are site 
suitability, economic viability, availability of infrastructure, general plan consistency, other plans or regulatory 
limitations, jurisdictional boundaries (projects with a regionally significant impact should consider the 
regional context), and whether the proponent can reasonably acquire, control or otherwise have access to 
the alternative site (or the site is already owned by the proponent). No one of these factors establishes a 
fixed limit on the scope of reasonable alternatives. 

In determining what alternatives should be considered in the EIR, it is important to consider the objectives of the 
project, the project’s significant effects, and unique project considerations. These factors are crucial to the 
development of alternatives that meet the criteria specified in Section 15126.6(a). Although, as noted above, EIRs must 
contain a discussion of “potentially feasible” alternatives, the ultimate determination as to whether an alternative is 
feasible or infeasible is made by the lead agency’s decision-making body, here Sonoma County Board of Supervisors 
(See PRC Sections 21081.5, 21081[a][3].) 
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5.2 CONSIDERATIONS FOR SELECTION OF ALTERNATIVES 

5.2.1 Attainment of Project Objectives 
The overall purpose of the Cannabis Program Update is to address requirements set forth under the Resolution of 
Intention and Cannabis Program Update Framework. The Program Update would provide standards to regulate the 
size, location, and intensity of cannabis uses in agricultural areas to limit conflicts with traditional agriculture, ensure 
agriculturally zoned lands remain available for agricultural production by limiting structural development, and to 
provide separation between cannabis production and existing residential areas. These updates aim to provide 
opportunities for farmers to diversify and obtain additional income, including allowing marketing and visitor-serving 
activities that promote agricultural products to include cannabis agricultural products. 

The primary objectives of the Cannabis Program Update are identified as follows: 

1. Protect environmental resources and minimize environmental impacts.  

2. Ensure cannabis uses are compatible with areas of concentrated residential uses.  

3. Ensure compatibility between cannabis and existing non-residential uses.  

4. Regulate cannabis located on agricultural lands more similarly to other agricultural uses, while recognizing its 
Federal classification, legal history, crop value, transaction security, distinct odor, and energy and water 
requirements.  

5. Regulate cannabis supply chain uses and cultivation located in industrial and commercial areas more similarly to 
other industrial and commercial uses.  

6. Reduce barriers to entry by allowing by right uses where appropriate and eliminating duplicative regulations that 
unnecessarily bog down permitting without adding value in order to streamline permit processes.  

7. Increase business opportunities for the cannabis industry and supporting industries by allowing an expansion in 
cannabis uses including cultivation, supply chain, additional support and accessory uses. Allow for multiple 
cannabis uses within a single operation i.e., vertical integration.  

8. Recognize competing and evolving community values and interests related to the cannabis industry when 
implementing the above objectives.  

9. Consider the protection of public health and safety and racial and socio-economic equity when implementing the 
above objectives.  

5.2.2 Environmental Impacts of the Cannabis Program Update 
Sections 3.1 through 3.17 and Chapter 4 of this Draft EIR address the environmental impacts of implementation of the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update. Potentially feasible alternatives were developed with consideration of avoiding 
or lessening the significant, and potentially significant, adverse impacts of the project, as identified in Chapter 3 of 
this Draft EIR and summarized below. If an environmental issue area analyzed in this Draft EIR is not addressed below, 
it is because no significant impacts were identified for that issue area. The following significant and unavoidable 
environmental impacts resulting from the proposed Cannabis Program Update were identified.  

SIGNIFICANT AND UNAVOIDABLE IMPACTS 

Air Quality 
 Expose a Substantial Number of People to Odors Considered Objectionable 

 Contribution to Cumulative Impacts on Operational Criteria Air Pollutants  
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Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change 
 Conflict with an Applicable Plan, Policy, or Regulation Adopted for the Purpose of Reducing the Emissions of 

Greenhouse Gases  

 Contribution to Cumulative Impacts on Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change Impacts 

Noise and Vibration 
 Result in Excessive Short-Term Construction Noise Impacts  

Transportation 
 Conflict or Be Inconsistent with CEQA Guidelines Section 15064.3(b) Regarding Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) 

 Contribution to Cumulative Impacts on Vehicle Miles Traveled 

Utilities and Service Systems 
 Contribution to Cumulative Impacts on Water Supply Sufficiency 

Chapter 3 of the Draft EIR also identifies potentially significant impacts that would be reduced to a less-than-
significant level through implementation of mitigation measures. These impacts are listed below.  

POTENTIALLY SIGNIFICANT IMPACTS REDUCED TO A LESS-THAN-SIGNIFICANT 
LEVEL WITH MITIGATION 

Aesthetics 
 Have a Substantial Adverse Effect on a Scenic Vista or Viewshed  

 Damage Scenic Resources Including, but Not Limited to, Trees, Rock Outcroppings, and Historical Buildings 
within a State Scenic Highway or County-Designated Scenic Roadway 

 Substantially Degrade the Existing Visual Character or Quality  

 Create a New Source of Substantial Light or Glare that Would Adversely Affect Day or Nighttime Views 

Air Quality 
 Generate Short-Term Construction-Related Emissions of ROG, NOX, PM10, and PM2.5  

Biological Resources 
 Result in Disturbance to or Loss of Special-Status Plant Species and Habitat  

 Result in Disturbance to or Loss of Special-Status Wildlife Species and Habitat  

 Result in Disturbance to or Loss of Sensitive Natural Communities, Riparian Habitat, Old-Growth Habitat, or Other 
Sensitive Habitats  

 Result in Disturbance to or Loss of State or Federally Protected Wetlands and Other Waters 

 Interfere with Resident or Migratory Wildlife Corridors or Native Wildlife Nursery Sites 

 Conflict with Provisions of an Adopted Habitat Conservation Plan, Natural Community Conservation Plan, or 
Other Approved Local, Regional, or State Habitat Conservation Plan 

Cultural Resources 
 Cause a Substantial Adverse Change in the Significance of a Historical Resource  

 Cause a Substantial Adverse Change in the Significance of Unique Archaeological Resources 

Energy 
 Conflict with or Obstruct a State or Local Plan for Renewable Energy or Energy Efficiency 
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Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources 
 Directly or Indirectly Destroy a Unique Paleontological Resource or Site 

Hazards and Hazardous Materials 
 Be Located on a Site Included on a List of Hazardous Material Sites Compiled Pursuant to Government Code 

Section 65962.5, Which Would Create a Significant Hazard to the Public or Environment or Create a Significant 
Hazard to the Public or Environment through Reasonably Foreseeable Upset and/or Accident Conditions 
Involving Release of Hazardous Materials  

Hydrology and Water Quality 
 Decrease of Groundwater Supplies or Interfere Substantially with Groundwater Recharge Such That the Project 

May Impede Sustainable Groundwater Management of the Basin 

Noise and Vibration 
 Cause Excessive Long-Term Operational Stationary Noise Levels 

Tribal Cultural Resources 
 Change the Significance of a Tribal Cultural Resource 

Utilities and Service Systems 
 Result in Insufficient Water Supplies 

Wildfire 
 Expose People or Structures, Either Directly or Indirectly, to a Significant Risk of Loss, Injury, or Death Involving 

Wildland Fires 

 Substantially Impair an Adopted Emergency Response Plan, Emergency Access, or Emergency Evacuation Plan in 
Areas in or Near SRAs or Land Classified as Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones 

 Require the Installation or Maintenance of Associated Infrastructure (such as Roads, Fuel Breaks, Emergency 
Water Sources) That May Exacerbate Fire Risk or That May Result in Temporary or Ongoing Impacts to the 
Environment 

 Expose People or Structures to Significant Risks, including Downslope or Downstream Flooding or Landslides, as 
a Result of Runoff, Post-Fire Slope Instability, or Drainage Changes 

5.2.3 Alternatives Considered but Not Evaluated Further 
As described above, State CEQA Guidelines Section 15126.6(c) provides that the range of potential alternatives for the 
project shall include those that could feasibly accomplish most of the basic objectives of the project and could avoid 
or substantially lessen one or more of the significant effects. Alternatives that fail to meet the fundamental project 
purpose need not be addressed in detail in an EIR (In re Bay-Delta Programmatic Environmental Impact Report 
Coordinated Proceedings [2008] 43 Cal.4th 1143, 1165–1167).  

In determining what alternatives should be considered in the EIR, it is important to acknowledge the objectives of the 
project, the project’s significant effects, and the unique project considerations. These factors are crucial to the 
development of alternatives that meet the criteria specified in Section 15126.6(a). Although, as noted above, EIRs must 
contain a discussion of “potentially feasible” alternatives, the ultimate determination as to whether an alternative is 
feasible or infeasible is made by lead agency decision maker(s). (See PRC Section 21081[a][3].) At the time of action on 
the project, the decision maker(s) may consider evidence beyond that found in this EIR in addressing such 
determinations. The decision maker(s), for example, may conclude that a particular alternative is infeasible (i.e., 
undesirable) from a policy standpoint and may reject an alternative on that basis provided that the decision maker(s) 
adopts a finding, supported by substantial evidence, to that effect, and provided that such a finding reflects a 
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reasonable balancing of the relevant economic, environmental, social, and other considerations supported by 
substantial evidence (City of Del Mar v. City of San Diego [1982] 133 Cal.App.3d 401, 417; California Native Plant 
Society v. City of Santa Cruz [2009] 177 Cal.App.4th 957, 998). 

The EIR should also identify any alternatives that were considered by the lead agency but were rejected during the 
planning or scoping process and briefly explain the reasons underlying the lead agency’s determination. The 
following alternatives were considered as alternatives but ultimately removed for the reasons described below.  

5.2.4 Countywide Cannabis Ban 
Under this alternative, the County would implement a ban on commercial cannabis activities. No new commercial 
cannabis activities, including retail, cultivation, manufacturing, distribution, testing, microbusinesses, temporary 
events, or on-site consumption, would be allowed. This alternative would also result in the cessation of the existing 
cannabis ordinance (County Code Sections 26-88-250 through 26-88-258). Under this alternative, the existing 
commercial cannabis facilities would be restored to their preexisting conditions after zoning and use permits have 
termed out. Enforcement activities would be undertaken by the County and other agencies, if necessary, to ensure 
proper closure of existing commercial cannabis operations.  

This alternative was determined early on to be infeasible. While the County is not required to permit commercial 
cannabis activities, a cannabis prohibition would be inconsistent with the passage of state Proposition 64 (Marijuana 
Legalization in 2016) where voters approved commercial cannabis use and activities in California and with Sonoma 
County voter passage of Measure A (Cannabis Business Tax in 2017). Measure A created a framework for taxation that 
set maximum allowable rates for all operator types and granted authority to the County to, among other things, set 
lower rates, tax certain operator types, and establish various tax administration policies. Additionally, this alternative 
would not meet most of the project objectives, which include reduced barriers for permitting and increased business 
opportunities for the cannabis industry in Sonoma County. Because this alternative would not be consistent with 
Proposition 64 and Measure A and would not be consistent with any of the project objectives listed above, it is not 
considered further.  

5.3 ALTERNATIVES SELECTED FOR DETAILED ANALYSIS 
The following alternatives are evaluated in this Draft EIR. 

Alternative 1: No Project–Continuation of Existing Cannabis Program: Alternative 1 assumes that the existing 
regulation would remain in place.  

Alternative 2: Commercial and Industrial Zones Only Alternative: Alternative 2 would only allow commercial cannabis 
uses within the commercial and industrial zoning districts, which would limit cultivation to indoor only, and events 
would not be allowed. 

Alternative 3: Ministerial Only Alternative: Alternative 3 would allow future non-cultivation and cultivation facilities 
without further discretionary review, either by right or with a ministerial permit. Ministerial zoning permits require 
review of the permit application for permit eligibility and verification of the proposed project’s conformance with set 
standards prior to approval. If the proposed project does not conform to the applicable standards, the permit would 
not be eligible for approval and would be denied by the County. If applicable standards are met, the permit is issued 
without project-specific discretionary review and without public notice. 

Alternative 4: Reduced Scope Alternative: Under Alternative 4, proposed changes to the General Plan would be the 
same as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, including redefining cannabis as controlled agriculture and 
limiting structural development to being secondary and incidental to outdoor agricultural production. The allowable 
uses in industrial and commercial districts would remain the same, but the allowable uses in agricultural and 
resources districts would be reduced compared to the proposed program. 
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Alternative 5: No New Development: Crop Swap and Shop Swap Only Alternative: Alternative 5 would limit new 
outdoor cannabis cultivation sites within agricultural or resources zoning districts to those meeting the crop swap 
criteria of the Cannabis Program Update. That is, cultivation would involve the replacement of active cultivation and 
of perennial or row crops with outdoor cannabis cultivation or the reuse of an existing nonresidential structure for an 
accessary cannabis use or indoor cannabis cultivation, involving no or negligible expansion of use. Cannabis 
cultivation operations would be subject to a ministerial permit that would meet the requirements of the crop swap, as 
detailed in the proposed Cannabis Program Update Code Section 26-18-115. No new indoor or mixed-light facilities 
could be developed under the crop swap provisions, cannabis cultivation would be not allowed on agricultural or 
resources zoning districts that have not been in production within the 5 years prior to application for a permit.  

5.3.1 Alternative 1: No-Project Alternative 
Alternative 1 assumes that the existing regulation would remain in place and would not be repealed or otherwise 
modified from existing conditions.  

For the purposes of this analysis, it is assumed that there would be fewer commercial cannabis facilities in the County 
because the regulations under Alternative 1, including those pertaining to allowable uses, setbacks, and parcel size, 
are more stringent than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. It is assumed that there would be fewer 
cultivation uses developed and operated in the County under the No-Project Alternative compared to the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update due to the limits on canopy (one acre versus 10 percent of the parcel in Agricultural and 
Resource zones and by building lot coverage in Industrial zones) and minimum parcel size (10 acres versus 5 aces) 
and because accessory retail and events would be prohibited. Alternative 1 includes a limited ministerial permitting 
pathway for outdoor, indoor, and mixed-light cultivation of up to 10,000 square feet, 500 square feet, and 2,500 
square feet respectively. All other cultivation and supply chain uses are subject to a discretionary use permit. 

AESTHETICS 
As discussed in Section 3.1, “Aesthetics,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, mitigation measures are 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts on scenic vistas or viewsheds and scenic resources within a state 
scenic highway or County-designated scenic roadway, and impacts related to degradation of the existing visual 
character through requirements for tarps and fences. Additionally, under the proposed Program, mitigation measures 
are available to reduce potentially significant impacts related to light and glare to a less-than-significant level. Under 
the No-Project Alternative, the existing cannabis ordinance would remain in place. Under this alternative, there would 
be a cap of 1 acre per site and a minimum parcel size of 10 acres for cultivation, which would provide fewer 
opportunities for cultivation in the County compared to the proposed Cannabis Program Update, which limits canopy 
to 10 percent of a minimum 5-acre parcel. Compared to the proposed Cannabis Program Update, Alternative 1 would 
also have smaller setback requirements for indoor uses and would not have a specific setback standard from 
residential zones and incorporates city boundaries. Overall, Alternative 1 would result in fewer cannabis uses and 
eligible cultivation sites that would be located farther from each other. In addition, Alternative 1 places limits on the 
size of indoor cultivation and mixed-light activities on agriculture and resources districts. For this reason, the potential 
to alter the existing visual character or quality would be less than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 
Similarly, with more spread out development, there would be less potential for adverse effects on scenic vistas and 
state scenic highways or County-designated scenic roadways and fewer new lights installed. For these reasons, 
impacts on aesthetics resources would be less under Alternative 1 than the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

AGRICULTURAL AND FORESTRY RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.2, “Agricultural and Forestry Resources,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, 
there would be no impacts to agricultural or forestry resources. Under Alternative 1, cannabis would not be redefined 
as controlled agriculture as it would under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. Thus, development of cannabis 
cultivation and accessory structures on lands zoned for agricultural uses may convert farmland to nonagricultural 
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uses. However, under Alternative 1, commercial indoor and mixed-light cultivation facilities are prohibited from 
removing agricultural production within Important Farmlands, including Prime, Unique, and Farmlands of Statewide 
Importance as designated by the state Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, unless offset by relocating 
agricultural production on a 1:1 ratio. Because cannabis would continue to be a commercial use and not an 
agricultural use, it would not serve to further General Plan policies related to promoting agricultural uses on 
agricultural lands as much as the Cannabis Program Update. Thus, impacts on agricultural and forestry resources 
would be greater under Alternative 1 than the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

AIR QUALITY 
As discussed in Section 3.3, “Air Quality,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, potentially significant 
impacts associated with construction-generated air emissions would be reduced to a less-than-significant level with 
implementation of mitigation measures; however, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in significant 
and unavoidable impacts related to odors. Additionally, under cumulative conditions, the Cannabis Program Update 
would make a considerable contribution to cumulative operational criteria air pollutant emissions. Alternative 1 would 
be more stringent in terms of allowable cannabis uses than the proposed Cannabis Program Update. While this may 
decrease the development potential in the County, mitigation measures would reduce potential construction-related 
emissions to a less-than-significant level under either Alternative 1 or the proposed Cannabis Program Update. With 
regard to odor impacts, Alternative 1 requires smaller setbacks from residential zones (100 to 300 feet versus 600 
feet); however, the 300 foot setback from individual residences would be retained and the sensitive use setback 
requirements in agricultural and resources zones would be greater (measured from property line to property line, 
rather than property line of the sensitive use to the cannabis premises). As discussed under Impact 3.3-4, the furthest 
distance cannabis odors may be recognizable or detectable is approximately 2 miles, depending on topography and 
meteorology (Kern County 2017). However, recognition of an odor does not imply that the odor is a nuisance, only 
that it can be identified or detected as cannabis. Typically, the odor is detectable much closer to the source, such as 
adjacent to or on a commercial cannabis cultivation site. The distance for odor detection is site-specific and can be 
affected by many variables, including meteorology, topography, and stages of plant growth. In addition, human 
perception of cannabis plant odors may be influenced by personal views regarding cannabis. Whether the odor is 
acceptable and the level at which it should be defined as objectionable varies by the individual sensitive receptor 
depending on various strengths and distances. Overall, while some setbacks would be greater under Alternative 1, 
others would be smaller and the amount of cultivation at an individual grow site and countywide is expected to 
increase under the Cannabis Program Update, presenting greater potential for nuisance odor effects. Thus, impacts 
related to odors would be less under Alternative 1 than the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in 
potentially significant impacts on special-status plant species and habitat; special-status wildlife species and habitat; 
special-status fisheries; riparian habitat, old-growth habitat, and other sensitive natural communities; state or federally 
protected wetlands; and migratory wildlife corridors or native wildlife nursery sites, which would be reduced to a less-
than-significant level through implementation of mitigation measures. Although Alternative 1 contains requirements 
for biotic resources assessments and setback criteria from riparian corridor stream conservation areas, these 
requirements are duplicative of other County standards for cannabis projects subject to a Use Permit as well as State 
Water Resources Control Board (SWRCB) Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ. While Alternative 1 may result in less 
development than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, compliance with state and County requirements 
and mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant impacts for the same reasons as discussed in Section 
3.4, “Biological Resources.” Thus, impacts related to biological resources would be similar under Alternative 1 as under 
the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 
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CULTURAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.5, “Cultural Resources,” compliance with state requirements (e.g., SWRCB Order WQ 2023-
0102-DWQ) would minimize potentially significant impacts related to disturbance of human remains and 
archeological resources. While the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in potentially significant impacts 
on historic resources and unique archaeological resources, mitigation measures would reduce these impacts to a 
less-than-significant level. Although Alternative 1 contains development standards for cultural and historic resources 
(e.g., records requests), these are duplicative of other state requirements. Compliance with state and County 
requirements and mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant impacts for the same reasons as 
discussed in Section 3.5, “Cultural Resources.” Thus, impacts related to cultural resources would be similar under 
Alternative 1 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

ENERGY 
As discussed in Section 3.6, “Energy,” while the proposed Cannabis Program Update would not increase energy 
consumption associated with the construction and operation of commercial cannabis facilities in a way that would be 
considered wasteful, inefficient, or unnecessary, it could conflict with the County Climate Change Action Resolution. 
However, implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.6-2 would improve the energy efficiency and renewable energy 
potential of licensed commercial cannabis cultivation and noncultivation sites through the incorporation of renewable 
energy systems and limits to on-site natural gas usage. While Alternative 1 may result in less development than the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update, compliance with state and County requirements and mitigation measures 
would reduce potentially significant impacts for the same reasons as discussed in Section 3.6, “Energy.” Thus, impacts 
related to energy would be similar under Alternative 1 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

GEOLOGY, SOILS, AND MINERAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.7, “Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources,” cannabis facility development and operation 
would be subject to compliance with SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, the California Building Code, and Sonoma 
County’s Grading and Drainage requirements (i.e., Chapter 36 pertains to outdoor cultivation, and Chapter 11 pertains 
to construction grading and drainage for other development). These requirements would be the same under 
Alternative 1 as the proposed Cannabis Program Update. In addition, for the reasons described in Section 3.7, 
“Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources,” mitigation measures are available to reduce potentially significant impacts 
on paleontological resources to a less-than-significant level. While Alternative 1 may result in less development than 
the proposed Cannabis Program Update, mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant impacts for the 
same reasons as discussed in Section 3.7, “Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources.” Thus, impacts related to geologic 
and paleontological resources would be similar under Alternative 1 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS AND CLIMATE CHANGE 
As discussed in Section 3.8, “Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change,” given the rural nature of portions of 
the County, it may be infeasible for future licensed cannabis cultivation sites to fully decarbonize due to inadequate 
access to the electrical grid. Thus, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in significant and 
unavoidable impacts associated with conflicts with an applicable plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose 
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions under program and cumulative conditions. While Alternative 1 may result in 
less development than the proposed Cannabis Program Update, the same issues would generally persist. While 
parcel size requirements and canopy size limits could require more sites in the County to accommodate the demand 
for cultivation, thus increasing VMT, the prohibition on accessory retail under Alternative 1 in Agricultural and 
Resource zones could decrease VMT compared to the proposed Program because retail uses would be located closer 
to urban centers in Industrial and Commercial zones. Additionally, the prohibition on events under Alternative 1 
would limit visitor-serving uses and decrease visitor-related VMT. This reduction in VMT would reduce GHG emissions 
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under Alternative 1 compared to the proposed Program. Thus, impacts related to greenhouse gas emissions and 
climate change would be less under Alternative 1 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS 
As discussed in Section 3.9, “Hazards and Hazardous Materials,” commercial cannabis facilities would be required to 
comply with existing state and local regulations (such as Title 26 of the California Code of Regulations [CCR], as well 
as the US Department of Transportation [DOT], the California Highway Patrol [CHP], and the California Department of 
Transportation [Caltrans], and the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Association [FMCSA] regulations). While there may be 
contamination from previous or historical practices from certain land uses (e.g., agricultural use of pesticides), 
implementation of mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant impacts of the Cannabis Program Update 
to a less-than-significant level. While Alternative 1 may result in less development than the proposed Cannabis 
Program Update, mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant impacts for the same reasons as discussed 
in Section 3.9, “Hazards and Hazardous Materials.” Thus, impacts related to hazards and hazardous materials would 
be similar under Alternative 1 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

HYDROLOGY AND WATER QUALITY 
As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” compliance with state and County requirements (would 
reduce potentially significant impacts related to water quality and surface water diversion to a less-than-significant 
level. New cannabis facilities that rely on groundwater could deplete aquifers, and subsequently result in interference 
with sustainable management of a basin or impedance of implementation of a sustainable groundwater management 
plan. Increased groundwater extraction may result in adverse environmental impacts, including reduced groundwater 
levels, interference with nearby wells, reduced streamflow, altered habitat of interconnected surface waters, and 
degraded groundwater quality. As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” mitigation measures are 
available that would reduce impacts related to groundwater to a less-than-significant level by ensuring that a 
cannabis permit would not be granted to applicants if groundwater use would result in or exacerbate an overdraft 
condition in basin or aquifer, reduced critical flow in nearby streams, or well interference at offsite wells. While 
Alternative 1 may result in less development than the proposed Cannabis Program Update, mitigation measures 
would reduce potentially significant impacts related to groundwater use by creating standards to address these 
impacts, as identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality.” Because the minimum parcel size for cultivation 
would be larger under Alternative 1, cannabis cultivation-related groundwater wells are likely to operate at farther 
distances and would support less cannabis uses per site as compared to the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 
Due to the increased distance between wells, the potential for well interference would be less under Alternative 1 than 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. For these reasons, impacts related to hydrology and water quality 
would be less under Alternative 1 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

LAND USE AND PLANNING 
No significant land use and planning impacts were identified as a result of implementation of the Cannabis Program 
Update. Cannabis facilities would be subject to state and County land use regulations and policies that protect the 
environment. 

Permitted commercial cannabis uses would be required to comply with the respective code requirements associated 
with Alternative 1 and the proposed Cannabis Program Update. The code for each alternative provides land use and 
development standards for commercial cannabis uses, as well as establishes the zoning districts that allow for 
commercial cannabis uses. Additionally, zoning districts where cannabis uses are allowed are similar to those allowed 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, except that Alternative 1 would continue to not allow retail uses in 
the General Commercial zone. For this reason, impacts on land use and planning would be similar under Alternative 1 
as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 
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NOISE AND VIBRATION 
As discussed in Section 3.12, “Noise and Vibration,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update construction-
related and operational noise from individual cannabis projects could exceed noise standards; however, mitigation is 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts to a less-than-significant level with the exception of construction 
noise impacts. While Alternative 1 may result in less development than the proposed Cannabis Program Update, 
mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant impacts as discussed in Section 3.12, “Noise and Vibration.” 
With regard to operational noise, Alternative 1 would not allow events to operate. Amplified noise from cannabis 
events and cannabis lounges could be located within distances that expose existing sensitive receptors to noise levels 
that exceed County noise standards and result in public health effects (e.g., sleep disturbance) at nearby sensitive 
receptors. Because events would not be allowed under Alternative 1, the potential for adverse noise effects would be 
less than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

PUBLIC SERVICES AND RECREATION 
Consistent with state and County requirements (e.g., Public Resources Code 4290 and 4291, California Fire Code, CCR 
Title 4, Division 9, Section 15042, 15042, 15043, 15045, 15046, and 15047) discussed in Section 3.13, “Public Services,” 
no substantial effects on fire protection or law enforcement services would occur, such that development of new or 
altered facilities would be necessary. Because the same standards apply to both Alternative 1 and the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update, impacts related to public services would be similar under Alternative 1 as under the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

TRANSPORTATION 
Construction associated with future commercial cannabis facilities would be required to meet all County requirements 
related to construction, including the County Construction Standards adopted as County Ordinance 38-2020-0446, 
as well as obtain encroachment permits under Section Chapter 15, Article III, Section 15-8 of the County Municipal 
Code. Compliance with these requirements would address the site-specific conditions associated with cannabis 
facilities; and, thus, the severity between Alternative 1 and the proposed Cannabis Update would be similar. The 
proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in significant and unavoidable VMT impacts under project and 
cumulative conditions. As discussed above under “Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change,” while parcel size 
requirements and canopy size limits could require more sites in the County to meet the demand for cultivation, thus 
increasing VMT, the prohibition on accessory retail under Alternative 1 in Agricultural and Resource zones could 
decrease VMT compared to the proposed Program because retail uses would be located closer to urban centers in 
Industrial and Commercial zones. Additionally, the prohibition on events under Alternative 1 would limit visitor-
serving uses and decrease visitor-related VMT. This reduction in VMT would reduce GHG emissions under Alternative 
1 compared to the proposed Program. While a significant and unavoidable effect cannot be ruled out, because an 
individual project may be considered to have a significant level of VMT, overall travel in the County associated with 
licensed cannabis uses would be less under Alternative 1 than the proposed Cannabis Program Update. Thus, impacts 
related to transportation would be less under Alternative 1 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

TRIBAL CULTURAL RESOURCES  
Requirements for new cannabis uses would be subject to SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, Health and Safety 
Code Section 7050.5, and PRC Section 5097.98, which would reduce impacts to tribal cultural resources. Additionally, 
feasible mitigation measures are available to identify and avoid or manage tribal cultural resources, to ensure 
consistency with all state laws. Because a similar level of development would occur under Alternative 1 as under the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update, impacts would be similar. 
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UTILITIES AND SERVICE SYSTEMS 
As discussed in Section 3.16, “Utilities and Service Systems,” while compliance with state and County requirements 
would result in less-than-significant impacts to wastewater and solid waste services, mitigation measures would be 
necessary to ensure that there are sufficient water supplies available to support new cannabis uses in the County. 
However, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would make a considerable contribution to cumulative water 
supply impacts resulting in a significant and unavoidable impact. Under Alternative 1, because accessory retail and 
manufacturing would be prohibited in Agricultural and Resource Districts, there could be more retail and 
manufacturing uses in urban areas where water service is available to meet these supply chain uses. This could result 
in an increase in municipal and retail water supply under Alternative 1 compared to the proposed Cannabis Program 
Update, which would tend to rely more on water supply from groundwater well and septic systems. However, under 
Alternative 1, operating standards for cultivation are required to provide proof of adequate water and wastewater 
service. Overall, because of the restrictions on supply chain uses in Agricultural and Resource zones, there would be 
less potential for extension of services because less cannabis uses would be allowed. Thus, impacts related to utilities 
and service systems would be less under Alternative 1 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

WILDFIRE 
As discussed in Section 3.17, “Wildfire,” new cannabis uses would be allowed under the proposed Cannabis Program 
Update in areas where existing risk of wildland fire has been established. While outdoor cultivation would not create 
an increased risk of wildland fire, indoor cultivation, mixed-light cultivation, centralized processing, cannabis events, 
and other supply chain uses would increase the potential for new ignitions. If wildland fires are ignited within 
undeveloped areas of the County, there is substantial potential risk of loss, injury, or death because emergency 
access and evacuation may be impeded in these areas. In turn, wildfires in Sonoma County may impair emergency 
response and access or expose people or structures to substantial risks and new development may require associated 
infrastructure that could result in environmental impacts. Alternative 1 would result in similar levels of potentially 
significant impacts as under the Cannabis Program Update because development would be allowed to expand to 
new areas of the county; thus providing new fuels and increased potential for ignition. Alternative 1 would reduce the 
risk of wildfire because events would be prohibited. However, mitigation measures are available that would reduce 
potentially significant impacts through design features, operational requirements, and coordination with the County 
Fire Marshall and local fire districts. Further, mitigation measures under the Program Update would include 
prohibiting all uses except for outdoor cultivation and processing within the Very High FHSZ, whereas Alternative 1 
would continue to allow mixed-light and indoor cultivation and centralized processing. With these requirements in 
place, impacts related to wildfire would be similar under Alternative 1 as under the proposed Program Update. 

5.3.2 Alternative 2: Commercial and Industrial Zones Only 
Alternative 

Alternative 2 would limit commercial cannabis uses to the commercial and industrial zoning districts only. No 
cultivation or other cannabis uses would be allowed in agricultural or resource zones. Cultivation within industrial 
districts would be limited to indoor. Cultivation would not include a canopy limit, and all uses would be allowed by 
right, similar to the Program Update. Existing cultivation sites in agricultural and resource zoning district would phase 
out as permits expire. Under this alternative, cannabis would not be considered a controlled agricultural crop and 
would instead remain a commercial use. Neither cannabis events nor periodic special events involving cannabis 
would be allowed. 

Based on the assumptions presented in Table 3-1 of this Draft EIR, the projected total cannabis cultivation area of 208 
acres would require a total of 31,363,200 square feet (sf) of building (20,000 sf of building for every 6,000 sf of 
canopy) and a footprint of 416 acres of developed use footprint (2 acres of footprint per acre of canopy) for parking, 
storage buildings, and other operational buildings. This represents a nearly 8-fold increase in cultivation-related 
developed building space than under the proposed Cannabis Program. However, because several harvests may occur 
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per year in indoor facilities, the market would support less area for cultivation than under the proposed Program. For 
reference, indoor cultivation facilities can support at least five harvests per year versus one or two harvests for 
outdoor cultivation. Using this assumption, indoor building area demand may be projected to reach approximately 6 
million sf, which remains greater than the total building area projected for the proposed Cannabis Program 
(approximately 4.4 million sf, as shown in Table 3-1 of this Draft EIR).  

AESTHETICS 
As discussed in Section 3.1, “Aesthetics,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, mitigation measures are 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts on scenic vistas or viewsheds and scenic resources within a state 
scenic highway or County-designated scenic roadway, and impacts related to degradation of the existing visual 
character through requirements for tarps and fences. Additionally, under the proposed Program, mitigation measures 
are available to reduce potentially significant impacts related to light and glare to a less-than-significant level. Under 
Alternative 2, cannabis uses would not be allowed in agricultural and resource zones, thereby reducing impacts to 
scenic resources without needing to implement the identified measures. This alternative would likely lead to greater 
development within commercial and industrial zones to accommodate expected cannabis uses. While this additional 
development presents the potential for impacts related to lighting and glare, mitigation measures are available and 
can be implemented through the design review with hearing process. Overall, because new development would not 
be permitted within the rural areas of the County, aesthetics impacts would be less under Alternative 2 than under 
the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

AGRICULTURAL AND FORESTRY RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.2, “Agricultural and Forestry Resources,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, 
use of agricultural land for cultivation and agricultural-serving uses would be less-than-significant. Because 
Alternative 2 would not allow development within the agricultural zones, there would be no impact to agricultural 
resources or existing forestland or timberland production. There may be more development within commercial and 
industrial zones that could involve tree removal, however, compliance with the County’s tree protection regulations 
would ensure future cannabis operations would provide replacement or payment for the removal of any on-site 
protected trees. For these reasons, impacts to agricultural and forestry resources would be less under Alternative 2 as 
the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

AIR QUALITY 
As discussed in Section 3.3, “Air Quality,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, potentially significant 
impacts associated with construction-generated air emissions would be reduced to a less-than-significant level with 
implementation of mitigation measures; however, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in significant 
and unavoidable impacts related to odors. Additionally, under cumulative conditions, the Cannabis Program Update 
would make a considerable contribution to cumulative operational criteria air pollutant emissions. Under Alternative 
2, there would be more construction and, thus, greater construction-related emissions; however, mitigation measures 
would reduce potential construction-related emissions to a less-than-significant level under either Alternative 2 or the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update. Because Alternative 2 would not allow for outdoor cannabis cultivation, all 
cannabis operations would be contained within a building and would be subject to Cannabis Program Update 26-18-
115(C)(1)(a), which requires that structures containing cannabis must be equipped with a filtration and ventilation 
system to control odors. These requirements would reduce odor emissions for indoor and mixed-light cultivation and 
supply chain uses to a less-than-significant level, thus eliminating the significant and unavoidable impact associated 
with the proposed Cannabis Program Update. Because cannabis would be grown inside and cannabis facilities would 
be equipped with odor control systems under Alternative 2, there would be less odor emissions than under the 
proposed Program. Thus, impacts related to odors would be less under Alternative 2 than the proposed Cannabis 
Program Update. (Eliminates significant and unavoidable odors impacts.) 
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BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in 
potentially significant impacts on special-status plant species and habitat; special-status wildlife species and habitat; 
special-status fisheries; riparian habitat, old-growth habitat, and other sensitive natural communities; state or federally 
protected wetlands; and migratory wildlife corridors or native wildlife nursery sites, which would be reduced to a less-
than-significant level through implementation of mitigation measures. While Alternative 2 may result in more 
structural development than the proposed Cannabis Program Update, new development is less likely to occur in 
environmentally sensitive areas and it is not clear if less ground disturbance would occur because both land 
development and cultivation require grading and other earthmoving; regardless, compliance with state and County 
requirements and mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant impacts for the same reasons as 
discussed in Section 3.4, “Biological Resources.” Thus, impacts related to biological resources would be less under 
Alternative 2 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

CULTURAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.5, “Cultural Resources,” compliance with state requirements would minimize potentially 
significant impacts related to disturbance of human remains and archeological resources. While the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update would result in potentially significant impacts on historic and archaeological resources, 
mitigation measures would reduce these impacts to a less-than-significant level. While Alternative 2 may result in 
more development than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, it is not clear if less ground disturbance 
would occur because both land development and cultivation require grading and other earthmoving. Regardless, 
compliance with state and County requirements and mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant 
impacts for the same reasons as discussed in Section 3.5, “Cultural Resources.” Thus, impacts related to cultural 
resources would be similar under Alternative 2 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

ENERGY 
As discussed in Section 3.6, “Energy,” while the proposed Cannabis Program Update would not increase energy 
consumption associated with the construction and operation of commercial cannabis facilities in a way that would be 
considered wasteful, inefficient, or unnecessary, it could conflict with the County Climate Change Action Resolution. 
However, implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.6-2 requires that provisions that address renewable energy or 
energy efficiency be incorporated to improve the energy efficiency and renewable energy potential of new cannabis 
cultivation and supply chain uses. These requirements would align with the measures of the Sonoma County Climate 
Action Resolution. Because Alternative 2 would involve more development and operation of buildings for cannabis 
uses than the proposed Cannabis Program Update, impacts related to energy would be greater under Alternative 2 
than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

GEOLOGY, SOILS, AND MINERAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.7, “Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources,” cannabis facility development and operation 
would be subject to compliance with SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, the California Building Code, and Sonoma 
County Code requirements. While state and County requirements for outdoor cannabis cultivation would not apply 
under Alternative 2, development requirements would be the same under Alternative 2 as under the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update. In addition, for the reasons described in Section 3.7, “Geology, Soils, and Mineral 
Resources,” mitigation measures are available to reduce potentially significant impacts on paleontological resources 
to a less-than-significant level. While Alternative 2 may result in more development than the proposed Cannabis 
Program Update, mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant impacts for the same reasons as discussed 
in Section 3.7, “Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources.” Thus, impacts related to geologic and paleontological 
resources would be similar under Alternative 2 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 
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GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS AND CLIMATE CHANGE 
As discussed in Section 3.8, “Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change,” given the rural nature of portions of 
the County, it may be infeasible for future licensed cannabis cultivation sites to fully decarbonize due to inadequate 
access to the electrical grid. Thus, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in significant and 
unavoidable impacts associated with conflicts with an applicable plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose 
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions under program and cumulative conditions. Under Alternative 2, development 
would be limited to commercial and industrial zones where it would be feasible for cannabis uses to fully 
decarbonize. Further, events would not be allowed, thereby reducing VMT and greenhouse gas emissions. However, 
because VMT impacts are site-specific and mitigation effectiveness is uncertain, it would not reduce this impact from 
significant and unavoidable. Still, impacts related to greenhouse gas emissions and climate change would be less 
under Alternative 2 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS 
As discussed in Section 3.9, “Hazards and Hazardous Materials,” commercial cannabis facilities would be required to 
comply with existing state and local regulations (such as Title 26 of the CCR, as well as DOT, CHP, and Caltrans, and 
the FMCSA regulations). While there may be contamination from previous or historical practices from certain land 
uses (e.g., agricultural use of pesticides and herbicides), implementation of mitigation measures would reduce 
potentially significant impacts of the Cannabis Program Update to a less-than-significant level. While Alternative 2 
may result in more development than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, it is not clear whether less 
ground disturbance would occur because both land development and cultivation require grading and other 
earthmoving; regardless, mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant impacts for the same reasons as 
discussed in Section 3.8, “Hazards and Hazardous Materials.” Thus, impacts related to hazards and hazardous 
materials would be similar to those under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

HYDROLOGY AND WATER QUALITY 
As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” compliance with state and County requirements (would 
reduce potentially significant impacts related to water quality and surface water diversion to a less-than-significant 
level. New cannabis facilities that rely on groundwater could deplete aquifers, and subsequently result in interference 
with sustainable management of a basin or impedance of implementation of a sustainable groundwater management 
plan. Increased groundwater extraction may result in adverse environmental impacts, including reduced groundwater 
levels, interference with nearby wells, reduced streamflow, altered habitat of interconnected surface waters, and 
degraded groundwater quality. As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” mitigation measures are 
available that would reduce impacts related to groundwater to a less-than-significant level by ensuring that a 
cannabis permit would not be granted to applicants if groundwater use would result in or exacerbate an overdraft 
condition in basin or aquifer, reduced critical flow in nearby streams, or well interference at offsite wells. Under 
Alternative 2, cannabis uses would only be permitted in industrial zones. While indoor cultivation has a higher water 
demand than outdoor cannabis cultivation (see Table 3.10-7), these sites would be much less likely to rely on 
groundwater. Therefore, impacts related to hydrology and water quality would be less under Alternative 2 than under 
the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

LAND USE AND PLANNING 
No significant land use and planning impacts were identified as a result of implementation of the Cannabis Program 
Update. Cannabis facilities would be subject to state and County land use regulations and policies that protect the 
environment. 

Permitted commercial cannabis uses would be required to comply with the respective code requirements associated 
with Alternative 2 and the proposed Cannabis Program Update. The code for each alternative provides land use and 
development standards for commercial cannabis uses, as well as establishes the zoning districts that allow for 
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commercial cannabis uses. Zoning districts where cannabis uses are allowed under Alternative 2 are much more 
limited than those allowed under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, but would similarly not create a conflict 
with any plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose of avoiding an environmental impact. For this reason, 
impacts on land use and planning would be similar under Alternative 2 as under the proposed Cannabis 
Program Update. 

NOISE AND VIBRATION 
As discussed in Section 3.12, “Noise and Vibration,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, construction-
related and operational noise from individual cannabis projects could exceed noise standards; however, mitigation is 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts to a less-than-significant level with the exception of construction 
noise impacts that would be significant and unavoidable. While Alternative 2 may result in more development than 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant impacts for 
the same reasons as discussed in Section 3.12, “Noise and Vibration.” Additionally, a similar number of supply-chain 
uses would be expected under Alternative 2 as under the proposed Program and mitigation measures are available 
to reduce potentially significant impacts to a less-than-significant level. Alternative 2 would differ from the proposed 
Program because there would be an increased number of indoor cultivation facilities, which require the use of loud 
noise sources (e.g., heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) equipment). While setback requirements in 
agricultural and resource zoning districts would allow for attenuation of noise from HVAC systems to an 
imperceptible level at sensitive receptor locations, noise emitted from site in industrial and commercial areas could be 
substantial because setbacks are limited to the underlying zoning district requirements. However, mitigation is 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts on nearby sensitive land uses. Alternative 2 also differs from the 
proposed Program in that events would not be allowed, thereby reducing potential noise impacts associated with 
events. Overall, because mitigation measures would address ambient noise and exceedance of noise thresholds on a 
site-by-site basis, impacts would be similar under Alternative 2 compared to the proposed Program. 

PUBLIC SERVICES AND RECREATION 
Consistent with state and County requirements (e.g., Public Resources Code 4290 and 4291, California Fire Code, CCR 
Title 4, Division 9, Section 15042, 15042, 15043, 15045, 15046, and 15047) discussed in Section 3.13, “Public Services,” 
no substantial effects on fire protection or law enforcement services would occur, such that development of new or 
altered facilities would be necessary. Because the same standards apply to both Alternative 2 and the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update, impacts related to public services and recreation would be similar under Alternative 2 as 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

TRANSPORTATION 
Construction associated with future commercial cannabis facilities would be required to meet all County requirements 
related to construction, including the County Construction Standards adopted as County Ordinance 38-2020-0446, 
as well as obtain encroachment permits under Section Chapter 15, Article III, Section 15-8 of the County Municipal 
Code. Compliance with these requirements would address the site-specific conditions associated with cannabis 
facilities as well as impacts associated with traffic safety, as discussed in Section 3.14, “Transportation.” Because 
cannabis uses under Alternative 2 would be limited to commercial and industrial zones where much of the area is 
previously developed, impacts are expected be less severe. The proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in 
significant and unavoidable VMT impacts under program and cumulative conditions. Under Alternative 2, demand for 
supply chain uses would be the same as under the proposed Program; however, there would be more indoor 
facilities because outdoor facilities would be prohibited. Indoor facilities allow for year-round cultivation, creating 
more harvests per facility and, thus, increased employment opportunities that would be sustained throughout the 
year rather than seasonal. As noted in Table 3-1, approximately 8.5 employees are required for outdoor and mixed-
light cultivation, while 9.3 employees are required for indoor cultivation. Thus, more employees would be required to 
support Alternative 2 versus the proposed Cannabis Program (1,768 versus up to 1,934 total employees). While 
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development under Alternative 2 may be concentrated in less remote areas of the County, the location of future 
facilities is unknown and cannot be known at this time, and so an increase in employment may relate to greater VMT. 
At the same time, Alternative 2 would not allow for events, which would VMT impacts. Overall, impacts related to 
transportation would be similar under Alternative 2 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

TRIBAL CULTURAL RESOURCES 
Requirements for new cannabis uses would be subject to SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, Health and Safety 
Code Section 7050.5, and PRC Section 5097.98, which would reduce impacts to tribal cultural resources. Additionally, 
feasible mitigation measures are available to identify and avoid or manage tribal cultural resources, to ensure 
consistency with all state laws. Because a similar level of development would occur under Alternative 2 as under the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update, impacts would be similar. 

UTILITIES AND SERVICE SYSTEMS 
As discussed in Section 3.16, “Utilities and Service Systems,” while compliance with state and County requirements 
would result in less-than-significant impacts to wastewater and solid waste services, mitigation measures would be 
necessary to ensure that there are sufficient water supplies available to support new cannabis uses in the County. 
However, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would make a considerable contribution to cumulative water 
supply impacts that would be significant and unavoidable. As noted above under “Hydrology and Water Quality,” 
because more indoor cannabis businesses would be expected under Alternative 2, there would be greater demand 
on water than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. Further, because all cannabis uses would be in 
commercial and industrial zoning, they would be more likely to be served by public sewer and water. Thus, impacts 
related to utilities and service systems would be greater under Alternative 2 than under the proposed Cannabis 
Program Update.  

WILDFIRE 
As discussed in Section 3.17, “Wildfire,” new cannabis uses would be allowed under the proposed Cannabis Program 
Update in areas where existing risk of wildland fire has been established. While outdoor cultivation would not create 
an increased risk of wildland fire, indoor cultivation, mixed-light cultivation, centralized processing, cannabis events, 
and other supply chain uses would increase the potential for new ignitions. If wildland fires are ignited within 
undeveloped areas of the County, there is substantial potential risk of loss, injury, or death because emergency 
access and evacuation may be impeded in these areas. In turn, wildfires in Sonoma County may impair emergency 
response and access or expose people or structures to substantial risks and new development may require associated 
infrastructure that could result in environmental impacts. Because Alternative 2 allows only indoor cultivation, there 
could be more new power supplies extended for cultivation in the County, thus increasing the potential for ignition. 
However, commercial and particularly industrial zones are much less likely to be high and very high FHSZs and less 
rural areas of the County with better emergency access. Still for all areas, mitigation measures presented in Section 
3.17 would require building hardening, vegetation management, and detailed site-specific plans that would prevent 
accidental ignition from becoming a catastrophic wildfire. With the location requirements under Alternative 2 and 
these requirements in place, impacts related to wildfire would be less under Alternative 2 than under the proposed 
Program Update. 

5.3.3 Alternative 3: Ministerial Only Alternative 
The Ministerial Only Alternative would allow future cultivation and supply chain uses without further discretionary 
review, either by right or with a ministerial permit. Individual projects would not be subject to discretionary site-
specific review, CEQA, or public notice and hearings. Ministerial zoning permits require review of the permit 
application for permit eligibility and verification of the proposed project’s conformance with set standards prior to 
approval. If the proposed project does not conform to the applicable standards, the permit would not be eligible for 



Ascent  Alternatives 

Sonoma County 
Cannabis Program Update Draft EIR 5-17 

approval and would be denied by the County. Proposed changes to the General Plan, Uniform Rules, and periodic 
special events would be the same as under the proposed Cannabis Program. Requirements associated with proposed 
County Code Sections 26-18-020, 26-20-025, 26-20-040, 26-20-080, 26-20-165, and 26-22-120 would remain the 
same as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, with changes to the zoning districts in which uses are 
allowed as listed in Table 5-1. Alternative 3 would include the opportunity for small-scale cultivation in rural 
residential zoning (Agriculture and Residential and Rural Residential) on parcels that meet the 5-acre minimum parcel 
size. Mitigation measures identified in Sections 3.1 through 3.17 would be incorporated into this alternative and would 
be modified to apply to ministerial actions by the County. 

Under this alternative, cannabis cultivation facilities would be permitted with a ministerial zoning permit, while supply 
chain uses in industrial and commercial zones would be allowed by right. Centralized processing would only be 
allowed in Industrial Park (MP), Limited Urban Industrial (M1), Heavy Industrial (M2), Limited Rural Industrial (M3), and 
General Commercial (C3) districts. Additionally, no cannabis events, as defined under proposed County Code Section 
26-18-270, would be allowed in any zoning district. Although land use permits would not be required for uses 
allowed by right, proposed cannabis uses would be subject to applicable zoning code standards and various 
ministerial permits, such as building permits and grading permits. Cannabis uses in industrial and commercial zones 
would be limited to reuse of existing buildings as any new construction that would require a discretionary design 
review with hearing approval would be prohibited. In addition, all uses would require a county cannabis license.  

Table 5-1 Alternative 3 – Ministerial Only Permit Alternative Allowable Cannabis Uses within County 
Zoning Districts 

Zone RR AR LEA LIA DA RRD MP M1 M2 M3 C1 C2 C3 LC 

Cannabis Cultivation P* P* P* P* P* P* P P P P — — — — 

Cannabis Wholesale Nursery P* P* P* P* P* P* P P P P — — — — 

Testing Laboratories — — — — — — P P P P — — — — 

Cannabis Storefront 
Retail (Dispensary) — — — — — — — — — — P P P P 

Cannabis Non-Storefront 
Retail (Delivery Only) — — — — — — P P P P — — P — 

Cannabis Distribution — — — — — — P P P P — — P — 

Cannabis Centralized 
Processing — — — — — — P P P P — — P — 

Manufacturing — — — — — — P P P P — — P — 

Cannabis Events  — — — — — — — — — — — — — — 

Periodic Special Events P P P P P P P P P P P P P P 
Notes: P = Permitted Use; P* = Permitted Use, subject to discretionary approval criteria; C = Conditional Use; -=Prohibited Use; RR= Rural 
Residential; AR=Agriculture and Residential; LIA=Land Intensive Agriculture; LEA=Land Extensive Agriculture; DA=Diverse Agriculture; 
RRD=Resources and Rural Development; MP=Industrial Park, M1=Limited Urban Industrial, M2=Heavy Industrial; M3=Limited Rural Industrial; 
C1=Neighborhood Commercial; C2=Retail and Business Service; C3=General Commercial; and LC=Limited Commercial Zones. 

Source: Compiled by Ascent in 2025. 

STANDARDS FOR CANNABIS FACILITIES 
While approval of noncultivation activities would be the same under the Ministerial Only Alternative as under the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update, along with the relevant code sections listed above, cultivation within 
Agricultural and Resources zoning districts would also be subject to a ministerial process. The ministerial process 
would include standards similar to the limited ministerial pathway in Alternative 1, while allowing for larger canopy 
sizes and increased accessory uses similar to the Cannabis Update, such as processing, manufacturing, and retail.  
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Under Alternative 3, setbacks in agricultural and resource districts would be the same as under the proposed 
program except that the setback from residential zoning would apply to urban residential zoning districts only (R1, 
R2, and R3, but not AR and RR). Development of new structures would be limited to 25 percent of the permitted 
outdoor cannabis cultivation canopy. Existing structures could remain and not be accounted for the structural area 
limitations. No cannabis uses would be allowed in critical habitat areas or within the Santa Rosa Plain Conservation 
Strategy Area.  

Crop Swap as defined under the proposed County Code Section 26-18-115(C)(4)(h) would apply as a more 
streamlined ministerial pathway for permitting in the agriculture and resource zones and would be the same as under 
the proposed Program. Cultivation that does not qualify for a crop swap, and accessory uses to cannabis cultivation, 
as defined in proposed County Code Section 26-18-115(C)(1)(c), would be allowed subject to the standards in 
proposed County Code Section 26-18-115(C)(4) as well as the following additional standards in the agricultural and 
resource zones. 

 A biological assessment, prepared by a qualified biologist, which finds it is not reasonably foreseeable that the 
project would result in the take of listed species, which may be accomplished through avoidance measures. 

 A cultural resources study would be submitted that indicates there would be no adverse effects on known 
archeological or historical resources. Review of the site would include all features subject to permitting under the 
Cannabis Program, and would be implemented consistently with the standards set forth under SWRCB Order 
WQ-2023-0102-DWG, Terms 19, 20, 21, 22, and 23. A tribal monitor will be required for initial soil disturbance if 
requested by a tribe. 

 Adequate water supply would be identified and established, as follows:  

 Municipal water and municipal recycled water supply must be determined adequate through a will-serve 
letter provided by the pertinent agency. Trucked water is prohibited. 

 Groundwater supply must be determined adequate through preparation of a study based on the designation 
groundwater conditions, as follows. 

• For a site served by water supply wells located within medium- and high-priority groundwater basins, as 
defined under the Sustainable Groundwater Management Plan, a study must demonstrate consistency 
with applicable sustainable groundwater management programs and demonstrating that groundwater 
use of the project does not decrease the likelihood of achieving sustainability in the underlying basin.  

• For a site served by water supply wells located within a County-designation Class 3 or 4 groundwater 
availability area, a report must demonstrates the groundwater supply is adequate to meet the need of 
the proposed use and the operation would not result in or exacerbate an overdraft condition in basin or 
aquifer, result in reduction of critical flow in nearby streams or result in well interference at offsite wells.  

 Surface water supply must be determined adequate through preparation of a study that demonstrated 
through a hydrological study that concludes sheet flow has enough capacity to support the cannabis use. 

 Appropriative water rights must be determined adequate through preparation of a study that demonstrates 
the water right can adequately support the use.  

AESTHETICS 
As discussed in Section 3.1, “Aesthetics,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, mitigation measures are 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts on scenic vistas or viewsheds and scenic resources within a state 
scenic highway or County-designated scenic roadway, and impacts related to degradation of the existing visual 
character through requirements for tarps and fences. Additionally, under the proposed Program, mitigation measures 
are available to reduce potentially significant impacts related to light and glare to a less-than-significant level. Under 
Alternative 3, while there would be some restriction on where cannabis may be approved, setbacks and the types of 
permitted uses would be the same in agricultural and resources lands. Therefore, impacts to those proposed for the 
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Cannabis Program Update would be substantially similar to those that would occur under Alternative 3. Where 
mitigation measures would apply through conditions of approval, similar mitigation measures could be required 
through modifications to the proposed Code. While centralized processing would only be allowed in MP, M1, M2, M3, 
and C3 and cannabis events would not be allowed in the county, these types of development would not be 
discernable from an aesthetics perspective compared to other built cannabis uses and would not present a 
substantial change to how allowable uses would appear under Alternative 3 versus the proposed Program. Thus, 
because development, and the associated light and glare impacts, would be similar under Alternative 3 as the 
proposed Program and the same mitigation measures are available to reduce potentially significant impacts on 
aesthetic resources, impacts would be similar under Alternative 3 and the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

AGRICULTURAL AND FORESTRY RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.2, “Agricultural and Forestry Resources,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, 
use of agricultural land for cultivation and agricultural-serving uses would be less-than-significant. Under both 
Alternative 3 and the proposed Program, compliance with the County’s tree protection regulations would ensure 
future cannabis operations would provide replacement or payment for the removal of any on-site protected trees, 
including those contained in existing forestland, and would not affect timberland production. The development 
potential under Alternative 3 would be the same as under the proposed Program, except that centralized processing 
would be limited to zones MP, M1, M2, M3, and C3 and cannabis events would not be allowed. Regardless, impacts 
to agricultural resources would be the same under Alternative 3 as under the proposed Program because cannabis 
cultivation would be considered agriculture and because agricultural support uses would comprise a relatively small 
area and would not significantly detract from future agricultural use in the unincorporated area. However, because 
development related to centralized processing and events would not be located on farmland, there would be less 
developed uses constructed on agricultural land. Therefore, the impact of converting farmland to nonagricultural 
uses would be less under Alternative 3 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

AIR QUALITY 
As discussed in Section 3.3, “Air Quality,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, potentially significant 
impacts associated with construction-generated air emissions would be reduced to a less-than-significant level with 
implementation of mitigation measures; however, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in significant 
and unavoidable impacts related to odors. Additionally, under cumulative conditions, the Cannabis Program Update 
would make a considerable contribution to cumulative operational criteria air pollutant emissions. Mitigation 
measures are available to reduce construction-related emissions to a less-than-significant impact. Where mitigation 
measures would apply through conditions of approval, similar mitigation measures could be required through 
modifications to the proposed Code. Under Alternative 3, ministerial standards could be applied to reduce odors; 
however, no feasible mitigation measures for completely avoiding the potential for occasional odor nuisance impacts 
under all atmospheric conditions during harvest season are available. Alternative 3 would allow small-scale cannabis 
cultivation in rural residential and agriculture and residential zoning where other small-scale agricultural uses are also 
allowed. While these grows would likely be smaller than those in other zones due to smaller parcel sizes and the 10 
percent canopy cap, they would be closer to more densely populated residential areas, presenting greater potential 
for nuisance odor effects related to odor from growing plants. However, Alternative 3 would not allow cannabis 
events, thereby reducing the potential for odor impacts from attendees smoking cannabis, though smoking may still 
be allowed at periodic special events and lounges. Overall, odor impacts would be greater than under the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update.  

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in 
potentially significant impacts on special-status plant species and habitat; special-status wildlife species and habitat; 
special-status fisheries; riparian habitat, old-growth habitat, and other sensitive natural communities; state or federally 
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protected wetlands; and migratory wildlife corridors or native wildlife nursery sites, which would be reduced to a less-
than-significant level through implementation of mitigation measures. Under Alternative 3, the development 
potential would be the same as under the proposed Program.  

As discussed above, applications submitted under Alternative 3 would be required to include a biological assessment 
that finds that it would not be reasonably foreseeable to cause take of a listed species. This is consistent with existing 
regulations. For example, federal agencies, including the US Army Corps of Engineers and the US Fish and Wildlife 
Service, may not issue permits for activities associated with cannabis activities. Consequently, operations applying for 
new cannabis approvals under the Cannabis Program Update would be required to avoid federally regulated 
resources, including plant and wildlife species listed under the federal Endangered Species Act and waters of the 
United States, as required under Attachment A (General Requirements and Prohibitions) of the SWRCB Order WQ 
2023-0102-DWQ. After implementation of these requirements, the potential for adverse effects on biological 
resources would be the same under Alternative 3 as the proposed Program. While mechanisms to apply conditions of 
approval on cannabis permits would not be available, the proposed Cannabis Code could be amended to contain 
explicit and detailed requirements for biological resources assessment and standards for no adverse effects could be 
applied. Mitigation measures provided in Section 3.4 would be applied to cannabis use under Alternative 3. Thus, 
while mitigation measures would be applied differently under Alternative 3, impacts would be similar to those 
described for the proposed Program because the development potential would be the same.  

CULTURAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.5, “Cultural Resources,” compliance with state requirements would minimize potentially 
significant impacts related to disturbance of human remains and archeological resources. While the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update would result in potentially significant impacts on historic and archaeological resources, 
mitigation measures would reduce these impacts to a less-than-significant level. Under Alternative 3, the 
development potential would be the same as under the proposed Program. As described above, under Alternative 3, 
a cultural resources study would be required to be submitted that indicates there would be no adverse effects on 
known archeological or historical resources. Review of the site would include all features subject to permitting under 
the Cannabis Program and would be implemented consistently with the standards set forth under SWRCB Order WQ-
2023-0102-DWG, Terms 19, 20, 21, 22, and 23.  

Mitigation measures to protect historical and archaeological resources would be applied to cannabis uses under 
Alternative 3. Thus, impacts related to cultural resources would be similar under Alternative 3 as under the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update. 

ENERGY 
As discussed in Section 3.6, “Energy,” while the proposed Cannabis Program Update would not increase energy 
consumption associated with the construction and operation of commercial cannabis facilities in a way that would be 
considered wasteful, inefficient, or unnecessary, it could conflict with the County Climate Change Action Resolution. 
Because the development potential is the same under Alternative 3 as the proposed Program, the potential for 
impacts related to energy would be the same. Cannabis Program Update mitigation measures would be applied 
through modifications to the proposed Code under Alternative 3. Because the development potential would be the 
same under Alternative 3 as the proposed Program, impacts related to energy would be similar.  

GEOLOGY, SOILS, AND MINERAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.7, “Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources,” cannabis facility development and operation 
would be subject to compliance with SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, the California Building Code, and Sonoma 
County Code requirements. Development requirements would be the same under Alternative 3 as under the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update. In addition, for the reasons described in Section 3.7, “Geology, Soils, and 
Mineral Resources,” mitigation measures are available to reduce potentially significant impacts on paleontological 
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resources to a less-than-significant level. Cannabis Program Update mitigation measures would be applied through 
modifications to the proposed Code under Alternative 3. Thus, impacts related to geologic and paleontological 
resources would be similar under Alternative 3 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS AND CLIMATE CHANGE 
As discussed in Section 3.8, “Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change,” given the rural nature of portions of 
the County, it may be infeasible for future licensed cannabis cultivation sites to fully decarbonize due to inadequate 
access to the electrical grid. Thus, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in significant and 
unavoidable impacts associated with conflicts with an applicable plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose 
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions under program and cumulative conditions. Alternative 3 would result in similar 
development potential, however cannabis events would not be permitted thereby reducing VMT and greenhouse gas 
emissions.. Mitigation measures are available to reduce potentially significant impacts. Cannabis Program Update 
mitigation measures would be applied through modifications to the proposed Code under Alternative 3. Because 
cannabis sites may not be able to feasibly decarbonize and because mitigation related to VMT is uncertain, it would 
not reduce this impact from significant and unavoidable. Still, impacts related to greenhouse gas emissions and 
climate change would be less under Alternative 3 compared to the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS 
As discussed in Section 3.9, “Hazards and Hazardous Materials,” commercial cannabis facilities would be required to 
comply with existing state and local regulations (such as Title 26 of the CCR, as well as DOT, CHP, and Caltrans, and 
the FMCSA regulations). While there may be contamination from previous or historical practices from certain land 
uses (e.g., agricultural use of pesticides and herbicides), implementation of mitigation measures would reduce 
potentially significant impacts of the proposed Cannabis Program Update to a less-than-significant level. Where 
mitigation measures would apply through conditions of approval, they would be required through modifications to 
the proposed Code under Alternative 3. Thus, impacts related to hazards and hazardous materials would be similar 
under Alternative 3 as those under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

HYDROLOGY AND WATER QUALITY 
As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” compliance with state and County requirements (would 
reduce potentially significant impacts related to water quality and surface water diversion to a less-than-significant 
level. New cannabis facilities that rely on groundwater could deplete aquifers and subsequently result in interference 
with sustainable management of a basin or impedance of implementation of a sustainable groundwater management 
plan. Increased groundwater extraction may result in adverse environmental impacts, including reduced groundwater 
levels, interference with nearby wells, reduced streamflow, altered habitat of interconnected surface waters, and 
degraded groundwater quality. As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” mitigation measures are 
available that would reduce impacts related to groundwater to a less-than-significant level by ensuring that a 
cannabis permit would not be granted to applicants if groundwater use would result in or exacerbate an overdraft 
condition in basin or aquifer, reduced critical flow in nearby streams, or well interference at offsite wells. Impacts 
would be substantially similar under Alternative 3 as the proposed Cannabis Program Update because the 
development potential would be the same. While the mitigation measures that would apply to the proposed 
Cannabis Program would be implemented through conditions of approval, similar mitigation measures would be 
required through modifications to the proposed Code under Alternative 3. Therefore, impacts related to hydrology 
and water quality would be similar under Alternative 3 compared to the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 
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LAND USE AND PLANNING 
No significant land use and planning impacts were identified as a result of implementation of the Cannabis Program 
Update. Cannabis facilities would be subject to state and County land use regulations and policies that protect the 
environment. 

Permitted commercial cannabis uses would be required to comply with the respective code requirements associated 
with Alternative 3 and the proposed Cannabis Program Update. The code for each alternative provides land use and 
development standards for commercial cannabis uses, as well as establishes the zoning districts that allow for 
commercial cannabis uses. Additionally, zoning districts where cannabis uses are allowed are similar to those allowed 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. For this reason, impacts on land use and planning would be similar 
under Alternative 3 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

NOISE AND VIBRATION 
As discussed in Section 3.12, “Noise and Vibration,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, construction-
related and operational noise from individual cannabis projects could exceed noise standards; however, mitigation is 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts to a less-than-significant level with the exception of construction 
noise impacts that are significant and unavoidable. Mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant 
construction and operational impacts for the same reasons as discussed in Section 3.12, “Noise and Vibration.” While 
the mitigation measures that would apply to the proposed Cannabis Program would be implemented through 
conditions of approval, similar mitigation measures would be required through modifications to the proposed Code 
under Alternative 3. While mitigation measures are available to address event-related noise, Alternative 3 would 
prohibit cannabis events. Alternative 3 would require new cannabis uses to reuse existing structures in commercial 
and industrial zones and would not allow new construction in those zones. This would eliminate the significant and 
unavoidable short-term construction noise impacts in industrial and commercial zones. Therefore, impacts would be 
less under Alternative 3 than under the proposed Cannabis Program. 

PUBLIC SERVICES AND RECREATION 
Consistent with state and County requirements (e.g., Public Resources Code 4290 and 4291, California Fire Code, CCR 
Title 4, Division 9, Section 15042, 15042, 15043, 15045, 15046, and 15047) discussed in Section 3.13, “Public Services,” 
no substantial effects on fire protection or law enforcement services would occur, such that development of new or 
altered facilities would be necessary. Because the same existing regulatory requirements apply to both Alternative 3 
and the proposed Cannabis Program Update, impacts related to public services would be similar under Alternative 3 
as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

TRANSPORTATION 
Construction associated with future commercial cannabis facilities would be required to meet all County requirements 
related to construction, including the County Construction Standards adopted as County Ordinance 38-2020-0446, 
as well as obtain encroachment permits under Section Chapter 15, Article III, Section 15-8 of the County Municipal 
Code. Compliance with these requirements would address the site-specific conditions associated with cannabis 
facilities; and thus, the severity between Alternative 3 and the proposed Cannabis Update would be similar. Impacts 
associated with traffic safety are site-specific and would be of similar severity between Alternative 3 and the proposed 
Cannabis Update, as discussed in Section 3.14, “Transportation.” The proposed Cannabis Program Update would 
result in significant and unavoidable VMT impacts under program and cumulative conditions. Mitigation measures 
are available to reduce VMT. Where mitigation measures would apply through conditions of approval, they would be 
required through modifications to the proposed Code under Alternative 3. Because cannabis events would not be 
permitted under Alternative 3, VMT impacts would be reduced; however, the effectiveness of mitigation related to 
VMT from other components of a project is site-specific and uncertain and thus it is not clear this alternative would 
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eliminate a significant and unavoidable impact. Thus, impacts related to transportation would be less under 
Alternative 3 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

TRIBAL CULTURAL RESOURCES 
Requirements for new cannabis uses would be subject to SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, Health and Safety 
Code Section 7050.5, and PRC Section 5097.98, which would reduce impacts to tribal cultural resources. Additionally, 
feasible mitigation measures are available to identify and avoid or manage tribal cultural resources, to ensure 
consistency with all state laws. While the mitigation measures that would apply to the proposed Program would be 
implemented through conditions of approval through the use permit or design review with hearing process, similar 
mitigation measures could be required through modifications to the proposed Code. Because a similar level of 
development would occur under Alternative 3 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, impacts would be 
similar as mitigation measures identified for the proposed Cannabis Program Update would be required through 
modifications to the proposed Code under Alternative 3. 

UTILITIES AND SERVICE SYSTEMS 
As discussed in Section 3.16, “Utilities and Service Systems,” while compliance with state and County requirements 
would result in less-than-significant impacts to wastewater and solid waste services, mitigation measures would be 
necessary to ensure that there are sufficient water supplies available to support new cannabis uses in the County. 
Alternative 3 includes standards to establish sufficient water supply. However, cumulative water supply impacts would 
be considerable and significant and unavoidable. Additional mitigation measures are available to address long-term 
water availability, as identified in Section 3.16, “Utilities and Service Systems.” Where mitigation measures would apply 
through conditions of approval, they would be required through modifications to the proposed Code under 
Alternative 3. Thus, because development potential would be the same under Alternative 3 as the proposed Cannabis 
Program Update, impacts related to utilities and service systems would be similar.  

WILDFIRE 
As discussed in Section 3.17, “Wildfire,” new cannabis uses would be allowed under the proposed Cannabis Program 
Update in areas where existing risk of wildland fire has been established. While outdoor cultivation would not create 
an increased risk of wildland fire, indoor cultivation, mixed-light cultivation, centralized processing, cannabis events, 
and other supply chain uses would increase the potential for new ignitions. If wildland fires are ignited within 
undeveloped areas of the County, there is substantial potential risk of loss, injury, or death because emergency 
access and evacuation may be impeded in these areas. In turn, wildfires in Sonoma County may impair emergency 
response and access or expose people or structures to substantial risks and new development may require associated 
infrastructure that could result in environmental impacts. The same types of risks would apply to cannabis facilities 
approved under Alternative 3 and the proposed Cannabis Program Update for the same reasons as discussed in 
Section 3.17, “Wildfire.” Mitigation measures are available to reduce the potential for catastrophic wildfire. Where 
mitigation measures described in Section 3.17, “Wildfire,” would apply through conditions of approval, they would 
be required through modifications to the proposed Code under Alternative 3. Cannabis events would not be allowed 
under Alternative 3, reducing potential ignition sources and impediments related to emergency evacuation. Even 
though those impacts can be mitigated to a less than significant level, potential impacts under Alternative 3 would 
be less. 

5.3.4 Alternative 4: Reduced Scope Alternative 
Under the Reduced Scope Alternative, cultivation and supply chain uses would be allowed within the same zoning 
districts as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, except that no cannabis event uses (proposed Section 26-
18-270, Cannabis Events) or periodic special events that include cannabis would be allowed and only outdoor 
cultivation with processing would be allowed within the Very High and High Fire Hazard Severity Zones. In addition, 
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while outdoor, mixed-light, and indoor cultivation would be allowed under the Reduced Scope Alternative, no hoop 
houses would be allowed. As such, mixed-light cultivation would occur in permanent structures, rather than within 
temporary tarping of cultivation sites. In addition, setbacks for cultivation would consist of 600 feet from every 
property line, which would result in cultivation on larger parcels (e.g., 33 acres or greater).  

AESTHETICS 
As discussed in Section 3.1, “Aesthetics,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, mitigation measures are 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts on scenic vistas or viewsheds and scenic resources within a state 
scenic highway or County-designated scenic roadway, and impacts related to degradation of the existing visual 
character through requirements for tarps and fences. Additionally, under the proposed Program, mitigation measures 
are available to reduce potentially significant impacts related to light and glare to a less-than-significant level. Under 
Alternative 4, no hoop houses would be allowed; however, fences could still be installed. Mitigation measures are 
available to reduce aesthetic impacts associated with fences. While the development potential, and the associated 
potential for light and glare, would be the same under Alternative 4 as under the proposed Program, setbacks would 
be greater for cultivation than under the proposed Program, which could result in less visibility of cultivation facilities. 
However, this is inconsequential to the severity of impacts because cannabis cultivation is substantially similar in 
appearance to other agricultural uses in the county. Thus, aesthetic impacts would be similar under Alternative 4 as 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

AGRICULTURAL AND FORESTRY RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.2, “Agricultural and Forestry Resources,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, 
use of agricultural land for cultivation and agricultural-serving uses would be less-than-significant. The development 
potential would be the same under Alternative 4 as under the proposed Program; thus, impacts to agricultural 
resources would be the same. Compliance with the County’s tree protection regulations would ensure future 
cannabis operations would provide replacement or payment for the removal of any on-site protected trees, including 
those contained in existing forestland, and would not affect timberland production. For these reasons, impacts to 
agricultural and forestry resources would be similar under Alternative 4 as the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

AIR QUALITY 
As discussed in Section 3.3, “Air Quality,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, potentially significant 
impacts associated with construction-generated air emissions would be reduced to a less-than-significant level with 
implementation of mitigation measures; however, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in significant 
and unavoidable impacts related to odors. Additionally, under cumulative conditions, the Cannabis Program Update 
would make a considerable contribution to cumulative operational criteria air pollutant emissions. Under Alternative 
4, development potential would be the same as under the proposed Program; however, mitigation measures would 
reduce potential construction-related emissions to a less-than-significant level. In contrast to the proposed Program, 
Alternative 4 would require setbacks of 600 feet from parcel lines, which would reduce the potential for odors from 
cannabis plants causing nuisance for offsite receptors and would prohibit events, reducing potential odors from 
onsite smoking. While odor impacts would remain significant and unavoidable, they would be less under 
Alternative 4 than the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in 
potentially significant impacts on special-status plant species and habitat; special-status wildlife species and habitat; 
special-status fisheries; riparian habitat, old-growth habitat, and other sensitive natural communities; state or federally 
protected wetlands; and migratory wildlife corridors or native wildlife nursery sites, which would be reduced to a less-
than-significant level through implementation of mitigation measures. The development potential under Alternative 4 
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would be the same as under the proposed Program. Mitigation measures are available to reduce potentially 
significant impacts to a less-than-significant level. Thus, impacts related to biological resources would be similar 
under Alternative 4 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

CULTURAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.5, “Cultural Resources,” compliance with state requirements would minimize potentially 
significant impacts on disturbance of human remains and archeological resources. While the proposed Cannabis 
Program Update would result in potentially significant impacts on historic and archaeological resources, mitigation 
measures would reduce these impacts to a less-than-significant level. The development potential under Alternative 4 
would be the same as under the proposed Program. Mitigation measures are available to reduce potentially 
significant impacts to a less-than-significant level. Thus, impacts related to cultural resources would be similar under 
Alternative 4 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

ENERGY 
As discussed in Section 3.6, “Energy,” while the proposed Cannabis Program Update would not increase energy 
consumption associated with the construction and operation of commercial cannabis facilities in a way that would be 
considered wasteful, inefficient, or unnecessary, it could conflict with the County Climate Change Action Resolution. 
The development potential under Alternative 4 would be the same as under the proposed Program. Mitigation 
measures are available to reduce potentially significant impacts. Thus, impacts related to energy would be similar 
under Alternative 4 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

GEOLOGY, SOILS, AND MINERAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.7, “Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources,” cannabis facility development and operation 
would be subject to compliance with SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, the California Building Code, and Sonoma 
County Code requirements. The development potential under Alternative 4 would be the same as under the 
proposed Program. Mitigation measures are available to reduce potentially significant impacts to a less-than-
significant level. Thus, impacts related to geology, soils, and mineral resources would be similar under Alternative 4 as 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS AND CLIMATE CHANGE 
As discussed in Section 3.8, “Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change,” given the rural nature of portions of 
the County, it may be infeasible for future licensed cannabis cultivation sites to fully decarbonize due to inadequate 
access to the electrical grid. Thus, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would result in significant and 
unavoidable impacts associated with conflicts with an applicable plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose 
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions under program and cumulative conditions. The development potential under 
Alternative 4 would be similar as under the proposed Cannabis Program. However, cannabis events would not be 
permitted thereby reducing VMT and greenhouse gas emissions. While, mitigation measures could be applied under 
Alternative 4 to reduce potentially significant impacts, because cannabis sites may not be able to feasibly decarbonize 
and because mitigation related to VMT is uncertain, it would not reduce this impact from significant and unavoidable. 
Still, impacts related to greenhouse gas emissions and climate change would be less under Alternative 4 than under 
the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS 
As discussed in Section 3.9, “Hazards and Hazardous Materials,” commercial cannabis facilities would be required to 
comply with existing state and local regulations (such as Title 26 of the CCR, as well as DOT, CHP, and Caltrans, and 
the FMCSA regulations). While there may be contamination from previous or historical practices from certain land 



Alternatives  Ascent 

 Sonoma County 
5-26 Cannabis Program Update Draft EIR 

uses (e.g., agricultural use of pesticides and herbicides), implementation of mitigation measures would reduce 
potentially significant impacts for the Cannabis Program Update to a less-than-significant level. The development 
potential under Alternative 4 would be the same as under the proposed Program. Mitigation measures are available 
to reduce potentially significant impacts. Thus, impacts related to hazards and hazardous materials would be similar 
under Alternative 4 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

HYDROLOGY AND WATER QUALITY 
As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” compliance with state and County requirements (would 
reduce potentially significant impacts related to water quality and surface water diversion to a less-than-significant 
level. New cannabis facilities that rely on groundwater could deplete aquifers, and subsequently result in interference 
with sustainable management of a basin or impedance of implementation of a sustainable groundwater management 
plan. Increased groundwater extraction may result in adverse environmental impacts, including reduced groundwater 
levels, interference with nearby wells, reduced streamflow, altered habitat of interconnected surface waters, and 
degraded groundwater quality. As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” mitigation measures are 
available that would reduce impacts related to groundwater to a less-than-significant level by ensuring that a 
cannabis permit would not be granted to applicants if groundwater use would result in or exacerbate an overdraft 
condition in basin or aquifer, reduced critical flow in nearby streams, or well interference at offsite wells. The 
development potential under Alternative 4 would be the same as under the proposed Program, but projects in 
agricultural and resource zoning districts (which are most likely to rely on groundwater) would need to be on parcels 
larger than 33 acres to comply with setbacks. Because the effective minimum parcel size for cultivation would be 
larger under Alternative 4, cannabis cultivation-related groundwater wells are likely to operate at farther distances 
compared to the proposed Cannabis Program Update. Due to the increased distance between wells, the potential for 
well interference would be less under Alternative 4 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. While 
Alternative 4 would prohibit events, the commensurate water demand reduction would be minimal and would not 
make a substantial difference in the severity of impacts. While, as noted above, mitigation measures are available to 
reduce potentially significant impacts under the Cannabis Program Update, impacts related to hydrology and water 
quality would be less under Alternative 4. 

LAND USE AND PLANNING 
No significant land use and planning impacts were identified as a result of implementation of the Cannabis Program 
Update. Cannabis facilities would be subject to state and County land use regulations and policies that protect the 
environment. 

Permitted commercial cannabis uses would be required to comply with the respective code requirements associated 
with Alternative 4 and the proposed Cannabis Program Update. The code for each alternative provides land use and 
development standards for commercial cannabis uses, as well as establishes the zoning districts that allow for 
commercial cannabis uses. Additionally, zoning districts where cannabis uses are allowed are similar to those allowed 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. For this reason, impacts on land use and planning would be similar 
under Alternative 4 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

NOISE AND VIBRATION 
As discussed in Section 3.12, “Noise and Vibration,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, construction-
related and operational noise from individual cannabis projects could exceed noise standards; however, mitigation is 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts to a less-than-significant level, with the exception of construction 
noise impacts that would be significant and unavoidable. While Alternative 4 may result in the same development 
potential as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, mitigation measures would reduce potentially significant 
construction-related impacts for the same reasons as discussed in Section 3.12, “Noise and Vibration.” With regard to 
operational noise, mitigation measures are available to reduce noise related to new equipment (i.e., HVAC units); 
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however, because events would be prohibited under Alternative 4, there would be no associated amplified sound 
from these uses. Thus, impacts related to noise would be less under Alternative 4 than under the proposed Cannabis 
Program Update. 

PUBLIC SERVICES AND RECREATION 
Consistent with state and County requirements (e.g., Public Resources Code 4290 and 4291, California Fire Code, CCR 
Title 4, Division 9, Section 15042, 15042, 15043, 15045, 15046, and 15047) discussed in Section 3.13, “Public Services,” 
no substantial effects on fire protection or law enforcement services would occur, such that development of new or 
altered facilities would be necessary. Because the same standards apply to both Alternative 4 and the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update, impacts related to public services and recreation would be similar under Alternative 4 as 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

TRANSPORTATION 
Construction associated with future commercial cannabis facilities would be required to meet all County requirements 
related to construction, including the County Construction Standards adopted as County Ordinance 38-2020-0446, 
as well as obtain encroachment permits under Section Chapter 15, Article III, Section 15-8 of the County Municipal 
Code. Compliance with these requirements would address the site-specific conditions associated with cannabis 
facilities; and, thus, the severity between Alternative 4 and the proposed Cannabis Update would be similar. Impacts 
associated with traffic safety are site-specific and would be of similar severity between Alternative 4 and the proposed 
Cannabis Update, as discussed in Section 3.14, “Transportation.” The proposed Cannabis Program Update would 
result in significant and unavoidable VMT impacts under project and cumulative conditions. The development 
potential under Alternative 4 would be the same as under the proposed Cannabis Program. Mitigation measures are 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts related to VMT. Because events would not be allowed under 
Alternative 4, VMT would be reduced. Thus, impacts related to transportation would be less under Alternative 4 than 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

TRIBAL CULTURAL RESOURCES  
Requirements for new cannabis uses would be subject to SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, Health and Safety 
Code Section 7050.5, and PRC Section 5097.98, which would reduce impacts to tribal cultural resources. Additionally, 
feasible mitigation measures are available to identify and avoid or manage tribal cultural resources, to ensure 
consistency with all state laws. Because a similar level of development would occur under Alternative 4 as under the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update, impacts would be similar. 

UTILITIES AND SERVICE SYSTEMS 
As discussed in Section 3.16, “Utilities and Service Systems,” while compliance with state and County requirements 
would result in less-than-significant impacts to wastewater and solid waste services, mitigation measures would be 
necessary to ensure that there are sufficient water supplies available to support new cannabis uses in the County. 
However, the proposed Cannabis Program Update would make a considerable contribution to cumulative water 
supply impacts and significant and unavoidable. The development potential under Alternative 4 would be the same 
as under the proposed Program. Mitigation measures are available to reduce potentially significant impacts. While 
Alternative 4 would prohibit events, the commensurate reduction in utility demand would be minimal and would not 
make a substantial difference in the severity of impacts. Thus, impacts related to utilities and service systems would 
be similar under Alternative 4 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  
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WILDFIRE 
As discussed in Section 3.17, “Wildfire,” new cannabis uses would be allowed under the proposed Cannabis Program 
Update in areas where existing risk of wildland fire has been established. While outdoor cultivation would not create 
an increased risk of wildland fire, indoor cultivation, mixed-light cultivation, centralized processing, cannabis events, 
and other supply chain uses would increase the potential for new ignitions. If wildland fires are ignited within 
undeveloped areas of the County, there is substantial potential risk of loss, injury, or death because emergency 
access and evacuation may be impeded in these areas. In turn, wildfires in Sonoma County may impair emergency 
response and access or expose people or structures to substantial risks and new development may require associated 
infrastructure that could result in environmental impacts. Under Alternative 4, restrictions to development would be 
placed on Very High and High FHSZs. This would reduce the potential for fires to occur in these areas, which would 
reduce the potential for ignition in these high hazard areas. Additionally, mitigation measures presented in 3.17, 
“Wildfire,” are available to further decrease the potential for future wildfire ignitions related to cannabis uses. Overall, 
because, restrictions to development would be placed on Very High and High FHSZs impacts related to wildfire 
would be less under Alternative 4 than under the proposed Program Update. 

5.3.5 Alternative 5: No New Development: Crop Swap and Shop 
Swap Only Alternative 

Alternative 5 would limit new outdoor cannabis cultivation sites within agricultural or resources zoning districts to 
those meeting the crop swap criteria of the Cannabis Program Update. That is, cultivation would involve the 
replacement of active cultivation and of perennial or row crops with outdoor cannabis cultivation or the reuse of an 
existing nonresidential structure for an accessary cannabis use or indoor cannabis cultivation, involving no or 
negligible expansion of use. Cannabis cultivation operations would be subject to a ministerial permit that would meet 
the requirements of the crop swap, as detailed in the proposed Cannabis Program Update Code Section 26-18-115. 
No new indoor or mixed-light facilities could be developed under the crop swap provisions, cannabis cultivation 
would be not allowed on agricultural or resources zoning districts that have not been in production within the 5 years 
prior to application for a permit. All standards related to events would be the same as under the proposed Cannabis 
Program Update. Uses that involve built structures (i.e., indoor cultivation, supply chain uses) would only be allowed 
to occupy existing structures. No new structures may be developed, and no existing structure may be expanded, to 
specifically accommodate a new cannabis use within agricultural, resources, commercial and industrial zones (i.e., 
shop swap). For the purposes of this analysis, the development potential is considered to be the same as for the 
proposed Cannabis Program.  

AESTHETICS 
As discussed in Section 3.1, “Aesthetics,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, mitigation measures are 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts on scenic vistas or viewsheds and scenic resources within a state 
scenic highway or County-designated scenic roadway, and impacts related to degradation of the existing visual 
character through requirements for tarps and fences. Additionally, under the proposed Program, mitigation measures 
are available to reduce potentially significant impacts related to light and glare to a less-than-significant level. 
Compared to the proposed Program, there would be less development and new sources of light and glare under 
Alternative 5. Fewer changes to the overall appearance of the County including light and glare would be considered a 
decreased level of degradation (i.e., less development in rural/agricultural areas) and therefore less impact than under 
the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

AGRICULTURAL AND FORESTRY RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.2, “Agricultural and Forestry Resources,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, 
there would be no impacts to agricultural or forestry resources. Under Alternative 5, cannabis would only be allowed 
for facilities applications meeting the definition and standards of a crop swap. No new development would be 
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allowed; thus, there would be no impacts on agricultural and forestry resources. This impact would be less under 
Alternative 5 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

AIR QUALITY 
As discussed in Section 3.3, “Air Quality,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update potentially significant 
impacts associated with construction-generated air emissions would be reduced to a less-than-significant level with 
implementation of mitigation measures; however, there would be significant and unavoidable impacts related to 
odors under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. Additionally, under cumulative conditions, the Cannabis 
Program Update would make a considerable contribution to cumulative operational criteria air pollutant emissions. 
Under Alternative 5, cultivation would be allowed if it meets the definition of a crop swap, and there would not be 
substantial construction to support new cultivation facilities. Thus, potential impacts related to short-term 
construction-related emissions would be eliminated. With regard to odor impacts, Alternative 5 would have similar 
setback requirements as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update and thus outdoor cultivation would lead to 
the same odor impacts. Overall, because there would be no new development, impacts related to air quality would 
be less and under Alternative 5 as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.4, ‘Biological Resources,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, there would be 
potentially significant impacts on special-status plant species and habitat; special-status wildlife species and habitat; 
special status fisheries; riparian habitat, old-growth habitat, and other sensitive natural communities; state or federally 
protected wetlands; and migratory wildlife corridors or native wildlife nursery sites, which would be reduced to a less-
than-significant level through implementation of mitigation measures. Under Alternative 5, standards for crop swap 
would apply, including focused species assessment in federal-designated critical habitat, thus lessening potentially 
significant impacts on biological resources. Although there would be no changes to the existing conditions (beyond 
change in crop type), under Alternative 5, certain special-status wildlife species are likely to be present within 
agricultural areas (crops). Therefore, activities associated with the implementation of a cannabis cultivation site under 
crop swap conditions could have a potentially significant impact on some special-status wildlife, although less than 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update because there would not be new areas of disturbance compared to 
the existing conditions. Due to the habitat conditions that may be attributed to activities in agricultural use, impacts 
to special-status amphibians, northern spotted owl, Crotch’s bumble bee, monarch and other special-status 
butterflies, American badger, Northern California ringtail, special-status bats, and Sonoma tree vole would be less-
than-significant because their habitat would not be affected; and, noise-related impacts on special-status species 
would be less-than-significant because there would not be substantial changes to noise levels compared to the 
existing conditions (i.e., similar types of equipment would be used for other crops). Because there would be no new 
areas of cultivation or construction, potentially significant impacts identified under the Proposed Cannabis Program 
Update related to fisheries, sensitive natural communities, state- and federally protected wetlands, wildlife corridors, 
and conflicts with adopted habitat conservation plans, would be less-than-significant. Thus, while mitigation 
measures are presented in Section 3.4, “Biological Resources,” that would render all potentially significant impacts to 
biological resources to a less-than-significant level, there would be less mitigation required under Alternative 5 to 
establish the same finding. Thus, impacts to special-status plants, impacts related to biological resources would be 
less under Alternative 5 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

CULTURAL RESOURCES 
As discussed in Section 3.5, “Cultural Resources,” compliance with state requirements would minimize potential 
impacts on disturbance of human remains and archeological resources. Under Alternative 5, there would be no new 
development; thus, there would be no potential impacts on historic and archaeological resources. While there would 
not be grading or other construction-related earth-moving activities, continued cultivation of the land may result in 
discovery of archaeological resources. However, mitigation measures are available to potentially significant impacts 
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for the same reasons as discussed in Section 3.5, “Cultural Resources.” Because the potential to discover previously 
unknown archaeological resources and because there would be no changes to historic resources, impacts related to 
cultural resources would be less under Alternative 5 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

ENERGY 
As discussed in Section 3.6, “Energy,” while the proposed Cannabis Program Update would not increase energy 
consumption associated with the construction and operation of commercial cannabis facilities in a way that would be 
considered wasteful, inefficient, or unnecessary, it could conflict with the County Climate Change Action Resolution. 
However, because there would not be new development under Alternative 5, it would not conflict with the County’s 
Climate Change Action Resolution because there would be no substantial changes to the existing conditions (i.e., 
retrofitting is not required). Thus, impacts related to energy would be less under Alternative 5 as under the proposed 
Cannabis Program Update. 

GEOLOGY AND SOILS 
As discussed in Section 3.7, “Geology and Soils,” cannabis cultivation development and operation would be subject to 
compliance with SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ and the County’s Erosion Prevention and Sediment Control 
Ordinance. While proposed Section 26-18-115(c)(4)(h)(4) prohibits deep ripping during crop removal and grading that 
requires a permit, preparing land for cultivation may still require earth-moving activities that could disturb unique 
paleontological resources. However, mitigation measures are available to reduce potentially significant impacts for 
the same reasons as discussed in Section 3.7, “Geology and Soils.” Because there would be less land disturbed under 
Alternative 5, impacts would be less than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS AND CLIMATE CHANGE 
As discussed in Section 3.8, “Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Climate Change,” there would be significant and 
unavoidable impacts associated with conflicts with an applicable plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose 
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions under the proposed Cannabis Program Update and cumulative conditions 
because design requirements may not be feasible for all future sites to be fully electric and for VMT to be reduced 
throughout the county. Because implementation of Alternative 5 would not involve new developed uses, there would 
not be a change to the use of natural gas; thus, there would be no conflicts with development requirements to 
eliminate natural gas uses. Additionally, under Alternative 5, the number of trips would be substantially similar 
because there would be no expanded uses (i.e., a similar level of employees traveling to and from a given site). Thus, 
impacts related to greenhouse gas emissions and climate change would be less under Alternative 5 than under the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update. (Eliminates significant and unavoidable impact.) 

HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS 
As discussed in Section 3.9, “Hazards and Hazardous Materials,” commercial cannabis facilities would be required to 
comply with existing state and local regulations (such as Title 26 of the CCR, as well as the US Department of 
Transportation, the California Highway Patrol [CHP], and the California Department of Transportation [Caltrans], and 
the Federal Motor Carrier Safety Association [FMCSA] regulations). While there may be contamination from previous 
or historical practices from certain land uses (e.g., agricultural use of pesticides and herbicides), implementation of 
mitigation measures would reduce impacts to a less-than-significant level. While Alternative 5 may result in less 
development than the proposed Cannabis Program Update, mitigation measures would be necessary to reduce 
potentially significant impacts for the same reasons as discussed in Section 3.8, “Hazards and Hazardous Materials.” 
Because there would be no construction, and thus less ground disturbance overall, impacts related to hazards and 
hazardous materials would be less than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 
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HYDROLOGY AND WATER QUALITY 
As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” compliance with state and County requirements (would 
reduce potentially significant impacts related to water quality and surface water diversion to a less-than-significant 
level. New cannabis facilities that rely on groundwater could deplete aquifers and subsequently result in interference 
with sustainable management of a basin or impedance of implementation of a sustainable groundwater management 
plan. Increased groundwater extraction may result in adverse environmental impacts, including reduced groundwater 
levels, interference with nearby wells, reduced streamflow, altered habitat of interconnected surface waters, and 
degraded groundwater quality. As identified in Section 3.10, “Hydrology and Water Quality,” mitigation measures are 
available that would reduce impacts related to groundwater to a less-than-significant level by ensuring that a 
cannabis permit would not be granted to applicants if groundwater use would result in or exacerbate an overdraft 
condition in basin or aquifer, reduced critical flow in nearby streams, or well interference at offsite wells. Under 
Alternative 5, outdoor cultivation would be limited to areas currently in agricultural production and no new buildings 
could be constructed to support new cannabis uses. Groundwater use under these conditions (i.e., replacing existing 
cultivation or commercial/industrial uses) would not substantially increase because they involve similar use types (i.e., 
cultivation or manufacturing). Because a cultivation project that would meet crop swap requirements would be 
required to result in a no net increase in groundwater production, impacts related to hydrology and water quality 
would be less under Alternative 5 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

LAND USE AND PLANNING 
No significant land use and planning impacts were identified as commercial cannabis uses under the Cannabis 
Program Update. Cannabis facilities would be subject to state and County land use regulations and policies that 
provide protections to the environment. 

Licensed commercial cannabis uses would be required to comply with the respective code requirements associated 
with Alternative 5 and the proposed Cannabis Program Update. The code for each alternative provides land use and 
development standards for commercial cannabis uses, as well as establishes the zoning districts that allow for 
commercial cannabis uses. Additionally, zoning districts where cannabis uses are allowed are similar to those allowed 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, except that Alternative 5 would continue to not allow retail uses in 
the General Commercial zone. For this reason, impacts on land use and planning would be similar under Alternative 5 
as under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

NOISE  
As discussed in Section 3.12, “Noise and Vibration,” under the proposed Cannabis Program Update, construction-
related and operational noise from individual cannabis projects could exceed noise standards; however, mitigation is 
available to reduce potentially significant impacts to a less-than-significant level with the exception of construction 
noise impacts that would be significant and unavoidable. Under Alternative 5, there would be no construction; thus, 
there would be no construction-related impacts. Additionally, there would be no changes to operational noise 
compared to the existing conditions because existing facilities would be used to accommodate new cannabis uses. 
No mitigation measures would be required to reduce impact under Alternative 5 because there would be no changes 
to noise or vibration compared to the existing conditions. Thus, noise impacts would be less to those under the 
proposed Cannabis Program Update. (Eliminate significant and unavoidable impacts) 

PUBLIC SERVICES AND RECREATION 
Consistent with state and County requirements (e.g., Public Resources Code 4290 and 4291, California Fire Code, CCR 
Title 4, Division 9, Section 15042, 15042, 15043, 15045, 15046, and 15047) discussed in Section 3.13, “Public Services,” 
no substantial effects on fire protection or law enforcement services would occur, such that development of new or 
altered facilities would be necessary. Because the same standards apply to both Alternative 5 and the proposed 
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Cannabis Program Update, impacts related to public services and recreation would be similar under Alternative 5 as 
under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. 

TRANSPORTATION 
Construction associated with future commercial cannabis facilities would be required to meet all County requirements 
related to construction, including the County Construction Standards adopted as County Ordinance 38-2020-0446, 
as well as obtain encroachment permits under Section Chapter 15, Article III, Section 15-8 of the County Municipal 
Code. Compliance with these requirements would address the site-specific conditions associated with cannabis 
facilities; and thus, the severity between Alternative 5 and the proposed Cannabis Update would be similar. Impacts 
associated with traffic safety are a site-specific condition and would thus be of similar severity between Alternative 53 
and the proposed Cannabis Program Update, as discussed in Section 3.14, “Transportation.” While there would be 
significant and unavoidable impacts under project and cumulative conditions related to VMT under the Cannabis 
Program Update, there would be no new uses associated with Alternative 5. That is, cannabis cultivation would need 
to be located within areas currently in agricultural production and other uses could only be accommodated within 
existing buildings. It is anticipated that the number of employees would be substantially the same for cannabis 
cultivation as other agricultural crops, as well as for uses associated with commercial and industrial buildings. 
Therefore, because there would not be new development under Alternative 5, there could not be a substantial 
increase in VMT compared to the existing conditions. Thus, impacts related to transportation would be less under 
Alternative 5 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update. (Eliminates significant and unavoidable impact) 

TRIBAL CULTURAL RESOURCES  
Requirements for new cannabis uses would be subject to SWRCB Order WQ 2023-0102-DWQ, Health and Safety 
Code Section 7050.5, and PRC Section 5097.98, which would reduce impacts to tribal cultural resources. Additionally, 
feasible mitigation measures are available to identify and avoid or manage tribal cultural resources, to ensure 
consistency with all state laws. Because there would be no new development under Alternative 5, and ground 
disturbance would be limited to cultivation, impacts would be less compared to the Cannabis Program Update. 

UTILITIES AND SERVICE SYSTEMS 
As discussed in Section 3.16, “Utilities and Service Systems,” while compliance with state and County requirements 
would result in less-than-significant impacts to wastewater and solid waste services, mitigation measures would be 
necessary to ensure that there are sufficient water supplies available to support new cannabis uses in the County 
under the Cannabis Program Update. However, there would be cumulatively considerable water supply impacts that 
would be significant and unavoidable. In contrast, under Alternative 5, there would be no new development, and 
future cannabis uses would be located within existing buildings or in areas currently in agricultural production. As 
discussed in Section 3.16, “Utilities and Service System,” cannabis uses would demand a similar level of water and 
generate similar levels of wastewater. Solid waste generation would be required to be consistent with the same 
regulations as discussed as Section 3.16, “Utilities and Service System.” Because there would not be a substantial 
increase in water demand or wastewater generation, impacts related to utilities and service systems would be less 
under Alternative 5 than under the proposed Cannabis Program Update.  

WILDFIRE 
As discussed in Section 3.17, “Wildfire,” new cannabis uses would be allowed under the proposed Cannabis Program 
Update in areas where existing risk of wildland fire has been established. While outdoor cultivation would not create 
an increased risk of wildland fire, indoor cultivation, mixed-light cultivation, centralized processing, cannabis events, 
and other supply chain uses would increase the potential for new ignitions. If wildland fires are ignited within 
undeveloped areas of the County, there is substantial potential risk of loss, injury, or death because emergency 
access and evacuation may be impeded in these areas. In turn, wildfires in Sonoma County may impair emergency 
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response and access or expose people or structures to substantial risks and new development may require associated 
infrastructure that could result in environmental impacts. While development of new uses and expansion further into 
the County could result in increased potential for wildfire, because Alternative 5 would not involve new development 
or new areas of cultivation, there would not be a substantial change compared to the existing conditions. Thus, 
impacts related to wildfire would be less under Alternative 5 as under the proposed Program Update. 

5.4 ENVIRONMENTALLY SUPERIOR ALTERNATIVE 
Table 5-2 provides a summary comparison of the alternatives and the proposed project. 

Alternative 1 would reduce impacts related to aesthetics, air quality, greenhouse gas emissions and climate change, 
hydrology and water quality, noise and vibration, transportation, and utilities and service systems because there 
would be less development and less cannabis cultivation compared with the Cannabis Program Update. However, 
impacts would be greater for agricultural and forestry resources and noise and vibration due to potential conflicts 
with agricultural zoning and smaller setback requirements.  

Alternative 2 would reduce impacts related to aesthetics, agricultural and forestry resources, biological resources, 
greenhouse gas emissions and climate change, hydrology and water quality, and wildfire. In addition, impacts related 
to air quality would be reduced (would eliminate a significant and unavoidable odor impact) because cannabis would 
only be grown inside, facilities would be equipped with odor control systems. However, impacts would be greater for 
energy and utilities and service systems due to the increased development of indoor cannabis facilities compared 
with the Cannabis Program Update. 

Alternative 3 would reduce impacts related to agricultural and forestry resources, greenhouse gas emissions and 
climate change, noise and vibration, transportation, and wildfire because there would be less developed uses 
constructed on agricultural land, no new development in commercial and industrial zones, and no cannabis events 
would be allowed. However, impacts would be greater for odors. Otherwise, impacts would be similar to those of the 
Cannabis Program Update. 

Alternative 4 would reduce impacts related to air quality (odors), noise and vibration, transportation, and wildfire 
because although the overall development potential would be the same, Alternative 4 would require setbacks, would 
not allow cannabis events, and would restrict development in certain fire hazard severity zones. For other 
environmental topics, impacts would be similar to those of the Cannabis Program Update. 

Alternative 5 would require crop swap only for outdoor cultivation and reuse of existing buildings for other cannabis 
uses. This would eliminate significant and unavoidable impacts related to greenhouse gas emissions, noise, and 
transportation. Additionally, Alternative 5 would reduce impacts to all other resources topics, with the exception of 
land use planning and public services and recreation, which would result in similar impacts. 

As illustrated in Table 5-2, only Alternatives 2 and 5 would eliminate significant and unavoidable impacts. Because 
Alternative 5 would eliminate the most significant and unavoidable impacts, compared to the proposed Cannabis 
Program Update, it is the environmentally superior alternative. 
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Table 5-2 Summary of Environmental Effects of the Alternatives Relative to the Proposed Cannabis Program Update 

Environmental Topic Proposed Project Alternative 1: 
No Project 

Alternative 2: 
Commercial and 

Industrial Zones Only 

Alternative 3: 
Ministerial Only 

Alternative 4: 
Reduced Scope 

Alternative 5 
No New Development 

Aesthetics LTS/M Less Less Similar Similar Less 

Agricultural and Forestry Resources LTS Greater Less Less Similar Less 

Air Quality  SU (Odor only) Less Less (Eliminates SU) Greater Less Less 

Biological Resources LTS/M Similar Less Similar Similar Less 

Cultural Resources LTS/M Similar Similar Similar Similar Less 

Energy LTS/M Similar Greater Similar Similar Less 

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources LTS/M Similar Similar Similar Similar Less 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions and  
Climate Change  SU Less Less Less Similar Less 

(Eliminates SU) 

Hazards and Hazardous Materials LTS/M Similar Similar Similar Similar Less 

Hydrology and Water Quality LTS/M Less Less Similar Similar Less 

Land Use and Planning LTS Similar Similar Similar Similar Similar 

Noise and Vibration SU (Construction Noise Only) Less Similar Less Less Less 
(Eliminates SU) 

Public Services and Recreation LTS Similar Similar Similar Similar Similar 

Transportation SU (VMT Only) Less Similar Less Less Less 
(Eliminates SU) 

Tribal Cultural Resources LTS Similar Similar Similar Similar Less 

Utilities and Service Systems LTS/M Less Greater Similar Similar Less 

Wildfire LTS Similar Less Less Less Less 
Notes: LTS = less than significant; LTS/M = less than significant with mitigation; NI = no impact; SU = significant and unavoidable. 

Source: Compiled by Ascent in 2025. 
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