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1 Overview and Environmental Determination 

Applicant: Mars Energy Group 

Property Owner: Mt. Hermon Association 

Assessor’s Parcel Number(s): 071-331-06 & 071-331-05 

Supervisorial District: Supervisorial District 1 

1.1 Project Location 

The project is located at the northwestern corner of Conference Drive (no situs) and East Zayante 

Road in the unincorporated community of Felton in central Santa Cruz County (Figure 1.1, Project 

Location Map). Santa Cruz County is bounded to the north by San Mateo County, to the south by 

Monterey and San Benito Counties, to the east by Santa Clara County, and to the south and west 

by Monterey Bay and the Pacific Ocean. 

1.2 Summary of Project Description 

Proposal to construct an approximately 39,800-square-foot private microgrid utility facility 

consisting of an 831.60 kW ground-mounted photovoltaic (PV) system with a maximum height of 

nine feet, on a vacant 8.88-acre parcel to provide electric power exclusively for use by the Mt. 

Hermon Camp and Conference Center. All excess energy will be used to offset the client’s usage; 

this project will not have an Energy Storage System. The array is proposed to be sited on a knoll 

in the center of the parcel, outside of the oak woodland and needlegrass grassland habitats 

(Figure 1.2, Site Plan). 

The project requires a Conditional Use Permit (CUP), a Conditional Site Development Permit (CSP), 

Biotic Report, Geotechnical Report, and a Variance to increase the lot coverage from 10% to about 

10.5%. 

The project includes the removal of 5 significant (equal to or greater than 20 inches diameter at 

4.5 feet above ground level) oak trees, the addition of a six-foot-tall perimeter fence around the 

array, and a new gravel road to access the site from the west over the adjacent parcel APN 071-

331-05, also owned by the Mount Hermon Camp and Conference Center. 
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Figure 1.2 Proposed Site Plan - Microgrid Layout (with proposed tree removal) 
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1.3 Environmental Factors Potentially Affected 

The environmental resource areas checked below would be potentially affected by the project, 

warranting further analysis and discussion to determine the level of significance of impacts. The 

discussion is presented in Section 3 of this Initial Study (IS). 

☒ Aesthetics and 

Scenic Resources 

☐ Agriculture and  

Forestry Resources 

☐ Air Quality 

☒ Biological Resources ☒ Cultural Resources ☒ Energy 

☒ Geology and Soils  ☐ Greenhouse Gas 

Emissions  

☒ Hazards and 

Hazardous Materials  

☐ Hydrology and  

Water Quality 

☐ Land Use and Planning  ☐ Mineral Resources 

☒ Noise ☐ Population and Housing  ☐ Public Services 

☐ Recreation  ☐ Transportation ☐ Tribal Cultural  

Resources  

☒ Utilities and  

Service Systems  

☒ Wildfire ☒  Mandatory Findings  

of Significance 

 

  

1.4 Discretionary Approval(s) Being Considered 

☐ Coastal Development 

Permit 

☒ Development Permit ☐ General Plan 

Amendment 

☐ Grading Permit ☐ Local Agency Formation 

Commission (LAFCO) 

Annexation 

☐ Land Division 

☐ Rezoning  ☐ Riparian Exception  ☐ Sewer Connection 

Permit  

☒ Other: Use Permit 

☒ Other: Variance 
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1.5 Other Public Agencies Whose Approval is Required (e.g., permits, 

financing approval, or participation agreement) 

Permit Type/Action Agency 

N/A N/A 

1.6 Consultation with Native American Tribes 

Have California Native American Tribes traditionally and culturally affiliated with the project area 

requested consultation pursuant to Public Resources Code section 21080.3.1? If so, is there a plan 

for consultation that includes, for example, the determination of significance of impacts to Tribal 

Cultural Resources, procedures regarding confidentiality, etc.? 

No California Native American Tribes traditionally and culturally affiliated with the area of Santa 

Cruz County have requested consultation pursuant to California Public Resources Code, Section 

21080.3.1. 

1.7 Environmental Commitments 

The following environmental commitments are part of the project or are required by County 

policies and/or regulations. They are included in the mitigation monitoring and reporting program 

(MMRP) and are conditions of approval: 

• Water Efficient Landscape Plan 

• Removal of invasive French Broom species 

• Maintenance of the development site and revegetation areas to remove invasive species 

• Maintenance of installed landscaping for the life of the project 

1.8 Mitigation Measures 

The following mitigation measures identified in this IS are required to reduce impacts to a less 

than significant level. They are incorporated as conditions of approval and included in the MMRP. 

•  BIO-1: Protect Sensitive Natural Communities During Construction.  

•  BIO-2: Protect Active Woodrat Nests.  

•  BIO-3: Avoid Impacts on Nesting Birds.  

•  BIO-4: Replacement Oak Trees.  

•  HAZ-1: Six-foot Tall Perimeter Fence  

Refer to Section 3 and the MMRP for the full mitigation measures and additional detail. 
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1.9 Determination 

On the basis of this initial evaluation: 
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☐ I find that the proposed project COULD NOT have a significant effect on the environment, 

and a NEGATIVE DECLARATION will be prepared. 

☒ I find that although the proposed project could have a significant effect on the 

environment, there will not be a significant effect in this case because revisions in the 

project have been made or agreed to by the project proponent. A MITIGATED NEGATIVE 

DECLARATION will be prepared. 

☐ I find that the proposed project MAY have a significant effect on the environment, and an 

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT is required. 

☐ I find that the proposed project MAY have a “potentially significant impact” or “potentially 

significant unless mitigated” impact on the environment, but at least one effect (1) has 

been adequately analyzed in an earlier document pursuant to applicable legal standards, 

and (2) has been addressed by mitigation measures based on the earlier analysis as 

described on attached sheets. An ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT is required, but it 

must analyze only the effects that remain to be addressed. 

☐ I find that although the proposed project could have a significant effect on the 

environment, because all potentially significant effects (1) have been analyzed adequately 

in an earlier ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT or NEGATIVE DECLARATION pursuant to 

applicable standards, and (2) have been avoided or mitigated pursuant to that earlier 

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT or NEGATIVE DECLARATION, including revisions or 

mitigation measures that are imposed upon the proposed project, nothing further is 

required. 

  [Select date] 

County to provide, Environmental Coordinator Date 
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2 Project Description 

2.1 Background Information 

2.1.1 Existing Site Conditions 

Parcel Size (acres): 8.88 acres 

Existing Land Use(s): Vacant acreage 

Vegetation: French Broom/Coyote Brush, Needlegrass Grassland, Annual 

Grassland, Oak Woodland, Rush-Sedge Meadow, Non-

native trees 

Slope Area Affected by Project:  ☒ 0–30% ☒ 31–100% ☐ N/A 

Nearby Watercourse: Zayante Creek 

Distance to: 100 feet east 

2.1.2 Environmental Resources and Constraints (mapped) 

Agricultural Resources:  N Archaeologically Sensitive:  N 

Biologically Sensitive Habitat: Y Designated Scenic Corridor:  N 

Erosion:  N Fault Zone:  N 

Fire Hazard Area:  N Floodplain:  N 

Groundwater Recharge:  N Hazardous Materials:  N 

Historic Resources:  N Landslide:  N 

Liquefaction:  N Mineral Resources: N 

Noise Constraint:  N Paleontologically Sensitive: N 

Timber/Forest:  N Water Supply Watershed: Y 
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2.1.3 Services 

2.1.4 Planning Designations 

Coastal Zone:  ☐ Inside ☒ Outside 

General Plan Land Use Designation: Urban Very Low Density Residential (R-UVL) 

Zoning Designation: Special Use (SU) 

Combining Zone District: N/A 

Urban Services Line:  ☐ Inside ☒ Outside 

Rural Services Line:  ☒ Inside ☐ Outside 

2.1.5 Environmental Setting and Surrounding Land Uses 

The project site consists of an undeveloped, irregularly shaped parcel at the corner of Conference 

Drive and East Zayante Road, located at the edge of the Felton town center. Felton is an 

unincorporated village approximately 6 miles north of the city of Santa Cruz. The subject parcel is 

one of two undeveloped parcels between a shopping center and residential neighborhoods to 

the east and south. The topography of the site is varied, sloping steeply southward from Mt. 

Hermon Road before flattening out towards the middle of the parcel and continuing down a 

gradual descent to a densely wooded area covering the lower third of the property along 

Conference Drive. Six vegetation types can be found on the project site: needlegrass grassland, 

annual grassland, coyote brush scrub/French broom thicket, oak woodland, rush-sedge meadow, 

and non-native trees.   

Drainage 

Zone/District:  

Flood Control District 6 Fire Protection: Felton Fire 

Protection District 

Project Access Road:  Conference Drive 

(existing) / new road 

over adjacent parcel 

(APN 07133105) from 

proposed Felton Fair 

parking lot (proposed) 

School District: San Lorenzo Valley 

Sanitation District: CSA 12 Septic 

Maintenance 

Water Supply Provider: San Lorenzo Valley 

Water District 
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Santa Cruz County 

Santa Cruz County is situated along the northern end of Monterey Bay, approximately 10 miles 

south of the City of San José and 55 miles south of the City of San Francisco, along the Central 

Coast. There are sensitive environments and development limitations due to the Pacific Ocean 

and Monterey Bay to the west and south, the mountains inland, the prime agricultural lands along 

both the northern and southern coast of the County, and sensitive habitat throughout the County. 

Simultaneously, these natural features create an environment that attracts visitors and new 

residents, requiring specific accommodations to ensure development is done in a safe, 

responsible, and environmentally respectful manner. 

The California Coastal Zone affects nearly one-third of the land in the urbanized area of the 

unincorporated County with special restrictions, regulations, and processing procedures required 

for development within that area. Steep hillsides require extensive review and engineering to 

ensure that slopes remain stable, buildings are safe, and water quality is not impacted by increased 

erosion. The farmland in the County is among the best in the world, and the agriculture industry 

is a primary economic generator for the County. Preserving this industry in the face of population 

growth requires that soils best suited to commercial agriculture remain active in crop production 

rather than converting to other land uses. 

Project Area 

The project site is undeveloped and zoned for Special Use (SU), within the Urban Very Low Density 

(R-UVL) General Plan designation. 

Surrounding land uses include large undeveloped parcels zoned as Parks, Recreation and Open 

Space (PR) directly east, a single-family residential (R-1) neighborhood to the northeast, and Mt. 

Hermon Road to the north, with low density Residential Agricultural (RA) parcels beyond the right 

of way, farther north. A second vacant parcel sits between the subject site and the Felton Fair 

Shopping Center (developed with a Safeway grocery store and CVS Pharmacy) to the west. 

Conference Drive, to the south, provides access to the Mt. Hermon Christian Conference Center. 

The project site is surrounded by a 4-foot wire fence and currently accessed by a gate and dirt 

path from Conference Drive to the south, but the proposal would include an alternate gravel road 

to access the site from the west across the adjacent parcel (APN 071-331-05), which is under the 

same ownership.  
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2.1.6 Project Background 

The subject parcel is one of several parcels comprising the Mt. Hermon Christian Conference 

Center, which encompasses over 440 acres in total. Although the subject parcel has never been 

developed, research into the parcel’s permit history indicates a variety of uses have been proposed 

but never realized, including affordable housing (07-0056 / 08-0338), a residential subdivision (95-

0057), and an outdoor recreational facility (131234). Common community concerns generated by 

the previous proposals include increased traffic congestion, environmental impacts, water usage, 

and onsite sewage treatment. 

2.2 Detailed Project Description 

Solar energy is vital in rural California communities because it addresses energy access, economic 

sustainability, and environmental goals in areas that often face infrastructure gaps and resource 

constraints. The Mt. Hermon Camp and Conference Center supports jobs in hospitality, event 

management, recreation, and maintenance. Its facilities attract visitors and participants from 

across the region, supporting local businesses such as restaurants, lodging, and retail. Accordingly, 

the Camp and Conference facilities are significant energy consumers. The annual consumption of 

1,213,925 kWh by Mount Hermon facilities will be completely offset by this behind the meter solar 

installation. 

The proposal includes new construction of approximately 39,850 square feet of ground-mounted 

solar panels, installed in thirteen rows of approximately 3,060 square feet each. The system is 

proposed as a behind-the-meter solar installation, dedicated solely to serving the electrical needs 

of Mt Hermon Christian School and is not intended to provide power to any other off-site 

customers, homes, or businesses. The proposed annual energy production is approximately 

1,413,586 kilowatt-hours (kWh). All excess energy will be used to offset the client’s usage; this 

project will not have an Energy Storage System. 

The PV arrays will be mounted on above ground racking supported on galvanized steel piles. 

These steel piles will be driven into the ground to an embedment depth of approximately 10 feet 

by machinery specifically designed for that purpose. No excavation is required to install the steel 

piles. Installing the PV arrays will not result in more impermeable surfaces since the ground 

beneath the modules will remain a grass covered landscape. Approximately 1,507 linear feet of 

new six-foot tall chain link fencing will be installed around the perimeter of the project. 

The selected site avoids sensitive oak and needlegrass grassland habitats, retaining the greatest 

number of oak trees and preserving the oak woodlands along the south property line; however, 

the project still requires the removal of five significant oak trees (Figure 2). Therefore, to improve 
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the native habitat surrounding the proposed solar field, the County Environmental Planning 

section has required a tree replacement ratio of 5:1 for trees between 12- and 23.5-inches 

diameter at breast height (4.5 feet), and a replacement ratio of 10:1 for the removal of trees 24 

inches in diameter at breast height. A total of 45 oak trees will be required to be planted, 

maintained, and monitored for 5 years from project completion. 

The natural slope of the hillside is an advantage for the efficiency of a solar panel array. Twenty-

two percent is the optimal tilt angle at this location and, as designed, the chosen location helps 

keep the panels closer to the natural grade of the property.  

When viewed from the east (most visible vantage point due to a clearing in landscape), the full 

array is tucked from view of the nearest neighbors; and the height of the panels will not rise above 

the existing ridgelines to the west. 

Additionally, the project entails the creation of an access road from the adjacent parcel to the 

west (APN 071-331-05). The access road will follow the existing topography, which helps minimize 

disturbance and reduce the need for significant grading. No additional tree removal would be 

required for this road. Only minor grading is expected in a very localized area near the array 

entrance. 

As proposed, the operational requirements of the site are expected to be minimal. Landscape 

maintenance will be primarily weed abatement and vegetation management to maintain 

clearances around the array and equipment pads, typically 2–4 times per year. No routine heavy 

repair activity is anticipated at this site unless triggered by equipment failure or weather damage. 

There will be no dedicated on-site security staff; the security system will be passive, provided by 

fencing, locked gates, and warning signage. A standard 6-foot-high chain-link fence will surround 

the array and electrical equipment, with gates to allow PG&E and emergency vehicle access. 

3 Evaluation of Environmental Impacts 

This section documents the screening process used to identify and focus on environmental 

impacts that could result from the project. The checklist portion of the IS begins below and 

includes explanations of each California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) issue topic. CEQA 

requires that an explanation of all answers be provided along with this checklist, including a 

discussion of ways to mitigate any significant effects identified. The following terminology is used 

to describe the potential level of significance of impacts: 

• No Impact. The analysis concludes that the project would not affect the particular resource 

in any way. 
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• Less than Significant Impact. The analysis concludes that the project would not cause 

substantial adverse change to the environment without the incorporation of mitigation. 

• Less than Significant Impact with Mitigation. The analysis concludes that it would not cause 

substantial adverse change to the environment with the inclusion of mitigation agreed upon 

by the applicant. 

• Potentially Significant Impact. The analysis concludes that the project could result in a 

substantial adverse effect or significant effect on the environment, even if mitigation is 

incorporated. If there are one or more “Potentially Significant Impact” entries when the 

determination is made, an environmental impact report (EIR) is required. 
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3.1 Aesthetics and Scenic Resources 
 

Except as provided in Public 

Resources Code Section 21099, 

would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Have a substantial adverse effect 

on a scenic view or vista?  
☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

b.  Substantially damage scenic 

resources, including but not 

limited to trees, rock 

outcroppings, and historic 

buildings within a state scenic 

highway or along a County-

designated scenic road?  

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

c.  In non-urbanized areas, 

substantially degrade the 

existing visual character or 

quality of public views of the site 

and its surroundings or, in 

urbanized areas, conflict with 

applicable zoning and other 

regulations governing scenic 

quality?  

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

d.  Create a new source of 

substantial light or glare that 

would adversely affect day or 

nighttime views in the area?  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.1.1 Existing Conditions 

The project site is an undeveloped 8.88 undeveloped parcel inside the Rural Services Line, 

an urbanized area of the San Lorenzo Valley in the Santa Cruz Mountains. The parcel is 

located between the Town of Felton commercial core to the west and south, and a 

residential community to the northeast. The parcel is adjacent to Mt. Hermon Road and 

approximately 150 feet north of Graham Hill Road, which are both designated Scenic 

Highways, per the County General Plan. 

The topography of the project site is varied, sloping steeply southward from Mt. Hermon 

Road before flattening out towards the middle of the parcel and continuing down a 

gradual descent to a densely wooded area covering the lower third of the property along 

Conference Drive. The array would be sited on a knoll in the center of the parcel. 
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The site is most visible to drivers along Conference Drive or East Zayante Road; however, 

the perimeter of the parcel along these two roads is densely vegetated and the interior 

of the parcel is minimally visible from the street. To avoid walking along the right-of-way, 

pedestrians have been granted permission to utilize a dirt path on the subject property 

that follows the existing fenceline. The footpath between East Zayante Road and the fence 

offers glimpses into the parcel (Figure 3.1-1). 

The site can be viewed from a private driveway to the east due to a clearing in the 

landscape (Figure 3.1-2). From this vantage point the full array would be tucked from view 

and only the fence would be visible to the residences. The height of the panels may be 

visible above the height of the fence, but the silhouette of the panels would not protrude 

above the existing ridgelines to the west. 

The surrounding oak woodland to the south obscures much of the site from view from 

Graham Hill Road. The proposed solar location is also not visible from Mount Hermon 

Road as the site slopes upward then downhill away from the road and existing 

trees/shrubs prevent views while traveling by vehicle. Traffic speeds, curves, and lack of 

sidewalks discourage pedestrian access along Mount Hermon Road. Additionally, a lack 

of vehicle turnouts precludes formal viewpoints from this location. 

The project meets the intent of General Plan Policy BE-4.2.4 for Wildlife-Compatible 

Development. The proposed solar array limits reflectivity, glare, and artificial light 

pollution which preserves dark skies and reduce impacts to wildlife, especially in rural 

areas. The required landscape restoration will replace areas of invasive species with native 

plantings which would provide habitat for birds and wildlife.  
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Figure 3.1-1. View of Parcel from Footpath along East Zayante Road 

 

Figure 3.1-2. View of Parcel from Intersection of Graham Hill Road and Conference Drive 
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3.1.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic view or vista? 

Less than Significant Impact. Scenic views or vistas in the project area include views of the hills 

north of Mount Hermon Road available from Graham Hill Road. 

The project would be centered in the middle of the parcel and due to topography and existing 

trees and shrubs would be minimally visible from any public right-of-way, including Graham Hill 

Road and Mount Hermon Road. The proposed solar panel array complies with the requirements 

of the County Design Review Ordinance, in that the proposed project will incorporate site and 

design features such as fencing and native landscaping to reduce the visual impact of the 

proposed development on surrounding land uses and the natural landscape. Therefore, the 

impact would be less than significant. No mitigation is required. 

b.  Would the project substantially damage scenic resources, including but not limited to 

trees, rock outcroppings, and historic buildings within a state scenic highway or along a 

County-designated scenic road? 

Less than Significant Impact. The project is located adjacent to  Mount Hermon Road, but would 

not be visible from any public viewpoints from this road due to the steep downward slope and 

the existence of large trees close to the right-of-way. 

The project may affect trees or other scenic resources along or visible from Graham Hill Road, 

when driving eastward and looking north. While the solar panels themselves are not expected to 

be visible, the removal of some of the trees may alter the appearance of the dense tree line looking 

toward Mount Hermon Road, as it currently exists. However, the required replanting of 45 trees 

should grow and fill in any gaps. Therefore, the project would not substantially damage scenic 

resources, including views from the roadway. The impact would be less than significant. No 

mitigation is required. 

c.  Would the project, in non-urbanized areas, substantially degrade the existing visual 

character or quality of public views of the site and its surroundings or, in urbanized 

areas, conflict with applicable zoning and other regulations governing scenic quality? 

Less than Significant Impact. The project is located in an urbanized area. The project is designed 

to be consistent with Santa Cruz County Code sections that regulate height, bulk, density, setback, 

landscaping, and design of new structures in the County, including Santa Cruz County Code, 

Chapter 13.11, Site, Architectural and Landscape Design Review, as well as all applicable design 

guidelines. With approval to allow a small increase in lot coverage, the proposal would 
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substantially meet all the development standards, including the maximum structure height and 

minimum property setbacks, for the Special Use (SU) Zone District. Therefore, the impact would 

be less than significant. No mitigation is required. 

d.  Would the project create a new source of substantial light or glare that would adversely 

affect day or nighttime views in the area? 

3.1.3 Less than Significant Impact. No Impact. The project does not propose any use of 

outdoor lighting or building materials with highly reflective properties, such as 

highly reflective glass or high-gloss surface colors. There is not a need to supply 

artificial lighting for maintenance or security. The solar panels appear as a matte 

dark grey. Therefore, the project will not create any new sources of light 

pollution that could contribute to skyglow, light trespass, or glare and adversely 

affect day or nighttime views in area. Therefore, the impact would be less than 

significant. No mitigation is required.  

3.1.4 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.2 Agriculture and Forestry Resources 

In determining whether impacts to agricultural resources are significant environmental effects, 

lead agencies may refer to the California Agricultural Land Evaluation and Site Assessment Model 

(1997) prepared by the California Department of Conservation as an optional model to use in 

assessing impacts on agriculture and farmland. In determining whether impacts to forest 

resources, including timberland, are significant environmental effects, lead agencies may refer to 

information compiled by the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection regarding the 

state’s inventory of forest land, including the Forest and Range Assessment Project and the Forest 

Legacy Assessment project, and forest carbon measurement methodology provided in Forest 

Protocols adopted by the California Air Resources Board (CARB). 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Convert Prime Farmland, Unique 

Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide 

Importance (Farmland), as shown on 

the maps prepared pursuant to the 

Farmland Mapping and Monitoring 

Program of the California Natural 

Resources Agency, to non-

agricultural use? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Conflict with existing zoning for 

agricultural use, or a Williamson Act 

contract?  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

c.  Conflict with existing zoning for, or 

cause rezoning of, forest land (as 

defined in Public Resources Code 

section 12220(g)), timberland (as 

defined by Public Resources Code 

section 4526), or timberland zoned 

Timberland Production (as defined by 

Government Code section 51104(g))? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

d.  Result in the loss of forest land or 

conversion of forest land to non-

forest use? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

e.  Involve other changes in the existing 

environment which, due to their 

location or nature, could result in 

conversion of Farmland, to non-

agricultural use or conversion of 

forest land to non-forest use? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
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3.2.1 Existing Conditions 

The project site is zoned Special Use and designated as Vacant Commercial land. It is currently 

undeveloped and is in use as grazing and meadow land. The project site is not designated as 

Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland or Farmland of Statewide Importance. The project site is not 

under a Williamson Act contract. 

Adjacent parcels include an undeveloped commercial property to the west zoned as Special Use, 

several parcels developed as Parks, Recreation and Open Space directly east, a neighborhood of 

single-family residential to the north, and a narrow parcel developed as Public Administration to 

the south. 

3.2.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide 

Importance (Farmland), as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the Farmland 

Mapping and Monitoring Program of the California Natural Resources Agency, to non-

agricultural use? 

No Impact. The project site does not contain any lands designated as Prime Farmland, Unique 

Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide Importance as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the 

FMMP of the California Natural Resources Agency. In addition, the project site does not contain 

Farmland of Local Importance. Therefore, no Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, Farmland of 

Statewide Importance, or Farmland of Local Importance would be converted to a non-agricultural 

use. Therefore, there would be no impact. 

b.  Would the project conflict with existing zoning for agricultural use, or a Williamson 

Act contract? 

No Impact. The project site is not zoned for agriculture or under a Williamson Act contract. 

Therefore, there is no impact. 

d.  Would the project result in the loss of forest land or conversion of forest land to non-

forest use? 

No Impact. There is no forest land in or immediately adjacent to the project site. Therefore, there 

is no impact. 

e.  Would the project involve other changes in the existing environment which, due to 

their location or nature, could result in conversion of Farmland, to non-agricultural use 

or conversion of forest land to non-forest use? 



California Environmental Quality Act Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration 

App. No. 251463: Mt. Hermon Solar Array  Page | 34 
 Form revision June 2026 

No Impact. The project site and surrounding area within a radius of three mile(s) do not contain 

any lands designated Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance, or 

Farmland of Local Importance as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the FMMP of the 

California Natural Resources Agency. Therefore, no Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, Farmland 

of Statewide Importance, or Farmland of Local Importance would be converted to a non-

agricultural use. In addition, the project site contains no forest land, and no forest land occurs 

within one-half mile(s) of the project site. Therefore, there would be no impact. 

3.2.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.3 Air Quality 
 

Where available, the significance 

criteria established by the applicable 

air quality management district or air 

pollution control district may be 

relied upon to make the following 

determinations. Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Conflict with or obstruct 

implementation of the applicable air 

quality plan? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Result in a cumulatively 

considerable net increase of any 

criteria pollutant for which the 

project region is non-attainment 

under an applicable federal or state 

ambient air quality standard)? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

c.  Expose sensitive receptors to 

substantial pollutant 

concentrations? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

d.  Result in other emissions (such as 

those leading to odors) adversely 

affecting a substantial number of 

people? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

Acronym Definition 

AAQS ambient air quality standards 

AQMP Air Quality Management Plan 

BAAQMD Bay Area Air Quality Management District 

CAA Clean Air Act 

CalEEMod California Emissions Estimator Model 

CALINE 4 California Line Source 

CAPCOA California Air Pollution Control Officers Association 

CARB California Air Resources Board 

CO carbon monoxide 

CO2 carbon dioxide 

CO2e carbon dioxide equivalent 
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Acronym Definition 

DPM diesel particulate matter 

MBARD Monterey Bay Air Resources District 

MBARD Guidelines 2008 CEQA Air Quality Guidelines 

NCCAB North Central Coast Air Basin 

NO nitric oxide 

NO2 nitrogen dioxide 

NOX oxides of nitrogen 

O3 ozone 

PM particulate matter 

PM10 particulate matter less than 10 microns in diameter 

PM2.5 particulate matter less than 2.5 microns in diameter 

ppm parts per million 

ROG reactive organic gas 

SO2 sulfur dioxide 

SOx sulfur oxide 

TAC toxic air contaminant 

USEPA U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

VOC volatile organic compound 

 

3.3.1 Existing Conditions 

Santa Cruz County is located in the North Central Coast Air Basin (NCCAB), which is composed of 

Monterey, Santa Cruz, and San Benito Counties, covering an area of 5,100 square miles along the 

Central Coast of California. The Monterey Bay Air Resources District (MBARD) consists of all three 

counties within the NCCAB; therefore, the County is within the jurisdiction of the MBARD. MBARD 

is responsible for air monitoring, permitting, enforcement, long-range air quality planning, 

regulatory development, education, and public information activities related to air pollution, as 

required by the California Clean Air Act and its amendments and the federal Clean Air Act (CAA) 

and its amendments. 

The federal and state CAAs mandate the control and reduction of certain air pollutants. Under 

these acts, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (USEPA) and CARB established ambient air 

quality standards (AAQS) for certain “criteria air pollutants” considered harmful to public health 

and the environment. The primary criteria air pollutants of concern for land development projects 

are ozone (O3), carbon monoxide (CO), nitrogen dioxide (N2O), and particulate matter (PM). 
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California standards are generally more restrictive than federal standards. Depending on if the 

standards are met or exceeded, the local air basin is classified as in “attainment” or in “non-

attainment,” respectively. The NCCAB is in attainment or unclassifiable status for all federal AAQS. 

For state AAQS, the NCCAB is currently in non-attainment status for respirable particulate matter 

(PM10). The criteria for air pollutants of concern are summarized in the following text. 

Most O3 in the atmosphere is formed because of the interaction of ultraviolet light, reactive 

organic gases (ROGs), and oxides of nitrogen (NOx). ROG (the organic compound fraction relevant 

to O3 formation and sufficient equivalent for the purposes of this analysis to volatile organic 

compounds [VOCs]) is composed of non-methane hydrocarbons (with some specific exclusions), 

and NOx is made of different chemical combinations of nitrogen and oxygen, mainly nitric oxide 

(NO) and nitrogen dioxide (NO2). The incomplete combustion of petroleum fuels in on-road 

vehicles and at power plants is a major cause of CO. CO is also produced in the winter from wood 

stoves and fireplaces. NO2 is a by-product of fuel combustion, with the primary source being 

motor vehicles and industrial boilers and furnaces. The principal form of NOx produced by 

combustion is NO, but NO reacts rapidly to form NO2, creating the mixture of NO and NO2 

commonly called NOX. Suspended PM (airborne dust) consists of particles small enough to remain 

suspended in the air for long periods. Fine PM includes particles small enough to be inhaled (i.e., 

10 microns or less in size [PM10]), pass through the respiratory system, and lodge in the lungs, 

with resultant health effects. Particulates less than 2.5 microns in diameter (PM2.5) are of particular 

concern for health. Sulfur dioxide (SO2) is primarily formed from fossil fuel combustion at power 

plants and other industrial facilities. SO2 emissions lead to the formation of other sulfur oxides 

(SOx) that can react with other compounds in the atmosphere and contribute to PM pollution. 

3.3.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project conflict with or obstruct implementation of the applicable air quality 

plan? 

No Impact. The MBARD Air Quality Management Plan (AQMP) is the applicable Air Quality Plan 

for the project site. The most recent update (2012–2015) is the seventh update to the 1991 MBARD 

AQMP (MBARD 2017). The project would not involve construction activities that require diesel-

powered equipment or vehicles, and it would not introduce any new sources of air pollutant 

emissions during operation. The project would not contribute any criteria air pollutants to the 

region and would therefore not conflict with AQMP implementation. The project would have no 

impact related to applicable Air Quality Plans. 
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b.  Would the project result in a cumulatively considerable net increase of any criteria 

pollutant for which the project region is non-attainment under an applicable federal or 

state ambient air quality standard)? 

No Impact. The project would not involve construction activities that require diesel-powered 

equipment or vehicles, and it would not introduce any new sources of air pollutant emissions 

during operation. The project would not contribute any criteria air pollutants to the region and 

would therefore not result in a cumulatively considerable net increase of any criteria air pollutant. 

The project would have no impact related to criteria air pollutant emissions. 

c.  Would the project expose sensitive receptors to substantial pollutant concentrations? 

No Impact. The project would not involve construction activities that require diesel-powered 

equipment or vehicles, and it would not introduce any new sources of air pollutant emissions 

during operation. The project would not result in any new emissions of criteria air pollutants or 

toxic air contaminants (TACs) to the region and would therefore not expose sensitive receptors to 

new or increased pollutant concentrations. The project would have no impact related to sensitive 

receptors. 

d.  Would the project result in other emissions (such as those leading to odors) adversely 

affecting a substantial number of people? 

No Impact. The project would not involve construction activities that require diesel-powered 

equipment or vehicles. During operation, land uses typically producing objectionable odors 

include sewage treatment plants, landfills, recycling facilities, waste transfer stations, petroleum 

refineries, biomass operations, autobody shops, coating operations, fiberglass manufacturing, 

foundries, rendering plants, and livestock operations (CARB 2005). The project would consist of 

1,512 modules or panels which convert sunlight into power without burning fuel; they produce 

no sulfur dioxide (SO₂), nitrogen oxides (NOₓ), particulate matter (PM), carbon monoxide (CO), or 

volatile organic compounds (VOCs) at the point of generation. The project does not include any 

known sources of objectionable odors associated with the long-term operations phase. The 

project would have no impact. 

3.3.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.4 Biological Resources 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Have a substantial adverse effect, 

either directly or through habitat 

modifications, on any species 

identified as a candidate, sensitive, or 

special status species in local or 

regional plans, policies, or 

regulations, or by the California 

Department of Fish and Game or U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service? 

☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 

b. Have a substantial adverse effect on 

any riparian habitat or other sensitive 

natural community identified in local 

or regional plans, policies, 

regulations or by the California 

Department of Fish and Game or U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service? 

☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 

c.  Have a substantial adverse effect on 

state or federally protected wetlands 

(including, but not limited to, marsh, 

vernal pool, coastal, etc.) through 

direct removal, filling, hydrological 

interruption, or other means? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

d.  Interfere substantially with the 

movement of any native resident or 

migratory fish or wildlife species or 

with established native resident or 

migratory wildlife corridors, or 

impede the use of native wildlife 

nursery sites? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

e.  Conflict with any local policies or 

ordinances protecting biological 

resources, such as a tree 

preservation policy or ordinance? 

☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 

f.  Conflict with the provisions of an 

adopted Habitat Conservation Plan, 

Natural Community Conservation 

Plan, or other approved local, 

regional, or state habitat 

conservation plan? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 



California Environmental Quality Act Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration 

App. No. 251463: Mt. Hermon Solar Array  Page | 40 
 Form revision June 2026 

3.4.1 Existing Conditions 

The project site is located within the Zayante Creek–San Lorenzo River watershed and consists of 

a variety of upland and low-lying areas that support several vegetation communities. Vegetation 

on the site includes oak woodland, native and nonnative grasslands, French broom/coyote brush 

scrub, rush-sedge meadow, and areas of nonnative trees. Oak woodland is present throughout 

portions of the site, including more contiguous woodland in the southern portion. The site also 

contains small, isolated rush-sedge meadow areas generally associated with low-lying 

topographic depressions. 

Previous biological studies and the current field survey did not identify wetlands meeting the 

applicable three-parameter wetland criteria on the property. The National Wetland Inventory also 

does not identify wetland features within the site. Nearby hydrologic features include Zayante 

Creek and the San Lorenzo River. 

The site provides habitat for a variety of common wildlife species, including birds and mammals. 

Wildlife or evidence of wildlife observed during the field survey included several common bird 

species, black-tailed deer, and woodrat nests. The site also contains invasive nonnative vegetation, 

particularly French broom and acacia. Oak woodland is considered Sensitive Habitat under Santa 

Cruz County Code Chapter 16.32.  

The project site is in an area that was identified as a potential area of biotic concern during 

preliminary analysis. A biotic assessment was conducted to identify any potential habitat for 

special-status or sensitive plant and wildlife species; sensitive habitats; including aquatic features; 

or wildlife movement habitat. In addition, County policies and ordinances protecting biological 

resources and approved local, regional, or state habitat conservation plans were considered. The 

project has been deliberately sited to reduce impacts to the oak woodland habitat and avoid the 

more sensitive needlegrass grassland and rush-sedge meadow, which meets the goals of  General 

Plan Policies BE-1.1.4 and 4.2.2 by siting development where it will have the least effect on natural 

resources. 

3.4.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project have a substantial adverse effect, either directly or through habitat 

modifications, on any species identified as a candidate, sensitive, or special status 

species in local or regional plans, policies, or regulations, or by the California 

Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service? 

The project site is in an area of potential biotic concern as identified during preliminary analysis. 

A biotic assessment was conducted to identify potential special-status or sensitive plant and 
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wildlife species. The discussion in this section is based on the following report prepared for the 

proposed project: 

• Biotic Report / Mars Energy Group Conference Drive Solar Project, Terracon. February 27, 

2026. Appendix A. 

The project site was evaluated for the plant and wildlife species listed in Table 3.4.1 and Table 

3.4.2 and also found in the Terracon Biotic Report (Appendix A, pp. 8-15). 
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Table 3.4-1. Special-Status Plant Species 
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Table 3.4-2. Sensitive and Special-Status Wildlife Species 
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Table 3.4-3. Migratory Bird Species 

 

 

Less than Significant Impact with Mitigation. The biological assessment identified the potential 

for the project to affect common wildlife, nesting birds protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty 

Act (Table 3.4-3), San Francisco dusky-footed woodrats (Table 3.4-2), and certain special-status 

plant species (Table 3.4-1). Four special-status plant species were identified as having low 

potential to occur within the Study Area: San Francisco popcornflower, marsh microseris, Santa 

Cruz tarplant, and deceiving sedge. Although suitable habitat for these species is present in 

portions of the site, known occurrences are generally located more than three miles from the 

Study Area, with the exception of deceiving sedge, for which the nearest known observation is at 

Camp Evers Bog in Scotts Valley. Based on the habitat conditions present within the Study Area, 
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the distribution of known occurrences, and the species' dispersal characteristics, the biological 

assessment concludes that these species have low potential to occur within the Study Area. The 

dispersal characteristics of these species also generally limit the likelihood of long-distance 

establishment from known populations. Marsh microseris is primarily wind-dispersed, while Santa 

Cruz tar plant is primarily dispersed locally through gravity. Deceiving sedge primarily spreads 

vegetatively through rhizomes, with wind and water providing secondary dispersal mechanisms. 

Although bird-mediated dispersal has been proposed as a possible mechanism for the broader 

distribution of San Francisco popcorn flower, such dispersal does not necessarily indicate that 

viable seeds would be transported, deposited, and successfully germinate and establish several 

miles from an existing population. Accordingly, the absence of nearby documented occurrences, 

together with the species-specific dispersal mechanisms and habitat characteristics, supports the 

biological assessment's determination of low potential for occurrence within the Study 

Area.Additionally, the project footprint has been designed to avoid needlegrass grassland and 

rush-sedge meadow, which provide the highest potential habitat for the special-status plant 

species identified in the biological assessment. The project would also avoid areas considered 

suitable for California red-legged frog breeding and would not directly affect aquatic habitat. 

Therefore, impacts to special-status plants and California red-legged frog are not anticipated. 

The project would involve vegetation removal, ground disturbance, and temporary construction 

activities that could temporarily displace common wildlife. These species are regionally abundant, 

and suitable habitat for foraging, cover, and dispersal is available in the surrounding area; 

therefore, impacts to common wildlife would not be significant. 

The implementation of Mitigation Measure BIO-1, in coordination with their construction 

contractor and qualified biologists, to protect sensitive natural communities during construction 

by identifying areas to be avoided and/or protected and marking all sensitive habitats in the field; 

designated staging, access, and work areas to minimize the construction footprint and avoid 

sensitive habitats; and minimizing the removal and disturbance of native vegetation would reduce 

the impact of construction to a less than significant level. 

Three potentially active San Francisco dusky-footed woodrat nests were identified within the 

Study Area. Prior to construction and vegetation removal, a qualified biologist shall evaluate the 

nests to determine whether they are active. Active nests shall be avoided with an appropriate no-

disturbance buffer, as determined by the qualified biologist, and additional avoidance, 

minimization, or mitigation measures shall be implemented as necessary. General best practice is 

to avoid disturbance within 25 feet of active nests, with a minimum of 10 feet required. These 

measures would reduce potential impacts to San Francisco dusky-footed woodrats to a less-than-

significant level. 
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Implementation of Mitigation Measure BIO-2, which requires installation of an appropriate no-

disturbance buffer around active woodrat nests, as determined by a qualified biologist prior to 

construction and vegetation removal, would reduce the impact to a less-than-significant level by 

protecting woodrat habitat. Vegetation within the project footprint may also provide nesting 

habitat for native birds, protected by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. Although no active nests were 

observed during the biological survey on January 8, 2026, which is outside of the nesting season 

for birds, construction and vegetation removal during the nesting season could result in the 

disturbance or loss of active nests. Implementation of Mitigation Measure(s) BIO-3 to obtain 

preconstruction nesting bird surveys and appropriate avoidance buffers around any detected 

active nests during the breeding season would reduce this potential impact to a less-than-

significant level.  

• Mitigation Measure(s) BIO-1: Protect Sensitive Natural Communities During Construction. 

• Mitigation Measure(s) BIO-2: Protect Active Woodrat Nests.  

• Mitigation Measure(s) BIO-3: Avoid Impacts on Nesting Birds. 

b.  Would the project have a substantial adverse effect on any riparian habitat or other 

sensitive natural community identified in local or regional plans, policies, regulations or 

by the California Department of Fish and Game or U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service? 

Less than Significant Impact with Mitigation. The project site contains several vegetation 

communities, including oak woodland and needlegrass grassland, which were identified as 

sensitive biological resources (Figure 3.1). Oak woodland is considered Sensitive Habitat under 

the Santa Cruz County Sensitive Habitat Protection Ordinance (SCCC Chapter 16.32), while 

needlegrass grassland has state and global rarity rankings. The current project footprint was 

developed to minimize impacts to sensitive resources and would avoid impacts to needlegrass 

grassland and rush-sedge meadow. The majority of the proposed solar array would be located 

within French broom thicket/coyote brush scrub, which the Biotic Report (Appendix A) identified 

as the least sensitive vegetation community on the site due to its substantial coverage by invasive, 

nonnative French broom and lack of suitable habitat for sensitive species. 

The project would, however, result in impacts to approximately 0.5 acre of oak woodland, and 

removal of up to 5 significant oak trees within the solar array footprint may be unavoidable. The 

Biotic Report recommends a follow-up inventory of oak trees within the final project footprint, 

including GPS locations and diameter-at-breast-height measurements prior to construction. To 

address unavoidable impacts, the Biotic Report recommends revegetation of native trees at 

appropriate mitigation ratios consistent with County requirements, including revegetation of oak 
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trees in areas currently occupied by nonnative Acacia, particularly in the northeast portion of the 

property (See Figure 3-1. Biological Resources Map). 

No potentially jurisdictional wetlands or other Waters of the United States were identified within 

the Study Area, and previous wetland delineations similarly did not identify features meeting 

applicable federal wetland criteria. Although riparian vegetation and seasonal pooling occur in 

areas adjacent to the project footprint, the Study Area itself consists primarily of upland habitat 

and does not contain ponds, wetlands, or other aquatic features suitable for breeding. 

With implementation of the recommended oak woodland replacement inventory, avoidance and 

minimization measures, and habitat restoration/mitigation consistent with SCCC Chapter 16.32, 

impacts to sensitive natural communities would be reduced to a less-than-significant level. The 

project would not result in impacts to the site's needlegrass grassland or rush-sedge meadow, 

and the selected project footprint represents the alternative identified by the Biotic Report as 

preferable to an alternative that would affect the more difficult-to-restore needlegrass grassland. 

• Mitigation Measure(s) BIO-4: Replacement Oak Trees.  

c.  Would the project have a substantial adverse effect on state or federally protected 

wetlands (including, but not limited to, marsh, vernal pool, coastal, etc.) through 

direct removal, filling, hydrological interruption, or other means? 

No Impact. There are no mapped or designated aquatic features in or adjacent to the project 

site. Therefore, there would be no impact. 

d.  Would the project interfere substantially with the movement of any native resident or 

migratory fish or wildlife species or with established native resident or migratory 

wildlife corridors, or impede the use of native wildlife nursery sites? 

Less Than Significant. Construction would result in temporary vegetation removal, ground 

disturbance, and construction noise that could temporarily displace wildlife from portions of the 

site. However, the project would not substantially interfere with regional wildlife movement 

because substantial areas of vegetation and habitat would remain available within the Study Area 

and surrounding undeveloped areas. No established wildlife corridor or nursery site was identified 

within the project footprint. Potential impacts to nesting birds and woodrats would be addressed 

through the preconstruction surveys and avoidance measures described above. The impact would 

be less than significant. No mitigation is required. 

e.  Would the project conflict with any local policies or ordinances protecting biological 

resources, such as a tree preservation policy or ordinance? 
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Less Than Significant with Mitigation. The project would result in impacts to approximately 0.5 

acre of oak woodland, which is identified as Sensitive Habitat under Santa Cruz County Code 

Chapter 16.32. A preconstruction oak tree inventory shall be conducted within the final project 

footprint, and oak woodland impacts shall be avoided and minimized to the extent feasible. 

Mitigation/restoration shall be provided consistent with applicable County requirements. With 

implementation of these measures, the project would not conflict with applicable County policies 

or ordinances protecting biological resources. Therefore, the impact would be less than significant 

with mitigation. 

• Mitigation Measure(s) BIO-4: Replacement Oak Trees.  

f.  Would the project conflict with the provisions of an adopted Habitat Conservation Plan, 

Natural Community Conservation Plan, or other approved local, regional, or state 

habitat conservation plan? 

No Impact. There are no adopted habitat conservation plans, natural community conservation 

plans, or other approved local, regional, or state habitat conservation plans that apply to the 

project site. Therefore, there is no potential for the project to conflict with them. No impact would 

occur. 

3.4.3 Mitigation Measures 

The following mitigation is required as part of the project to ensure that potentially significant 

impacts on biological resources are mitigated to a less than significant level: 

BIO-1:  Protect Sensitive Natural Communities During Construction. The project 

proponent, in coordination with their construction contractor and qualified 

biologists, shall implement the following measures to protect sensitive natural 

communities during construction: 

• Stage equipment in ruderal and/or developed areas. 

• Confine project activities and operation of equipment and vehicles, including 

site access and parking, to designated staging, access, and work areas to 

minimize the construction footprint and avoid sensitive habitats. 

• Prior to initiation of project activities, a qualified biologist shall identify the 

areas to be avoided and/or protected and shall mark sensitive habitats in the 

field.  

• Prior to construction activities a qualified biologist shall conduct a Worker 

Environmental Awareness Program (WEAP) or training to educate on-site 

workers about critical environmental concerns associated with the project. 
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• Minimize removal and disturbance of native vegetation, and implement the 

following when disturbance to native vegetation is required: 

o Limbing of native trees and cutting (above the ground) of shrubs shall be 

favored in lieu of removal. Stumps of native vegetation shall 

be retained to allow for re-sprouting following project completion where 

vegetation will not interfere with the project features. 

o Native understory plants shall be maintained to the extent feasible. 

Workers shall not grub within sensitive habitat types unless no other 

alternative exists. 

• Preserve native edge habitats wherever feasible. 

• The project proponent, in coordination with their construction contractor 

and a qualified biologist, shall remove invasive non-native plants from the 

work area as designated by California Invasive Plant Council (2025) as 

having “high” potential for “severe ecological impacts on physical processes, 

plant and animal communities, and vegetation structure.” 

BIO-2:  Protect Active Woodrat Nests. Prior to construction activities, active nests shall 

be avoided with an appropriate no-disturbance buffer, as determined by a 

qualified biologist. Protection shall adhere to best practices established by 

CDFW. 

BIO-3: Avoid Impacts on Nesting Birds. The project proponent or their construction 

contractor shall schedule construction outside the breeding bird season or 

conduct pre-construction nesting bird surveys. Typically, the bird breeding 

season occurs between February 1 and August 31 with some species 

(e.g., hummingbirds and owls) potentially nesting outside this period. 

 If feasible, perform vegetation removal activities outside the breeding bird 

season (ideally between September 1 and October 15) to avoid direct harm or 

mortality to potential nesting bird species and other sensitive biological 

resources. 

 For all project activities initiated during the breeding bird season, or if 

construction activities lapse for a period of 1 week or more during breeding bird 

season, a qualified biologist shall conduct a breeding bird survey 

for nesting birds, including raptors. Surveys shall be conducted within 7 days, 

prior to beginning construction activities and shall include all work, staging, 
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access areas, and a minimum survey radius surrounding the work area, where 

accessible, as follows: 

• 250 feet for non-raptors 

• 500 feet for small raptors, such as accipiters 

• 1,000 feet for larger raptors, such as buteos 

 The survey shall include potential habitat for raptors, sensitive, and 

common nesting bird species and shall include trees, other vegetation, and 

suitable habitat (buildings, equipment, ruderal areas, brush piles, gravel, rocks) 

for ground-nesting and opportunistic species (e.g., house finch, California 

towhee, dark-eyed junco, and/or kildeer). The following measures shall be 

implemented based on the survey results: 

• If no nesting sensitive or common bird species are observed during breeding 

bird surveys, no additional measures would be required. 

• If common nesting birds are observed in or adjacent to the project site, 

activities shall be postponed until young have fledged to avoid direct harm 

or mortality of nesting birds and/or buffers appropriate to the species shall 

be established, such as protective buffers recommended in PG&E et al. 

(2015). The size of the buffer would also depend on the location of the nest 

relative to the project site, project activities proposed for this location, and 

other project-specific conditions (e.g., equipment operation). 

• Sensitive bird species, if nesting in or near the project site, will be given 

special consideration and may require additional protective measures 

as determined through consultation with the relevant agency (U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service or California Department of Fish and Wildlife), such as 

protective buffers recommended in PG&E et al. (2015). 

• A qualified biologist shall monitor active nest sites for construction-related 

disturbances and adjust protective buffers as necessary to prevent disruption 

of nesting activities. 

• No construction activity shall be allowed within the buffer until the qualified 

biologist determines that the nest is no longer active or 

monitoring determines that a smaller buffer shall protect the active nest. The 

buffer may be reduced if the qualified biologist monitors the construction 

activities and determines that no disturbance to the active nest is occurring. 

• If an active nest is identified in or adjacent to the construction zone after 

construction has started, the previously listed measures shall be implemented 

to ensure construction does not disturb the nest. 
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BIO-4:  Replacement Oak Trees. The proposed removal of 5 oak trees (45”, 32”, 31”, 26” 

and 22” diameter at breast height) will result in a required replanting and 

maintenance/monitoring of 45 oak trees. A restoration plan that identifies the 

location of mitigation plantings with a maintenance and five-year monitoring 

plan prepared by a qualified biologist will be required. 

• The tree replacement mitigation ratio, due to size of trees proposed for 

removal and anticipated mortality, shall be as follows:  

o Trees between 12- and 23.5-inches DBH shall be replaced at 5:1;  

o Trees 24 inches or greater DBH shall be replaced at 10:1. 
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Figure 3-1. Biological Resources Map 
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3.5 Cultural Resources 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact 

No 

Impact 

a.  Cause a substantial adverse change in the 

significance of a historical resource 

pursuant to Section 15064.5?  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Cause a substantial adverse change in the 

significance of an archaeological resource 

pursuant to Section 15064.5?  

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

c.  Disturb any human remains, including 

those interred outside of dedicated 

cemeteries?  

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

 

3.5.1 Existing Conditions 

A Cultural Resource Evaluation was conducted on this site in 2013 (Archaeological Resource 

Management, March 18, 2013). Research on this parcel included an archival background and 

surface survey of the project parcel.  

Efforts to identify cultural resources in the project area included conducting a records search at 

the Northwest Information Center (NWIC) of the California Historical Resources Information 

System (CHRIS), reviewing listings in the California Register of Historic Resources (CRHR), and 

performing a surface survey of the site. The methods and results of these efforts are described in 

detail in the Cultural Resource Evaluation conducted by Archaeological Resource Management, 

March 18, 2013. 

The records search identified zero previously recorded resource(s) in the project area and nine 

previously recorded resources within a 1/2-mile radius of the project area. All nine of these 

recorded resources are historic structures, which include the Felton Covered Bridge (CA-SCR-

207H) and the Felton Presbyterian Church (CA-SCR-208H). 

3.5.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of a historical 

resource pursuant to Section 15064.5? 

No Impact. There are no built environment resources that would be more than 50 years of age 

at the time of project implementation within the project site. Therefore, there would be no impact. 
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b.  Would the project cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of an 

archaeological resource pursuant to Section 15064.5? 

Less than Significant Impact. No archaeological resources that meet the criteria for significance 

have been identified in the project site. However, the project involves ground-disturbing activities 

that could uncover previously unknown archaeological resources. If such resources are found and 

determined to be significant, they would be considered archaeological resources under CEQA 

Guidelines, Section 15064.5. These construction activities include pile driving to set posts for solar 

panel support. 

Pursuant to Santa Cruz County Code, Section 16.40.040, if at any time in the preparation for or 

process of excavating or otherwise disturbing the ground or any artifact or other evidence of a 

Native American cultural site that reasonably appears to exceed 100 years of age is discovered, 

the responsible persons shall immediately cease and desist all further site excavation and notify 

the County planning director, who will arrange for the inspection, evaluation, and proper 

treatment of the find. With the implementation of this required process, the impact would be less 

than significant. No mitigation is required. 

c.  Would the project disturb any human remains, including those interred outside of 

dedicated cemeteries? 

Less than Significant Impact. The project site does not include a formal cemetery or any known 

archaeological resources that might contain interred human remains. However, it is always 

possible that previously undiscovered human remains may be discovered during excavation 

associated with construction. 

Pursuant to County Code, Section 16.40.040, and California Health and Safety Code, Sections 

7050.5–7054, if human remains are discovered at any time during site preparation, excavation, or 

other ground disturbance associated with the project, the responsible people shall immediately 

cease and desist any further site excavation and notify the County sheriff, coroner, and planning 

director. 

If the coroner determines that the remains are not of recent origin, a full archaeological report 

shall be prepared, and representatives of local Native American groups shall be contacted. If it is 

determined that the remains are Native American, the California Native American Heritage 

Commission shall be notified within 24 hours as required by law. The California Native American 

Heritage Commission will contact the most likely descendant, who shall be authorized to provide 

recommendations for the management of the Native American human remains. Pursuant to 

California Public Resources Code, Section 5097, the most likely descendant shall complete their 
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inspection and make recommendations or preferences for treatment within 48 hours of being 

granted access to the site. 

Work in the area of the find shall not resume until the appropriate treatment and disposition of 

the remains and associated artifacts have been determined and implemented to the extent that 

no further damage or disturbance to the remains and artifacts will occur. With these required 

processes in place, the impact would be less than significant. No mitigation is required. 

Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.6 Energy 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Result in potentially significant 

environmental impact due to 

wasteful, inefficient, or 

unnecessary consumption of 

energy resources, during project 

construction or operation? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

b.  Conflict with or obstruct a state 

or local plan for renewable 

energy or energy efficiency? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.6.1 Existing Conditions 

The County is in the service area for Central Coast Community Energy (CCCE), which currently 

provides at least 35 percent of electricity from renewable resources to customers with a goal of 

providing 100 percent renewable energy to customers by 2030. A CCCE Prime option that provides 

100 percent of electricity from renewable resources is available to customers (3CE 2023). 

Development is subject to California Code of Regulations, Title 24, Part 6 (also referred to as the 

California Energy Code), which provides energy efficiency standards for residential and non-

residential buildings. California’s building efficiency standards are updated approximately every 3 

years. The standards are updated periodically to allow consideration and possible incorporation 

of new energy-efficient technologies and methods. California Code of Regulations, Title 24, Part 

11, California Green Building Standards Code (CALGreen), is a comprehensive and uniform 

regulatory code for all residential, commercial, and school buildings that went into effect on 

August 1, 2009, and is administered by the California Building Standards Commission. CALGreen 

is updated on a regular basis, with the most recent approved update consisting of the 2025 

California Green Building Code Standards, which took effect on January 1, 2026. 

The County’s Climate Action and Adaptation Plan (CAAP), approved in 2022, strives to meet the 

state Senate Bill 32 target of reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 40 percent below 1990 levels 

before 2030 while simultaneously establishing a policy framework to achieve the longer-term 

target of net-negative greenhouse gas emissions by 2045 (Assembly Bill [AB] 1279). The 2022 

CAAP includes 29 strategies across seven sectors to achieve these goals, including reducing 

energy use. Energy strategies focus on eliminating fossil fuel use in new and existing buildings 

and existing municipal facilities, achieving 100 percent clean energy provided by the CCCE, and 
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developing microgrids. Transportation strategies would also lessen fuel use by reducing vehicle 

miles traveled, eliminating fossil fuels in the County vehicle fleet, and increasing the use of public 

transportation and pedestrian and bicycle facilities. 

The County’s General Plan/Local Coastal Program (LCP) includes objectives and policies that 

would reduce community energy use by encouraging decreased use of resources, including fuel 

and energy. For example, Built Environment Element Objective BE-4.2 encourages building and 

site designs that conserve energy. It is supported by Policy BE-4.2.7, Energy Conservation, which 

encourages development to enable passive solar heating and lighting through building location, 

orientation, and massing wherever practicable. Further energy conservation is encouraged 

through energy-efficient building envelopes; lighting; heating, cooling, and ventilation systems; 

and renewable energy design components (Santa Cruz County 2024). 

3.6.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project result in potentially significant environmental impact due to wasteful, 

inefficient, or unnecessary consumption of energy resources, during project 

construction or operation? 

Less than Significant Impact. The project, like all development, would be responsible for an 

incremental increase in the consumption of energy resources during site grading for the access 

road, on-site construction equipment, materials processing, foundation installation, and panel 

assembly.  All project construction equipment would be required to comply with the CARB 

emissions requirements for construction equipment, which includes measures to reduce fuel 

consumption, such as imposing limits on idling and requiring older engines and equipment to be 

retired, replaced, or repowered. The project would require typical construction practices and 

would not include components that would result in wasteful or inefficient use of energy during 

construction. The project would not be implemented without the use of standard construction 

equipment and vehicles. Therefore, energy use would be necessary. As a result, impacts associated 

with the temporary increase in consumption of fuel during construction are expected to be less 

than significant. 

The 2022 CAAP includes strategies related to energy use, with a focus on eliminating fossil fuel 

use in new and existing buildings, as well as in existing municipal facilities. AB 130 limits the 

County’s ability to require building electrification; however, electrification is still encouraged 

(California Health and Safety Code, Section 17958(b)(5), allows certain modifications to building 

codes that incentivize all-electric construction). The project would be consistent with this 2022 

CAAP strategy and would not include new natural gas use. Therefore, impacts related to natural 

gas would be less than significant. 



California Environmental Quality Act Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration 

App. No. 251471: Mt. Hermon Solar Array  Page | 64 
 Form revision June 2026 

The project would comply with all applicable energy efficiency standards, such as the California 

Green Building Standards. The project involves the conversion of solar energy into AC electricity 

that would not result in a new increase in energy use compared to existing conditions. Conversely, 

the addition of a solar array would reduce the environmental impact of electricity use by displacing 

fossil fuel-based electricity, reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and lowering existing grid 

dependence. No impacts are expected from project implementation. Therefore, the project would 

not result in wasteful, inefficient, or unnecessary consumption of energy resources. 

Regarding fuel use, as discussed in Section 3.17, Transportation, the project would result in a less 

than significant impact related to vehicle miles traveled. Therefore, the project would not result in 

wasteful, inefficient, or unnecessary consumption of vehicle fuel resources. Impacts related to 

operational energy use would be less than significant. 

b.  Would the project conflict with or obstruct a state or local plan for renewable energy or 

energy efficiency? 

No Impact. The project would not require a net increase in fossil fuel, electricity, or natural gas 

consumption during construction or operation. The project is in line with state and local plans for 

renewable energy and energy efficiency by proposing a micro-grid powered by solar energy. 

California seeks to supply 100 percent of retail electricity sales with renewable and zero-carbon 

sources by 2045. The project would have no impact related to plans for renewable energy or 

energy efficiency. 

3.6.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 



California Environmental Quality Act Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration 

App. No. 251471: Mt. Hermon Solar Array  Page | 65 
 Form revision June 2026 

3.7 Geology and Soils 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Directly or indirectly cause potential 

substantial adverse effects, 

including the risk of loss, injury, or 

death involving: 

    

i.  Rupture of a known earthquake 

fault, as delineated on the most 

recent Alquist-Priolo 

Earthquake Fault Zoning Map 

issued by the State Geologist 

for the area or based on other 

substantial evidence of a known 

fault? Refer to Division of Mines 

and Geology Special Publication 

42. 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

ii.  Strong seismic ground shaking? ☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

iii.  Seismic-related ground failure, 

including liquefaction? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

iv.  Landslides? ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Result in substantial soil erosion or 

the loss of topsoil? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

c.  Be located on a geologic unit or soil 

that is unstable, or that would 

become unstable as a result of the 

project, and potentially result in on- 

or off-site landslide, lateral 

spreading, subsidence, liquefaction 

or collapse? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

d.  Be located on expansive soil, as 

defined in Table 18-1-B of the 

Uniform Building Code (1994), 

creating substantial direct or 

indirect risks to life or property? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
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Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

e.  Have soils incapable of adequately 

supporting the use of septic tanks 

or alternative waste water disposal 

systems where sewers are not 

available for the disposal of waste 

water? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

f.  Directly or indirectly destroy a 

unique paleontological resource or 

site or unique geologic feature? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

 

3.7.1 Existing Conditions 

The 8.8-acre site is located at the intersection of Conference Drive and East Zayante Road in Felton, 

California. The undeveloped site is bordered by East Zayante Road and Conference Drive to the 

south, Mount Herman Road to the north, single family residences to the east and undeveloped 

land to the west.  

A geotechnical report was completed by Dees & Associates in August 2024. The study included a 

site survey accompanied by data analysis about the site and region, an exploration of site 

subsurface conditions with tested soil samples, and an engineering analysis. 

The Santa Cruz County Geologic Map indicates the site is underlain by both Alluvial deposits, 

undifferentiated (Holocene) and Monterey Formation (Middle Miocene). Alluvial deposits are 

described as “Unconsolidated, heterogeneous, moderately sorted silt and sand containing 

discontinuous lenses of clay and silty clay. Locally includes large amounts of gravel”. The Monterey 

Formation is described as, “Medium to thick-bedded and laminated olive-gray to light-gray semi-

siliceous organic mudstone and sandy siltstone”. 

The site is located in a highly seismic region near several major fault zones. The property wraps 

around the southern nose of a north south trending ridgeline and the topography generally 

consists of a moderately sloping ridgeline with steep side slopes that becomes less steep as you 

move to the south until the slopes are nearly flat as you approach Conference Drive. The project 

consists of installing a solar array that wraps around the nose of the ridge. 

The following information is based on Geotechnical Investigation for Proposed Solar Array  

prepared by Dees & Associates, Inc., in August, 2024 (Appendix B). 
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3.7.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project directly or indirectly cause potential substantial adverse effects, 

including the risk of loss, injury, or death involving: 

i.  Rupture of a known earthquake fault, as delineated on the most recent Alquist-

Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Map issued by the State Geologist for the area or 

based on other substantial evidence of a known fault? Refer to Division of Mines 

and Geology Special Publication 42. 

Less than Significant Impact. The project is located within an area with substantial evidence of 

a known fault (Ben Lomond fault); however, the project does not include a structure intended for 

human occupancy and therefore the proposed solar array is not regulated by the Alquist-Priolo 

Earthquake Fault Zoning Act, California Government Code sections § 2621.5 (b), § 2621.6 (a). The 

proposed solar array does not include any habitable structures and will require minimal 

maintenance. Therefore, impacts from the exposure of people or structures to a known fault 

rupture hazard zone as a result of the project would be less than significant. No mitigation is 

required. 

ii.  Strong seismic ground shaking? 

Less than Significant Impact. The project site is located outside the limits of any County-mapped 

fault zone (County of Santa Cruz GIS Mapping). The project site is located approximately 9.5 miles 

south of the San Andreas fault zone and adjacent to the Ben Lomond Fault zone. The project site 

is likely to be subject to strong seismic ground shaking during the life of the improvements, 

although the potential for ground surface rupture is low. The project would be subject to the 

California Building Code (CBC) seismic design force standards (2025 California Building Code 

Volumes 1 and 2, Title 24, Part 2 1603 A .1.5 Earthquake design data.) to ensure the stability of 

project elements and reduce potential impacts caused by seismic ground shaking. Therefore, the 

impact would be less than significant. No mitigation is required. 

iii.  Seismic-related ground failure, including liquefaction? 

Less than Significant Impact. The project is proposed to be located near an area mapped by the 

County’s Geographic Information System (GIS) as moderately susceptible to liquefaction. The 

Geotechnical Report prepared by Dees & Associates, Inc. (Appendix B) determined that the 

project’s on-site conditions are not susceptible to settlement and liquefaction. Liquefaction occurs 

when saturated fine-grained sands, silts and sensitive clays are subject to shaking during an 

earthquake and the water pressure within the pores build up leading to loss of strength. The soils 
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below the groundwater table were dense and have a low potential for liquefaction. Impacts would 

be less than significant. No mitigation is required. 

iv.  Landslides? 

No Impact. The project site is not within a landslide susceptibility area per the County of Santa 

Cruz GIS Landslide Map. The slope where the solar array is proposed is inclined up to 

approximately 35 percent and is generally comprised of stiff sandy clay and clayey sand over 

mudstone bedrock. There were no landslides observed during the geotechnical investigation, and 

none were reported. There appears to be low potential for landslides to affect the proposed solar 

array based on the density and strength of the soils comprising the slope and the lack of existing 

landslides at the site and vicinity. Therefore, the project would not expose people or structures to 

potential substantial adverse effects involving landslides. There would be no impact. 

b.  Would the project result in substantial soil erosion or the loss of topsoil? 

Less than Significant Impact. The proposed project includes the creation of a new gravel 

roadway to access this site from the adjacent parcel (APN 071-331-05) to the west. This new road 

would follow the topography of the site and require minimal grading. Project construction 

activities would expose soils to potential short-term erosion by wind and water. Prior to approval 

of a grading or building permit, the application submittal shall demonstrate compliance with the 

County Design Criteria (CDC). Pre-development runoff patterns and rates shall be maintained, and 

safe stormwater overflow shall be incorporated into the project design. Per Part 3, Definitions 

Section C of the CDC, photovoltaic systems located over pervious surfaces with well-maintained 

grass or vegetated groundcover or panel arrays with a buffer strip at the most down gradient row 

of panels are not considered development. Therefore, the project would not result in substantial 

soil erosion or the loss of topsoil. Impacts would be less than significant. No mitigation is required. 

c.  Would the project be located on a geologic unit or soil that is unstable, or that would 

become unstable as a result of the project, and potentially result in on- or off-site 

landslide, lateral spreading, subsidence, liquefaction or collapse? 

No Impact. The project is not located on a geologic unit or soil that is unstable (Appendix B). 

Furthermore, the project proposes minimal grading or alteration of land. Therefore, the project 

would not produce unstable geological conditions. There would be no impact. 

d.  Would the project be located on expansive soil, as defined in Table 18-1-B of the 

Uniform Building Code (1994), creating substantial direct or indirect risks to life or 

property? 
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No Impact. The project does not contain expansive soils as defined by Table 18-I-B of the 

Uniform Building Code (1994). Additionally, the Geotechnical Report (Appendix B) did not 

identify any elevated risk. There would be no impact. 

e.  Would the project have soils incapable of adequately supporting the use of septic 

tanks or alternative waste water disposal systems where sewers are not available for 

the disposal of waste water? 

No Impact. The project includes new construction of ground-mounted solar panels. The project 

does not propose any septic tanks or alternative wastewater disposal systems because no 

wastewater would be generated. There would be no impact. 

f.  Would the project directly or indirectly destroy a unique paleontological resource or 

site or unique geologic feature? 

No Impact. No unique paleontological resources or sites or unique geologic features are known 

to occur within the vicinity of the project site. A review was conducted of the County of Santa 

Cruz Planning Department’s mapping of identified geologic and paleontological resources, and 

no such resources are recorded within the vicinity of the project parcel. The project site does not 

overlay any paleontologically sensitive formations, and excavation conducted during 

construction would not be deep enough to reach paleontologically sensitive formations. There 

would be no impact. 

3.7.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.8 Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Generate greenhouse gas 

emissions, either directly or 

indirectly, that may have a 

significant impact on the 

environment? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Conflict with an applicable plan, 

policy or regulation adopted for the 

purpose of reducing the emissions 

of greenhouse gases? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.8.1 Existing Conditions 

Gases that absorb and re-emit infrared radiation in the atmosphere are called greenhouse gases 

(GHGs). They are naturally present in the atmosphere and are released by natural sources or 

formed from secondary reactions taking place in the atmosphere. The gases that are widely seen 

as the principal contributors to human-induced climate change include carbon dioxide (CO2), 

methane (CH4), nitrous oxides (N2O), and fluorinated gases such as hydrofluorocarbons, 

perfluorocarbons, and sulfur hexafluoride (SF6). Water vapor is excluded from the list because it 

is short lived in the atmosphere, and its atmospheric concentrations are largely determined by 

natural processes, such as oceanic evaporation. The project does not propose new sources of 

fluorinated gases, and these gases are not included in the following analysis.  

Different types of GHGs have varying global warming potential (GWP). The GWP of a GHG is the 

potential of a gas or aerosol to trap heat in the atmosphere over a specified timescale 

(generally, 100 years). The carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) metric is a consistent methodology 

used for comparing GHG emissions because it normalizes various GHG emissions to a consistent 

measure. CO2e is the amount of a GHG emitted multiplied by its GWP. CO2 has a GWP of 1. By 

contrast, CH4 has a GWP of 25, meaning its global warming effect is 25 times greater than CO2 

on a molecule-per-molecule basis. Therefore, 1 metric ton (MT) of CH4 is equal to 25 MT CO2e. 

The GWP of N2O is approximately 298 times that of CO2. 

An inventory of GHG emissions in the County was prepared as part of the 2022 CAAP. In 2019, 

total emissions for community activities were approximately 691,262 MT CO2e. The 2019 

inventory indicates that 51 percent of the community emissions were generated by passenger 
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vehicles (County of Santa Cruz 2022). Residential natural gas was the second largest contributor, 

with approximately 16 percent of community emissions. 

California has adopted several statewide GHG emissions reduction targets. In September 2006, 

the California Legislature adopted AB 32, the California Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006. 

AB 32 identified a target of reducing statewide GHG emissions to 1990 levels by 2020. Senate 

Bill 32, effective January 1, 2017, requires California, by the year 2030, to reduce its statewide 

GHG emissions to 40 percent below 1990 emissions. Most recently, enacted in September 2022, 

AB 1279, the California Climate Crisis Act, established a statewide goal to achieve net-zero GHG 

emissions by 2045 and to achieve and maintain net-negative GHG emissions thereafter. 

Additionally, the bill established a specific target for statewide anthropogenic GHG emissions to 

be reduced to at least 85 percent below 1990 levels by 2045. The bill requires CARB to 

collaborate with relevant state agencies to ensure that updates to the Scoping Plan identify and 

recommend measures to achieve these policy goals. Additionally, it requires CARB to identify 

and implement a variety of policies and strategies that enable CO2 removal solutions and carbon 

capture, use, and storage technologies in California, as specified. The bill also requires CARB to 

submit an annual progress report. The CARB 2022 Scoping Plan for Achieving Carbon Neutrality 

(2022 Scoping Plan) lays out a path to achieve targets for carbon neutrality and reduce 

anthropogenic GHG emissions by 85 percent below 1990 levels no later than 2045, as directed 

by AB 1279 (CARB 2022). 

The County’s CAAP, approved in 2022, strives to meet the SB 32 target of reducing GHG 

emissions by 40 percent below 1990 levels before 2030 while simultaneously establishing a 

policy framework to achieve the longer-term target of net-negative GHG emissions by 2045 (AB 

1279). The 2022 CAAP includes 29 strategies across seven sectors to achieve these goals. 

Priorities include eliminating fossil fuel use in new buildings and reducing VMT. 

Several elements of the County General Plan/LCP include objectives and policies that would 

reduce community GHG emissions by encouraging reduced use of resources, including fuel, 

energy, and water. The County General Plan/LCP was updated as part of the County’s 

Sustainability Update to make the County General Plan and County Code consistent with new 

state laws and new regional and local plans related to sustainable development. This proposal is 

inline with these objectives. The microgrid is a zero-emission electricity source, and the project 

will result in a substantial net decrease in GHG emissions by serving as an alternative source for 

fossil-fuel based power. 



California Environmental Quality Act Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration 

App. No. 251471: Mt. Hermon Solar Array  Page | 72 
 Form revision June 2026 

3.8.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project generate greenhouse gas emissions, either directly or indirectly, 

that may have a significant impact on the environment? 

No Impact. Project construction activities could result in a small, temporary increase in GHG 

emissions, including exhaust emissions from installation equipment, on-road trucks, or worker 

commute vehicles, however this negligible percentage of construction-related GHG emissions, 

would be outweighed by the substantial net overall reduction in GHG emissions represented by 

the project, and therefore it can be concluded that the project would have no impact related to 

GHG emissions. 

b.  Would the project conflict with an applicable plan, policy or regulation adopted for 

the purpose of reducing the emissions of greenhouse gases? 

No Impact. The project would not require the use of fossil fuel-powered construction equipment, 

or result in any direct or indirect increase in GHG emissions during operation. The microgrid is a 

zero-emission electricity source, and the project will result in a substantial net decrease in GHG 

emissions by serving as an alternative source for fossil-fuel based power. This project directly 

aligns with federal, state, and local plans that aim to reduce GHG emissions through alternative 

power supplies.  

3.80.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 

 



California Environmental Quality Act Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration 

App. No. 251471: Mt. Hermon Solar Array  Page | 73 
 Form revision June 2026 

3.9 Hazards and Hazardous Materials 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Create a significant hazard to the 

public or the environment through 

the routine transport, use, or 

disposal of hazardous materials? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

b.  Create a significant hazard to the 

public or the environment through 

reasonably foreseeable upset and 

accident conditions involving the 

release of hazardous materials into 

the environment? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

c.  Emit hazardous emissions or handle 

hazardous or acutely hazardous 

materials, substances, or waste 

within one-quarter mile of an 

existing or proposed school? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

d.  Be located on a site which is 

included on a list of hazardous 

materials sites compiled pursuant to 

Government Code Section 65962.5 

and, as a result, would it create a 

significant hazard to the public or 

the environment? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

e.  For a project located within an 

airport land use plan or, where such 

a plan has not been adopted, within 

two miles of a public airport or 

public use airport, result in a safety 

hazard or excessive noise for people 

residing or working in the project 

area? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

f.  Impair implementation of or 

physically interfere with an adopted 

emergency response plan or 

emergency evacuation plan? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

g.  Expose people or structures, either 

directly or indirectly, to a significant 

risk of loss, injury or death involving 

wildland fires? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 
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3.9.1 Existing Conditions 

No hazards and hazardous materials have been located in or near the project site, pursuant to the 

California Department of Toxic Substances Control’s Cortese List. An onsite storage (battery) 

system has not been proposed and there are no underground storage tanks on this parcel. The 

nearest airport (Watsonville) is 21 miles from the project site. 

This proposed solar array will incorporate panels made primarily of glass and aluminum coated 

with a semi-conductor material, then sealed with ethylene-vinyl-acetate of that is non-flammable 

and insoluble to water. The expected useable lifespan of the panels is at least 25 years. After 

decommissioning, panels can be recycled or safely disposed of in a sanitary landfill. If solar panels 

are damaged or disposed of improperly, the encapsulant will continue to trap toxicants and 

prevent them from contaminating soil and groundwater. 

3.9.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project create a significant hazard to the public or the environment 

through the routine transport, use, or disposal of hazardous materials? 

Less than Significant Impact with Mitigation.  

Once constructed, this project would be tied to the existing grid and not have an independent 

energy storage system (batteries) on site, however a photovoltaic system is an electric system that 

can retain a residual charge (stray voltage) even when the grid connection is off and may 

inadvertently shock wildlife if contact is made between two points. This would be a significant 

impact. 

Implementation of Mitigation Measure(s) HAZ-1 to construct a six-foot tall perimeter chain-link 

fence to protect wildlife (and humans) by keeping them safely away from the solar array, which 

will reduce the impact to a less than significant level. Therefore, the impact would be less than 

significant with mitigation. 

• Mitigation Measure(s) HAZ-1: Six-foot tall chain link fence around the perimeter of the 

proposed solar array.  

b.  Would the project create a significant hazard to the public or the environment through 

reasonably foreseeable upset and accident conditions involving the release of hazardous 

materials into the environment? 

No Impact. The project would not create a significant hazard to the public or the environment 

because it does not propose the storage, use, transport, emission, or disposal of hazardous 
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substances and because hazardous substances are neither proposed nor currently in use within 

the immediate vicinity. Therefore, there is no potential for the accidental release of hazardous 

materials. There would be no impact. 

c.  Would the project emit hazardous emissions or handle hazardous or acutely hazardous 

materials, substances, or waste within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed 

school? 

No Impact. The project is not located within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed school. 

Therefore, the project will not have an effect on an existing or proposed school. The St. Lawrence 

Academy is located at  6184 Highway 9, Felton, approximately .3 miles to the west of the project 

site. There would be no impact. 

d.  Would the project be located on a site which is included on a list of hazardous materials 

sites compiled pursuant to Government Code Section 65962.5 and, as a result, would it 

create a significant hazard to the public or the environment? 

No Impact. The project site is not included on the list of hazardous sites in Santa Cruz County 

compiled pursuant to California Government Code, Section 65962.5 Department of Toxic 

Substances Control, Hazardous Waste and Substances Site List (Cortese List). There would be no 

impact. 

e.  For a project located within an airport land use plan or, where such a plan has not been 

adopted, within two miles of a public airport or public use airport, would the project 

result in a safety hazard or excessive noise for people residing or working in the project 

area? 

No Impact. The project is located within 21 miles of the Watsonville Municipal Airport and is not 

located within its approved airport land use plan. Therefore, the project would not result in a safety 

hazard or excessive noise for people residing or working in the project area. There would be no 

impact. 

g.  Would the project expose people or structures, either directly or indirectly, to a 

significant risk of loss, injury or death involving wildland fires? 

Less than Significant Impact. The project would not be located in a mapped Fire Hazard area 

(GIS), but it would be adjacent to wildlands that have the potential to support wildland fires. 

However, the project design incorporates all applicable fire safety code requirements and includes 

fire protection devices as required by the local fire agency. In addition, the project would be 
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required to meet the General Plan policies related to fire resilience and access. Therefore, the 

impact would be less than significant. No mitigation is required. 

3.9.3 Mitigation Measures 

The following mitigation is required as part of the project to ensure that potentially significant 

impacts on hazards and hazardous materials are mitigated to a less than significant level: 

HAZ-1:  Six-foot Tall Perimeter Fence. Six-foot high chain link fence around the 

perimeter of the proposed solar array to prevent humans and wildlife from 

entering the solar array field unintentionally.   
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3.10 Hydrology and Water Quality 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Violate any water quality standards 

or waste discharge requirements or 

otherwise substantially degrade 

surface or groundwater quality? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Substantially decrease groundwater 

supplies or interfere substantially 

with groundwater recharge such 

that the project may impede 

sustainable groundwater 

management of the basin? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

c.  Substantially alter the existing 

drainage pattern of the site or area, 

including through the alteration of 

the course of a stream or river or 

through the addition of impervious 

surfaces, in a manner which would: 

    

i.  Result in substantial erosion or 

siltation on- or off-site? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

ii.  Substantially increase the rate 

or amount of surface runoff in a 

manner which would result in 

flooding on- or offsite?  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

iii.  Create or contribute runoff 

water which would exceed the 

capacity of existing or planned 

stormwater drainage systems or 

provide substantial additional 

sources of polluted runoff? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

iv.  Impede or redirect flood flows? ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

d.  In flood hazard, tsunami, or seiche 

zones, risk release of pollutants due 

to project inundation? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

e.  Conflict with or obstruct 

implementation of a water quality 

control plan or sustainable 

groundwater management plan? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 
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3.10.1 Existing Conditions 

The project site is located within the Santa Margarita Groundwater Basin, a primary source of 

water supply for the Scotts Valley, San Lorenzo Valley, and Santa Cruz areas. The site is also located 

within the Felton, Lower Zayante, and Mid-Zayante watersheds. The subject parcel does not 

contain any mapped waterways and is located outside the groundwater recharge area identified 

in the County’s GIS mapping. 

The project includes a photovoltaic (PV) system located over existing pervious surfaces that are 

maintained with grass and other vegetative groundcover. The project would therefore not 

substantially alter existing impervious surface conditions or drainage patterns. Pursuant to Santa 

Cruz County General Plan Policy ARC-2.1.2 (Runoff Retention), stormwater runoff from agricultural 

structures is required to be retained and infiltrated on site so that post-project runoff rates do not 

exceed natural runoff rates, consistent with applicable State and County design standards and 

criteria. 

The County and local water agencies have identified groundwater overdraft and diminished 

streamflow as ongoing water-resource concerns. The Santa Margarita Groundwater Basin is 

subject to the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act (SGMA). In 2017, the Scotts Valley Water 

District, San Lorenzo Valley Water District, and County of Santa Cruz established the Santa 

Margarita Groundwater Agency (SMGWA) through a joint powers agreement to manage 

groundwater resources within the basin. The SMGWA adopted a Groundwater Sustainability Plan 

(GSP) in November 2021, which emphasizes water-use efficiency and conjunctive management of 

surface water and groundwater resources. 

The project is subject to applicable County water conservation and water-resource regulations, 

including County Code Chapter 7.69 (Water Conservation), Chapter 7.70 (Water Wells), Chapter 

7.71 (Water Systems), and Chapter 13.13 (Water Conservation—Water Efficient Landscaping), as 

applicable. These regulations, together with the Santa Margarita Basin GSP and other applicable 

water-management plans, establish requirements for protecting and managing local water 

resources.  

3.10.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project violate any water quality standards or waste discharge requirements 

or otherwise substantially degrade surface or groundwater quality? 

No Impact. The project does not involve construction of new or expanded development that 

could violate any water quality standards or waste discharge requirements or otherwise 

substantially degrade surface or groundwater quality. There would be no impact. 
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b.  Would the project substantially decrease groundwater supplies or interfere substantially 

with groundwater recharge such that the project may impede sustainable groundwater 

management of the basin? 

No Impact. The project would not use groundwater during construction and operation and would 

not change the amount of impervious surfaces in the project area. Therefore, there would be no 

impact. 

c.  Would the project substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of the site or area, 

including through the alteration of the course of a stream or river or through the 

addition of impervious surfaces, in a manner which would: 

i.  Result in substantial erosion or siltation on- or off-site? 

No Impact. The project does not involve construction of new or expanded development that 

could alter the drainage pattern of the site or area, including through the alteration of the course 

of a stream or river, in a manner that would result in substantial erosion or siltation on or off site. 

The project will not alter the existing natural topography, vegetation, or drainage courses on site 

or off site. There would be no impact. 

ii.  Substantially increase the rate or amount of surface runoff in a manner which would 

result in flooding on- or offsite? 

No Impact. The project does not involve construction of new or expanded development that 

could alter the drainage pattern of the site or area, including through the alteration of the course 

of a stream or river, or substantially increase the rate or amount of surface runoff in a manner that 

would result in flooding on or off site. The project would not alter the existing natural topography, 

vegetation, or drainage courses on site or off site. There would be no impact. 

iii.  Create or contribute runoff water which would exceed the capacity of existing or 

planned stormwater drainage systems or provide substantial additional sources of 

polluted runoff? 

No Impact. The project does not include existing or planned stormwater drainage systems or 

require such systems. There would be no impact. 

iv.  Impede or redirect flood flows? 

No Impact. The project does not involve construction of new or expanded development that 

could alter the drainage pattern of the site or area, including through the alteration of the course 
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of a stream or river, or through the addition of impervious surfaces, in a manner that would 

impede or redirect flood flows. There would be no impact. 

d.  Would the project, in flood hazard, tsunami, or seiche zones, risk release of pollutants 

due to project inundation? 

No Impact. The project site is not located in a flood hazard, tsunami, or seiche zone. According 

to the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) National Flood Insurance Rate Map (area 

06087C0212E, effective on May 16, 2012) last updated April 10, 2024, no portion of the project 

site lies within a flood hazard zone. The project site is located approximately seven miles inland, 

in a high elevation area (320 feet above sea level), approximately six miles beyond the effects of 

a tsunami. The project site is located approximately seven miles from Monterey Bay and would 

not be affected by a seiche. Therefore, there would be no impact. 

e.  Would the project conflict with or obstruct implementation of a water quality control 

plan or sustainable groundwater management plan? 

No Impact. The project does not involve the construction of new or expanded development that 

would increase demand and could conflict with or obstruct implementation of a water quality 

control plan or sustainable groundwater management plan. There would be no impact. 

3.10.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.11 Land Use and Planning 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Physically divide an established 

community? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Cause a significant environmental 

impact due to a conflict with any 

land use plan, policy, or regulation 

adopted for the purpose of 

avoiding or mitigating an 

environmental effect? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.11.1 Existing Conditions 

The project is located in/near the unincorporated town of Felton. Dominant land uses in the area 

include grazing, commercial, residential, and recreation and visitor serving facilities.  

The current General Plan land use designation is Urban Very Low Density Residential. The current 

zoning designation is Special Use. The site is also within the Felton Town Plan designated area. 

The project would provide an alternate reliable source of power for the Mt. Hermon Camp and 

Conference Facility. General Plan Policy ARC-2.1.5 (Maximum Energy Efficiency) encourages the 

use of alternative energy sources such as passive and active solar design techniques to maximize 

energy efficiency. 

3.11.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project physically divide an established community? 

No Impact. As described previously, the project would consist of a photovoltaic microgrid on a 

privately owned, undeveloped parcel. The project would not increase residential density, require 

the installation of septic systems, affect groundwater or nearby waterways, or impact available 

water supplies. The project would not introduce new roads that could physically divide the 

community, other than site access. In addition, because the microgrid would not require daily on-

site staffing and would require minimal routine maintenance, it would not generate substantial 

traffic or contribute to local congestion. Therefore, the proposed project would not disrupt or 

divide the established community. There would be no impact. 
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b.  Would the project cause a significant environmental impact due to a conflict with any 

land use plan, policy, or regulation adopted for the purpose of avoiding or mitigating 

an environmental effect? 

This discussion focuses on the project’s consistency with the County’s General Plan land use 

designation and zoning designation, and the Felton Town Plan. The discussion also identifies 

potential conflicts with land use policies and regulations adopted to avoid or reduce 

environmental effects. Policies related to biological resources (questions [e] and [f]), greenhouse 

gas (question [b]), and transportation (question [a]) are discussed in detail in those sections and 

referenced in this section. 

No Impact. The project is consistent with the General Plan, which encourages the use of 

alternative energy sources, Special Use zoning designation.  The project would not conflict with 

any land use plan, policies, or regulations adopted for the purpose of avoiding or mitigating an 

environmental effect. Where the project does not comply with existing development standards, 

the County Planning Commission will consider approval of a Variance to exceed the maximum 

allowed lot coverage, which will override the general development standards for the zone district 

and bring the project into consistency with the adopted Plan. Impacts from non-compliance with 

the general land use standards would be less than significant. Therefore, there would be no 

impact. 

3.11.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.12 Mineral Resources 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Result in the loss of availability of a 

known mineral resource that would 

be of value to the region and the 

residents of the state? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Result in the loss of availability of a 

locally-important mineral resource 

recovery site delineated on a local 

general plan, specific plan or other 

land use plan? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.12.1 Existing Conditions 

The project site is not zoned M-3 for Mineral Extraction and does not have a land use designation 

with a Quarry Designation Overlay (Q). The project site is not classified as a Mineral Resource 

Zone-2 (MRZ-2).  

3.12.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project result in the loss of availability of a known mineral resource that 

would be of value to the region and the residents of the state? 

No Impact. The project site is not classified as MRZ-2 by the California Department of 

Conservation and does not contain any known mineral resources that would be of value to the 

region and the residents of the state. As such, there is no potential for the project to limit 

availability of those resources. Therefore, there would be no impact. 

3.12.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.13 Noise 
 

Would the project result in: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Generation of a substantial 

temporary or permanent increase in 

ambient noise levels in the vicinity 

of the project in excess of standards 

established in the local general plan 

or noise ordinance, or applicable 

standards of other agencies? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

b.  Generation of excessive 

groundborne vibration or 

groundborne noise levels? 

☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 

c.  For a project located within the 

vicinity of a private airstrip or an 

airport land use plan or, where such 

a plan has not been adopted, within 

two miles of a public airport or 

public use airport, exposure of 

people residing or working in the 

project area to excessive noise 

levels? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.13.1 Existing Conditions 

The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) defines noise as sound that is loud, 

unpleasant, unexpected, or undesired. Further, for this noise analysis, noise only exists if a source, 

path, and receiver are present. Sound pressure waves must be produced by a source and 

transmitted through a medium, such as air. The sound must be perceived by, registered by, or 

affect a receptor, such as an ear or noise-monitoring device (Caltrans 2013). 

Sound pressure levels are quantified using a logarithmic ratio of actual sound pressures to a 

reference pressure squared, called “bels.” A bel is typically divided into tenths, or decibels (dB). 

Sound pressure alone is not a reliable indicator of loudness because frequency (or pitch) also 

affects how receptors respond to the sound. To account for the pitch of sounds and the 

corresponding sensitivity of human hearing to those sounds, the raw sound pressure level is 

adjusted with a frequency-dependent A-weighting scale stated in decibel units (dBA) (Caltrans 

2013). 
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A receptor’s response to a given noise may vary depending on the sound level, duration of 

exposure, character of the noise sources, time of day during which the noise is experienced, and 

activity affected by the noise. Activities most affected by noise include rest, relaxation, recreation, 

study, and communications. In consideration of these factors, different measures of noise 

exposure have been developed to quantify the extent of the effects from a variety of noise levels. 

For example, some measures consider the 24-hour noise environment of a location by using a 

weighted average that penalizes noise levels during normal relaxation and sleeping hours. Other 

measures consider an average noise level over a period of time that includes ambient noise and 

a steady-state noise source for a given period of time within the averaging period (Caltrans 2013). 

The indices for measuring community noise levels used in this IS are defined as follows: 

• Leq, equivalent energy level, provides an average acoustical or sound energy content of noise 

measured during a prescribed period such as 1 minute, 15 minutes, 1 hour, or 8 hours. The 

sound level may not be constant over the measured time period, but the average dB sound 

level, given as dBA Leq, contains an equal amount of energy as the fluctuating sound level. 

• Ldn, day-night noise level, is a 24-hour weighted average with a 10 dBA penalty applied to 

the nighttime hours of 10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m. This penalty attempts to account for the fact 

that nighttime noise levels are potentially more disturbing than equal daytime noise levels. 

The dB level of a sound decreases (or attenuates) as the distance from the source of that sound 

increases. For a single point source, such as a piece of mechanical equipment, the sound level 

normally decreases by approximately 6 dBA for each doubling of distance from the source. Sound 

that originates from a linear, or “line,” source, such as vehicular traffic, attenuates by approximately 

3 dBA per doubling of distance. Other contributing factors that affect sound reception include 

ground absorption, natural topography that provides a natural barrier, meteorological conditions, 

or the presence of human-made obstacles, such as buildings and sound barriers (Caltrans 2013). 

For reference, a ticking watch is around 20 decibels, a refrigerator humming is usually around 40 

decibels, and a vacuum is roughly between 70 decibels and 80 decibels. 

The County regulates noise exposure through the County General Plan Noise Element and the 

County’s Noise Ordinance (SCCC Section 8.3). Noise levels standards are summarized in the 

following text. 

County of Santa Cruz 2024 General Plan 

Table 9-2, Acceptable through Unacceptable Ranges of Exterior Noise Exposure by Land Use, of 

the General Plan Noise Element outlines the County’s Noise Compatibility Guidelines. Mechanical 

equipment, including motors, pumps and fans that cool and heat the apparatus, produce point-
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source noise that most directly affects adjacent land uses. Frequently this equipment includes 

components of pure tone noise from the rotational frequency of motors. Although noise levels 

are generally low from these sources, the fact that such sources may operate continuously and 

may include pure tones that make them audible at a substantial distance creates potential for 

conflict. The General Plan Noise Element states that new construction or development should 

generally not be undertaken unless it can be demonstrated that noise reduction requirements can 

be incorporated and employed to reduce noise impacts to an acceptable level. If new construction 

or development does proceed, a detailed analysis of noise reduction requirements must be made, 

and needed noise insulation features must be included in the design. Likewise, when a new 

development has the potential to substantially increase ambient noise levels of the existing 

environment, appropriate noise mitigation measures must be developed as feasible. The following 

General Plan Noise Element policies establish relevant standards for evaluating if noise would be 

considered substantial: 

• Policy 9.1.1: Consider Table 9-2, Acceptable through Unacceptable Ranges of Exterior Noise 

Exposure by Land Use, in the planning and permitting processes for new development to 

reduce noise exposure on future occupants of the new development to acceptable noise 

levels. 

• Policy 9.1.2: Where noise sensitive developments would be exposed to noise levels that 

exceed those considered “normally acceptable,” require the incorporation of noise reduction 

design elements as recommended by a site-specific acoustical study or using prescriptive or 

performance methods to reduce interior noise levels to the standards set forth in Title 24 of 

the California Code of Regulations for both residential and non-residential uses. 

• Policy 9.1.3: Noise levels in common outdoor use areas in multi-unit residential development 

should not exceed 60 dBA Ldn. Where this goal cannot be met by reasonable measures, such 

as strategic site layout and noise barriers, 65 dB Ldn might be considered acceptable.  

• Policy 9.1.4: Use the Federal Transit Administration and Federal Railroad Administration 

guidelines, where appropriate, to limit the extent of exposure that new sensitive uses may 

have to ground-borne vibration from trains. 

• Policy 9.2.1: Require acoustical studies for all new development projects that may affect the 

existing noise environment affecting sensitive land uses and receptors and that may not 

conform to the Normally Acceptable Noise Exposure in Table 9-2. 

• Policy 9.2.2: Require site-design and noise reduction measures for any project, including 

transportation projects, that would cause significant degradation of the noise environment 

due to project effects that could: 
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o Increase the noise level at existing noise-sensitive receptors or areas by 5 dB or 

more, where the post-project CNEL [community noise equivalent level] or [day-

night level (Ldn)] will remain equal to or below 60 dB; 

o  Increase the noise level at existing noise-sensitive receptors or areas by 3 dB or 

more, where the post-project CNEL or [Ldn] would exceed 60 dB. 

This policy shall not be interpreted in a manner that would limit the ability of the County 

to require noise-related mitigation measures or conditions of approval for projects that 

may generate lesser increases than the above. Special consideration may also be applied 

to special events or activities subject to permit requirements, or to land use development 

permits for uses and activities exempted from County noise control regulations. 

• Policy 9.2.3: Incorporate noise considerations into the site plan review process, particularly 

with regard to parking and loading areas, ingress/egress points and refuse collection areas. 

• Policy 9.2.4: For all new commercial and industrial developments which would increase noise 

levels above the normally acceptable standards in Table 9-2 or the maximum allowable 

standards in Table 9-3, the best available control technologies shall be used to minimize noise 

levels. In no case shall the noise levels exceed the standards of Table 9-3. 

• Policy 9.2.5: The following noise mitigation strategies are preferable to construction of 

conventional masonry noise barriers where these strategies are a feasible option to reduce 

impacts on sensitive uses: 

o Avoid placement of noise sensitive uses in noisy areas. 

o Avoid placement of significant noise generators in noise sensitive areas. 

o Increase setbacks between noise generators and noise sensitive uses. 

o Orient buildings such that the noise sensitive portions of a project (e.g., bedrooms) 

are shielded from noise sources (such as through careful design of floor plan). 

o Use sound-attenuating architectural design and building features. 

o Employ technologies that reduce noise generation, such as alternate pavement 

materials on roadways, when appropriate. 

o Employ traffic calming measures where appropriate. 

• Policy 9.2.6: Require mitigation and/or best management practices to reduce construction 

noise as a condition of project approvals, particularly if noise levels would exceed 75 dB at 

neighboring sensitive land uses or if construction would occur for more than 7 days. 

• Policy 9.5.2: Require all residential and non-residential development proposed within the 60 

CNEL or Ldn aircraft noise contour to mitigate interior noise to 45 (CNEL or Ldn) or less, and 

to limit the maximum A-weighted noise level of single aircraft overflights to 50 dB or less. 
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Table 9-3, Maximum Allowable Noise Exposure Stationary Noise Sources, of the County General 

Plan specifies the maximum allowable noise exposure for stationary noise sources (operational or 

permanent noise sources). This table is reproduced in Table 3.13-1. 

Table 3.13-1. Maximum Allowable Noise Exposure for Stationary Noise Sources1 

 Daytime5 

(7:00 a.m. to 10:00 p.m.) 

Nighttime2, 5 

(10:00 p.m. to 7:00 a.m.) 

Hourly Leq average hourly noise level, dB3 50 45 

Maximum Level, dB3 70 65 

Maximum Level, dB – Impulsive Noise4 65 60 

Source: County of Santa Cruz 2024. 

Notes: dB = decibel; Leq = equivalent continuous sound level 

1 As determined at the property line of the receiving land use. When determining the effectiveness of noise mitigation measures, the 

standards may be applied to the receptor side of noise barriers or other property line noise mitigation measures. 

2 Applies only where the receiving land use operates or is occupied during nighttime hours. 

3 Sound level measurements shall be made with “slow” meter response. 

4  Sound level measurements shall be made with “fast” meter response. 

5  Allowable levels shall be raised to the ambient noise levels where the ambient levels exceed the allowable levels. Allowable levels 

shall be reduced to 5 dB if the ambient hourly Leq is at least 10 dB lower than the allowable level. 

Santa Cruz County 2025 Code 

There are no County ordinances that specifically regulate construction or operational noise levels. 

However, Section 8.30.010, Curfew—Offensive Noise, of the SCCC contains the following language 

regarding noise impacts: 

A. No person shall make, cause, suffer, or permit to be made any offensive noise. 

B. “Offensive noise” means any noise which is loud, boisterous, irritating, penetrating, or 

unusual, or that is unreasonably distracting in any other manner such that it is likely to 

disturb people of ordinary sensitivities in the vicinity of such noise, and includes, but is not 

limited to, noise made by an individual alone or by a group of people engaged in any 

business, activity, meeting, gathering, game, dance, or amusement, or by any appliance, 

contrivance, device, tool, structure, construction, vehicle, ride, machine, implement, or 

instrument. 

C. The following factors shall be considered when determining whether a violation of the 

provisions of this section exists: 

1. Loudness (Intensity) of the Sound. 

a. Day and Evening Hours. For purposes of this factor, a noise shall be automatically 

considered offensive if it occurs between the hours of 8:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m. and 

it is: 
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i. Clearly discernible at a distance of 150 feet from the property line of the 

property from which it is broadcast; or 

ii. In excess of 75 decibels at the edge of the property line of the property from 

which the sound is broadcast, as registered on a sound measuring instrument 

meeting the American National Standard Institute’s Standard S1.4-1971 (or 

more recent revision thereof) for Type 1 or Type 2 sound level meters, or an 

instrument which provides equivalent data. 

A noise not reaching this intensity of volume may still be found to be offensive depending on 

consideration of the other factors outlined below. 

b. Night Hours. For purposes of this factor, a noise shall be automatically considered 

offensive if it occurs between the hours of 10:00 p.m. and 8:00 a.m. and it is: 

i. Clearly discernible at a distance of 100 feet from the property line of the 

property from which it is broadcast; or 

ii. In excess of 60 decibels at the edge of the property line of the property from 

which the sound is broadcast, as registered on a sound measuring instrument 

meeting the American National Standard Institute’s Standard S1.4-1971 (or 

more recent revision thereof) for Type 1 or Type 2 sound level meters, or an 

instrument which provides equivalent data. 

A noise not reaching this intensity of volume may still be found to be offensive depending on 

consideration of the other factors outlined below. 

2. Pitch (frequency) of the sound, e.g., very low bass or high screech; 

3. Duration of the sound; 

4. Time of day or night; 

5. Necessity of the noise, e.g., garbage collecting, street repair, permitted construction 

activities; 

6. The level of customary background noise, e.g., residential neighborhood, commercial 

zoning district, etc.; and 

7.  The proximity to any building regularly used for sleeping purposes. 

SCCC Section 13.15, Noise Planning, also contains language regarding noise impacts. The SCCC 

codifies the Noise Element policies outlined previously, including the requirement to comply with 

Noise Element Tables 9-2 and 9-3 (Section 13.15.050) and the standards for increasing ambient 

noise levels outlined in Policy 9.2.2 (Section 13.15.070). SCCC Section 13.15.050 also establishes 

required setbacks for emergency generators from residential property lines and prohibits 

operation between the hours of 10:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m. unless it is necessary for life support or 
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other necessary medical needs, equipment, or medication. Setbacks range from 15 feet for a 

generator with a manufacturer-specified noise generation of 60–61 dBA at 23 feet to a setback of 

70 feet for generators that generate noise levels of 75 dBA at 23 feet. SCCC Section 13.15.060 

includes special requirements for heating, ventilation, and air conditioning (HVAC) systems—noise 

from HVAC systems may not exceed 55 dBA at any neighboring property line. SCCC Section 

13.15.040 establishes exemptions, provided that the uses meet the following prescribed 

performance standards: 

A. Noise sources normally and reasonably associated with construction, repair, remodeling, or 

grading of any real property, provided a permit has been obtained from the County as 

required, and provided said activities take place between the hours of 8:00 a.m. and 5:00 

p.m. on weekdays unless the Building Official has in advance authorized said activities to 

start at 7:00 a.m. and/or continue no later than 7:00 p.m. Such activities shall not take place 

on Saturdays unless the Building Official has in advance authorized said activities, and 

provided said activities take place between 9:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. and no more than three 

Saturdays per month. Such activities shall not take place on Sunday or a federal holiday 

unless the Building Official has in advance authorized such work on a Sunday or federal 

holiday, or during earlier morning or later evening hours of a weekday or Saturday. 

B. Emergency Work. The provisions of this chapter shall not apply to the emission of sound for 

the purpose of alerting persons to the existence of an emergency or in the performance of 

emergency work. 

C. Entertainment or Special Events. The provisions of this chapter shall not apply to those 

reasonable sounds emanating from authorized school bands, school athletic and school 

entertainment events, and occasional noncommercial private outdoor or indoor gatherings 

and community events, conducted between the hours of 8:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m. or the 

applicable permitted timeframe, in compliance with Chapter 8.30 SCCC, Noise, (governing 

offensive noise) and as long as any applicable requirements for special event permits or 

temporary use permits are met. 

D. Federal or State Preempted Activities. The provisions of this chapter shall not apply to any 

other activity the noise level of which is regulated by State or Federal law. 

E. Minor Maintenance and Repairs to Residential Property. The provisions of this chapter shall 

not apply to noise sources associated with minor maintenance and repairs to property used 

for residential purposes, provided the activities take place between 8:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. 

and said activities are otherwise in compliance with Chapter 8.30 SCCC, Noise. 

F. Right-of-Way Construction. The provisions of this chapter shall not apply to any work 

performed in rights-of-way when, in the opinion of the Public Works Director or their 

designee, such work will address traffic congestion and/or hazardous or unsafe conditions. 

https://www.codepublishing.com/CA/SantaCruzCounty/#!/SantaCruzCounty08/SantaCruzCounty0830.html#8.30
https://www.codepublishing.com/CA/SantaCruzCounty/#!/SantaCruzCounty08/SantaCruzCounty0830.html#8.30
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G. Public Health, Welfare and Safety Activities. The provisions of this chapter shall not apply to 

construction, maintenance and repair operations conducted by public agencies and/or 

utility companies or their contractors which are deemed necessary to serve the best interests 

of the public and to protect the public health, welfare and safety, including but not limited 

to trash collection, street sweeping, debris and limb removal, removal of downed wires, 

restoring electrical service, repairing traffic signals, unplugging sewers, vacuuming catch 

basins, repairing of damaged poles, removal of abandoned vehicles, repairing of water 

hydrants and mains, gas lines, oil lines, sewers, storm drains, roads, sidewalks, etc. 

H. Agricultural and Farming Activities. Noise caused by normal and customary farming 

operations that are carried out on lands designated by the General Plan and zoned for 

commercial agricultural (CA) use. 

I. Special Noise Regulations for Specific Types of Activities. The provisions of this chapter shall 

not apply to any noise from any specific type of activity for which special noise regulations 

are provided by any other provision of the County Code. 

3.13.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project result in generation of a substantial temporary or permanent increase 

in ambient noise levels in the vicinity of the project in excess of standards established 

in the local general plan or noise ordinance, or applicable standards of other agencies? 

Less than Significant Impact. Some land uses are generally regarded as being more sensitive to 

noise than others due to the type of population groups or activities involved. Sensitive population 

groups generally include children and older adults. In accordance with the County General Plan 

Noise Element, noise-sensitive land uses typically include all residential uses (single- and multi-

family, mobile homes, dormitories, and similar uses), hospitals, schools, churches, convalescent 

care facilities, and hotels. 

The nearest sensitive receptors are homes in a single-family neighborhood, located approximately 

142 feet to the east of the project site, 330 feet from nearest utility step up transformer, and 247 

feet from the inverters, the greatest source of operational noise related to this project. The project 

will not exceed the standards as established in the County General Plan during daytime 

operational hours; and because the solar array will not operate after sunset, any ambient noise 

related to the solar array will drop to zero from dusk until dawn. 

Potential Temporary Construction Noise Impacts 

The use of construction equipment to accomplish the project would result in noise in the project 

area (i.e., construction zone). Table 3.13-2 shows typical noise levels for common construction 
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equipment. The sources of noise that are normally measured at 50 feet are used to determine the 

noise levels at nearby sensitive receptors by attenuating 6 dB for each doubling of distance for 

point sources of noise, such as operating construction equipment. Noise levels at the nearest 

sensitive receptors for each site were analyzed on a worst-case basis, using the equipment with 

the highest expected noise level. 

Table 3.13-2. Typical Noise Levels for Common Construction Equipment (at 50 feet) 

Equipment Lmax (dBA) 

Pneumatic tool 85 

Truck 84 

Source: FTA 2018. 

Although construction activities would likely occur during daytime hours, noise may be audible to 

nearby receptors. However, periods of noise exposure would be temporary. Noise from 

construction activity may vary substantially on a day-to-day basis. 

Construction activities would be expected to involve equipment identified in Table 3.13-2. Based 

on the anticipated construction activities, a pile driver would be among the loudest equipment 

used for the installation of solar panels, with an operating noise level of approximately 85 dBA at 

a distance of 50 feet. Actual noise levels would vary depending on the type of pile-driving 

equipment, pile depth, soil conditions, and other site-specific factors. Noise levels also decrease 

as the distance from the source increases. The nearest sensitive receptor is located approximately 

142 feet from the construction site, at which distance the noise level from the pile driver would 

be expected to decrease by approximately 10 dBA, to approximately 75 dBA. Construction-related 

noise would be temporary (estimated by the applicant to be approximately 8 days) and would 

cease upon completion of construction. Therefore, construction activities would not result in a 

significant long-term noise impact to nearby sensitive receptors. 

Construction would occur during daytime hours and therefore would not be expected to result in 

sleep disturbance. Additionally, average construction noise levels would not be expected to 

exceed the County Noise Ordinance and General Plan Policy 9.2.6 standard of 75 dBA at the 

nearest sensitive receptor. This impact would be less than significant. 

Potential Permanent Impacts 

The project includes the following permanent noise sources: inverters and utility transformers. In 

general, inverters only operate during the day, while transformers operate both day and night. 

The sound levels of AC/DC inverters depend on operating load, ambient temperature and 

mounting location. Manufacturing literature for the proposed central inverter (Solar Edge 

SE100KUS) indicates that the decibel level of the unit(s) will be less than 67 dBA. The closest 
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inverter will be 230 feet from the property line and at least 247 feet from the nearest residence 

and extrapolating the noise level, using a decibel Level (L2) calculator, at those distances the 

decibel level of these inverters will be less than 20 dB and below the County specific regulations 

for stationary noise producers of maximum 50 dBA during the day. 

The utility transformers proposed for this project will be one step-up transformer, located on an 

existing utility pole at the edge of the property on East Zayante Road, approximately 322 feet 

from the closest residence. Solar array step‑up transformers are a key part of the electrical 

infrastructure, stepping up the voltage from the solar inverter to the transmission level. Their noise 

comes mainly from the low‑frequency hum of magnetostriction in the core. Pursuant to the 

acoustic impact study conducted by the University of Louisiana at Lafayette and Louisiana State 

University, step-up transformers only need to be located approximately 8 feet away from 

neighboring properties to remain below the 45 dBA limit for nighttime use. Project noise levels 

would not exceed applicable County standards. The impact would be less than significant. 

b. Would the project result in the generation of excessive groundborne vibration or 

groundborne noise levels? 

Less than Significant Impact with Mitigation. The main concerns associated with groundborne 

vibration from this type of project are annoyance and damage; however, vibration-sensitive 

instruments and operations can be disrupted at much lower levels than would typically affect 

other uses. Pile driving is a potential source of groundborne vibration. Vibrations and noise will 

attenuate with increasing distance.  In extreme cases, the vibration can cause damage to buildings, 

particularly those that are old or otherwise fragile. Groundborne vibration occurring as part of the 

project would result from construction equipment. Following construction, the project does not 

include components that would generate groundborne vibration. 

The County recommends the use of the Federal Transit Administration (FTA) groundborne 

vibration impact criteria in Noise Element Policy 9.1.4 for evaluating train vibration exposure. The 

FTA criteria are provided in Table 3.13-3 and are used in this analysis to determine whether 

vibration impacts would be significant. Construction vibration is subject to the FTA’s infrequent 

event criteria because operation of vibration-generating equipment is anticipated to be 

intermittent throughout the day within the vicinity of an individual receptor. The project site is 

surrounded by commercial, recreational and residential land uses. Construction would only occur 

during the daytime and would not disturb sleep; however, residences may be occupied during 

daytime construction, and construction may result in a nuisance to daily activities. Therefore, an 

impact would occur if construction would generate vibration levels greater than 80 vibration 

decibel (VdB) at the nearest residence.  
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Table 3.13-3. Federal Transit Authority Groundborne Vibration Impact Criteria 

Land Use Category 

Impact Levels (VdB) 

Frequent 

Events1 

Occasional 

Events2 

Infrequent 

Events3 

1. Buildings where vibration would interfere with interior 

operations 

65 65 65 

2. Residences and buildings where people normally sleep 72 75 80 

3. Institutional land uses with primarily daytime uses 75 78 83 

Source: FTA 2018. 

Notes: VdB = vibration decibel 

Vibration levels are measured in or near the vibration-sensitive use. 

1 “Frequent events” are defined as more than 70 vibration events from the same source per day. 

2 “Occasional events” are defined as between 30 and 70 vibration events from the same source per day. 

3 “Infrequent events” are defined as fewer than 30 vibration events from the same source per day. 

Typical vibration levels for construction equipment required for the proposed project are provided 

in Table 3.13-4. The project will require a hydraulic pile driver for installation of support posts for 

the solar panels. As shown in Table 3.13-4, vibration levels from construction equipment would 

be reduced to 83-91 VdB or below beyond 125 feet from the project site to the property line and 

81-89 VdB or below beyond 142 feet, the distance to the nearest residence. These figures 

represent a reasonable estimate across a range of soil conditions and that actual construction 

vibration can vary considerably. As shown in Table 3.13-4, all vibration levels would be above the 

applicable FTA criteria at nearby receptors. This impact would be less than significant. 

Table 3.13-4. Vibration Source Levels for Construction Equipment 

Construction Equipment 

Approximate VdB  

at 25 Feet 

Approximate VdB  

at 125 Feet1 

Approximate VdB  

at 142 Feet1 

Pile driver (impact) – upper range 112 91 89 

Pile driver (impact) – typical 104 83 81 

Source: FTA 2018. 

Notes: VdB = vibration decibel 

1 Based on formula provided by the FTA (2018).  

A single-family residential neighborhood is within 150 feet of the project construction area. 

Operation of equipment equal to a hydraulic pile driver would have the potential to exceed 

significance criteria at surrounding land uses. Therefore, construction activities that would require 

the use of a pile driver would have the potential to exceed the vibration impact criteria and result 

in a significant impact. 

Implementation of Mitigation Measure(s) NOI-1 to reduce the noise and vibration generated by 

the use of a pile driver would reduce the impact to a less than significant level by 1) limiting pile 
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driving to between the hours of 8:00 am to 5:00 pm, Monday through Friday; 2) Mars Energy 

Group will select pile driving equipment that generates the least amount of vibration and noise  

while still meeting the project specifications, 3) to the extent feasible, Mars Energy Group will 

incorporate noise suppression devices and/or techniques during pile driving; and 4) Mars Energy 

Group or Mt Hermon Camp and Conference Center will notify occupants of residents located 

within 200 feet of pile-driving activities of the project construction schedule in writing, at least 

four weeks prior to the commencement of construction. Therefore, the impact would be less than 

significant with mitigation. 

• Mitigation Measure(s) NOI-1: Noise and Vibration Reduction.  

c.  For a project located within the vicinity of a private airstrip or an airport land use plan 

or, where such a plan has not been adopted, within two miles of a public airport or 

public use airport, would the project result in exposure of people residing or working in 

the project area to excessive noise levels? 

No Impact. The project is not within the vicinity of a private airstrip or within 2 miles of a public 

airport. The project site is 21 miles from the nearest airport in Watsonville.  Therefore, the project 

would not expose people residing or working in the project area. No impact is anticipated. 

3.13.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.14 Population and Housing 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Induce substantial unplanned 

population growth in an area, either 

directly (for example, by proposing 

new homes and businesses) or 

indirectly (for example, through 

extension of roads or other 

infrastructure)? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Displace substantial numbers of 

existing people or housing, 

necessitating the construction of 

replacement housing elsewhere?  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.14.1 Existing Conditions 

In 2023, Santa Cruz County had an estimated population of 261,547. Roughly half of this 

population—approximately 129,313 people—lives in unincorporated areas of the County (U.S. 

Census Bureau 2024). The County’s population has been fairly stable over the last 3 years. 

AMBAG is responsible for projecting regional growth for the Santa Cruz, San Benito, and Monterey 

Counties. AMBAG projects that the County’s unincorporated population will grow to 141,645 by 

2040, relative to 306,881 for the County as a whole. AMBAG projects that the County’s 

unincorporated population will grow at a slower rate than the County as a whole. Based on 

AMBAG’s projected 2020 population, the 2040 population forecast estimates an increase of 4,754 

people in the unincorporated area, which would result in an average annual growth rate in the 

unincorporated area of 0.2 percent, relative to approximately 0.5 percent for the County as a 

whole. However, because the U.S. Census Bureau’s actual 2020 population was lower than 

AMBAG’s forecast, AMBAG’s projected 2040 population would represent an increase of 8,492 

people in the unincorporated area based on the 2020 Census. This results in an average annual 

growth rate in the unincorporated area of 0.3 percent, relative to approximately 0.7 percent for 

the County as a whole. 

3.14.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project induce substantial unplanned population growth in an area, either 

directly (for example, by proposing new homes and businesses) or indirectly (for 

example, through extension of roads or other infrastructure)? 
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No Impact. The project would not induce substantial population growth in an area because the 

project does not propose any physical or regulatory change that would remove a restriction to or 

encourage population growth in an area, including but not limited to the following: new or 

extended infrastructure or public facilities, new commercial or industrial facilities, large-scale 

residential development, accelerated conversion of homes to commercial or multi-family use, or 

regulatory changes including General Plan amendments, specific plan amendments, zone 

reclassifications, sewer or water annexations, or LAFCO annexation actions. Therefore, there would 

be no impact. 

b.  Would the project displace substantial numbers of existing people or housing, 

necessitating the construction of replacement housing elsewhere? 

No Impact. The site does not contain residential structures that would be demolished. The project 

would not displace any existing housing because the site is currently vacant. Furthermore, due to 

limitations for water and septic, the site has not been identified as an opportunity for future 

residential use either within the General Plan or the Felton Town Plan, or for increased residential 

density within the Housing Element. Therefore, there would be no impact. 

3.14.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.15 Public Services 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Result in substantial adverse 

physical impacts associated with the 

provision of new or physically 

altered governmental facilities, need 

for new or physically altered 

governmental facilities, the 

construction of which could cause 

significant environmental impacts, 

in order to maintain acceptable 

service ratios, response times or 

other performance objectives for 

any of the public services: 

    

 Fire protection? ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 Police protection? ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 Schools? ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 Parks? ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 Other public facilities? ☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.15.1 Existing Conditions 

The nature of the proposed use of this parcel for a photovoltaic array does not rely upon urban 

services for operation. Because the proposal does not increase the number of residents or 

employees on the site, the proposed PV array would not intensify need for emergency services or 

increase demand for new schools, parks or other public facilities. 

3.15.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project result in substantial adverse physical impacts associated with the 

provision of new or physically altered governmental facilities, need for new or physically 

altered governmental facilities, the construction of which could cause significant 

environmental impacts, in order to maintain acceptable service ratios, response times 

or other performance objectives for any of the public services: 

Fire protection? 
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No Impact. The project would not directly or indirectly generate additional residents or 

employees that would adversely impact fire response times. Because the project would not result 

in the permanent increase in population growth, no increase in the need for fire protection 

facilities would occur. As a result, construction or expansion of new fire service facilities would not 

be required. There would be no impact. 

Police protection? 

No Impact. The project would not directly or indirectly generate additional residents or 

employees that would require police services and adversely impact police response times. Because 

the project would not result in the permanent increase in population growth, no increase in the 

need for police protection facilities would occur. As a result, construction or expansion of new 

police protection facilities would not be required. There would be no impact. 

Schools? 

No Impact. The project would not directly or indirectly generate additional residents or 

employees that could result in a need to provide school facilities for school-aged children. No 

new schools would need to be built to maintain acceptable performance objectives. As a result, 

construction or expansion of schools would not be required. There would be no impact. 

Parks? 

No Impact. The project would not directly or indirectly generate additional residents or 

employees that could result in a need for the construction of new parks. As a result, construction 

or expansion of schools would not be required. There would be no impact. 

Other public facilities? 

No Impact. The project would not directly or indirectly generate additional residents or 

employees that would adversely impact sewer systems, water supply, hospitals or other public 

facilities. Because the project would not result in the permanent increase in population growth, 

no increase in the need for sewer systems, water supply, hospitals or other public facilities would 

occur. As a result, construction or expansion of new sewer systems, water supply, hospitals or 

other public facilities would not be required. There would be no impact. 

3.15.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 



California Environmental Quality Act Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration 

App. No. 251471: Mt. Hermon Solar Array  Page | 100 
 Form revision June 2026 

3.16 Recreation 
 

 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Would the project increase the use 

of existing neighborhood and 

regional parks or other recreational 

facilities such that substantial 

physical deterioration of the facility 

would occur or be accelerated? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Does the project include 

recreational facilities or require the 

construction or expansion of 

recreational facilities which might 

have an adverse physical effect on 

the environment? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.16.1 Existing Conditions 

The proposed solar array would not be installed on public lands, nor would the project introduce 

a new population or affect existing facilities and therefore the proposal would not affect the use 

of or demand for parks.  

The County park system includes regional facilities that serve the entire County’s population and 

local parks (e.g., neighborhood, rural, community parks, and coastal access) that serve 

unincorporated neighborhoods outside an independent recreation and park district boundary. 

The County’s existing park resources are adequate based on the guidance standards provided in 

the Parks, Recreation, and Public Facilities Element of General Plan. The County park system 

includes regional and neighborhood parks. The current standard is to provide 3 usable acres per 

1,000 population. 

Parks and recreational facilities within the vicinity of the project include the historic Felton Covered 

Bridge County Park at the intersection of Mt. Hermon Road and Graham Hill Road and, across East 

Zayante to the east of the subject site, a 14-acre portion of the recreational park owned by Mt. 

Hermon Association. 
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3.16.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project increase the use of existing neighborhood and regional parks or other 

recreational facilities such that substantial physical deterioration of the facility would 

occur or be accelerated? 

No Impact. The proposed solar panel array would not introduce additional population to the area 

that would use existing park facilities and contribute to the physical deterioration of those 

facilities. Therefore, there would be no impact. 

b.  Does the project include recreational facilities or require the construction or expansion 

of recreational facilities which might have an adverse physical effect on the 

environment? 

No Impact. The project does not include or require the construction or expansion of recreational 

facilities. There would be no impact. 

3.16.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.17 Transportation 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Conflict with a program, plan, 

ordinance or policy addressing the 

circulation system, including transit, 

roadway, bicycle and pedestrian 

facilities? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Conflict or be inconsistent with 

CEQA Guidelines section 15064.3, 

subdivision (b)? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

c.  Substantially increase hazards due 

to a geometric design feature (e.g., 

sharp curves or dangerous 

intersections) or incompatible uses 

(e.g., farm equipment)? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

d.  Result in inadequate emergency 

access?  

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.17.1 Existing Conditions 

The site is an undeveloped site at the corner of East Zayante and Conference Drive between 

downtown Felton Village and the entrance to Mt. Hermon Camp and Conference Center. The thick 

brush and oak trees line the perimeter of the site, screening the interior of the parcel. The 

proposed solar panels will not increase vehicle traffic, alter the existing circulation patterns, or 

decrease road visibility. 

3.17.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project conflict with a program, plan, ordinance or policy addressing the 

circulation system, including transit, roadway, bicycle and pedestrian facilities? 

No Impact. There would be no operational changes to the vehicle circulation system because no 

additional traffic would be generated. 

The project would involve a large photovoltaic array surrounded by a 6-foot chain-link fence, not 

accessible to the public. These improvements would be consistent with applicable Santa Cruz 

County plans, policies, and ordinances. 
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The project design would be in accordance with Santa Cruz County Code Chapter 13.16, Parking 

and Circulation, which has required standards for access, circulation, and parking, as well as the 

County’s Department of Public Works design criteria, which has design and construction standards 

for roadways. Compliance with these design requirements would prevent potential hazards to 

motorists, bicyclists, and pedestrians. 

Minimal access is required to maintain the site (i.e. routine panel service, vegetation management). 

Therefore, the project would not conflict with any programs, plans, or ordinances addressing the 

circulation system, including transit, roadway, bicycle, and pedestrian facilities. There would be no 

impact. 

b.  Would the project conflict or be inconsistent with CEQA Guidelines section 15064.3, 

subdivision (b)? 

No Impact. The project consists of a large solar panel array, a passive operation that would not 

cause any increase in vehicle trips. Therefore, it would not increase VMT. The site is not accessible 

to the public and does not require daily staffing. Therefore, there would be no impact. 

c.  Would the project substantially increase hazards due to a geometric design feature (e.g., 

sharp curves or dangerous intersections) or incompatible uses (e.g., farm equipment)? 

No Impact. No increase in hazards would occur from the project design or from incompatible 

uses. The project removes access from Conference Drive, a County road designated as a 

“Mountain Agricultural” road, and adding access from an existing parking lot, reducing potential 

road hazards that might result from vehicles taking access off Conference Drive.  There would be 

no impact. 

d.  Would the project result in inadequate emergency access? 

No Impact. The proposed solar array would provide emergency access. There would be no 

impact. 

3.17.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.18 Tribal Cultural Resources 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Cause a substantial adverse change 

in the significance of a tribal cultural 

resource, defined in Public 

Resources Code section 21074 as 

either a site, feature, place, cultural 

landscape that is geographically 

defined in terms of the size and 

scope of the landscape, sacred place, 

or object with cultural value to a 

California Native American tribe, and 

that is: 

    

i.  Listed or eligible for listing in the 

California Register of Historical 

Resources, or in a local register 

of historical resources as defined 

in Public Resources Code section 

5020.1(k), or 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

ii.  A resource determined by the 

lead agency, in its discretion and 

supported by substantial 

evidence, to be significant 

pursuant to criteria set forth in 

subdivision (c) of Public 

Resources Code Section 5024.1? 

In applying the criteria set forth 

in subdivision (c) of Public 

Resource Code Section 5024.1, 

the lead agency shall consider 

the significance of the resource 

to a California Native American 

tribe. 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.18.1 Existing Conditions 

California Public Resources Code, Section 21080.3.1(b) (AB 52), requires a lead agency to formally 

notify a California Native American Tribe that is traditionally and culturally affiliated within the 

geographic area of the discretionary project when formally requested. As of this writing, no 

California Native American Tribes traditionally and culturally affiliated with the County region have 
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formally requested consultation with the County (as the lead agency under CEQA) regarding Tribal 

Cultural Resources. 

3.18.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project cause a substantial adverse change in the significance of a tribal 

cultural resource, defined in Public Resources Code section 21074 as either a site, 

feature, place, cultural landscape that is geographically defined in terms of the size and 

scope of the landscape, sacred place, or object with cultural value to a California Native 

American tribe, and that is: 

i.  Listed or eligible for listing in the California Register of Historical Resources, or in a 

local register of historical resources as defined in Public Resources Code section 

5020.1(k), or 

No Impact. No California Native American Tribes traditionally and culturally affiliated with the 

Santa Cruz County region have formally requested consultation with the County of Santa Cruz (as 

the lead agency under CEQA) regarding Tribal Cultural Resources. As discussed in Section 3.5, 

Cultural Resources, no Native American resources listed or eligible for listing in a state or local 

register are present within the project site, and the project does not involve any ground-disturbing 

activity that could potentially disturb buried resources. Therefore, there would be no impact. 

3.18.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.19 Utilities and Service Systems 
 

Would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Require or result in the relocation or 

construction of new or expanded 

water, wastewater treatment or 

storm water drainage, electric 

power, natural gas, or 

telecommunications facilities, the 

construction or relocation of which 

could cause significant 

environmental effects? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

b.  Have sufficient water supplies 

available to serve the project and 

reasonably foreseeable future 

development during normal, dry 

and multiple dry years? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

c.  Result in a determination by the 

wastewater treatment provider 

which serves or may serve the 

project that it has adequate capacity 

to serve the project’s projected 

demand in addition to the 

provider’s existing commitments? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

d.  Generate solid waste in excess of 

State or local standards, or in excess 

of the capacity of local 

infrastructure, or otherwise impair 

the attainment of solid waste 

reduction goals? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

e.  Comply with federal, state, and local 

management and reduction statutes 

and regulations related to solid 

waste? 

☐ ☐ ☐ ☒ 

 

3.19.1 Existing Conditions 

The proposed photovoltaic microgrid facility would not consume water or generate wastewater 

or solid waste, and therefore not require connection to a water supply or wastewater treatment 

facilities. Any storm water facilities would be constructed on site as part of the array design. 
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3.19.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project require or result in the relocation or construction of new or expanded 

water, wastewater treatment or storm water drainage, electric power, natural gas, or 

telecommunications facilities, the construction or relocation of which could cause 

significant environmental effects? 

No Impact. The project includes a photovoltaic microgrid which would not require or result in 

the relocation or construction of new or expanded water, wastewater treatment, electric power, 

natural gas, or telecommunications facilities, the construction or relocation of which would cause 

significant environmental impacts. Any storm water drainage facilities would be constructed on 

site as part of the array design. There would be no impact. 

b.  Would the project have sufficient water supplies available to serve the project and 

reasonably foreseeable future development during normal, dry and multiple dry years? 

No Impact. The project includes a photovoltaic microgrid that does not require connection to a 

water supply. No water use would be required during the operational phase of the project. 

Therefore, the project would have sufficient water supplies available to serve the project and, 

because water use would be restricted to the construction period, reasonably foreseeable future 

development during normal, dry, and multiple dry years. There would be no impact. 

c.  Would the project result in a determination by the wastewater treatment provider which 

serves or may serve the project that it has adequate capacity to serve the project’s 

projected demand in addition to the provider’s existing commitments? 

No Impact. No wastewater would be generated by the project. There would be no impact. 

d.  Would the project generate solid waste in excess of State or local standards, or in excess 

of the capacity of local infrastructure, or otherwise impair the attainment of solid waste 

reduction goals? 

No Impact. The project is for a photovoltaic microgrid which would not generate solid waste 

during operation. Therefore, the project would not generate solid waste in excess of state or local 

standards or the capacity of local infrastructure or otherwise impair the attainment of solid waste 

reduction goals. There would be no impact. 

e.  Would the project comply with federal, state, and local management and reduction 

statutes and regulations related to solid waste? 
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No Impact. The project would not generate solid waste. Therefore, compliance with federal, state, 

or local statutes or regulations related to solid waste is not applicable to the project. There would 

be no impact. 

3.19.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.20 Wildfire 
 

If located in or near state 

responsibility areas or lands classified 

as very high fire hazard severity 

zones, would the project: 

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Substantially impair an adopted 

emergency response plan or 

emergency evacuation plan? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

b.  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? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

c.  Require the installation or 

maintenance of associated 

infrastructure (such as roads, fuel 

breaks, emergency water sources, 

power lines or other utilities) that 

may exacerbate fire risk or that may 

result in temporary or ongoing 

impacts to the environment? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

d.  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? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

 

3.20.1 Existing Conditions 

The California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE) has mapped areas of 

significant fire hazards in the state through its Fire and Resources Assessment Program. These 

areas are referred to as FHSZs and are identified for Federal Responsibility Areas, where federal 

agencies have responsibility for wildfire protection; State Responsibility Areas (SRAs), where CAL 

FIRE has responsibility for wildfire protection; and Local Responsibility Areas, where local fire 

protection agencies have responsibility for wildfire protection. Different FHSZs (Moderate, High, 

and Very High) are based on a hazard scoring system using subjective criteria for fuels, fire history, 

terrain influences, housing density, and occurrence of severe fire weather where urban 

conflagration could result in catastrophic losses. The speed and intensity of potential fires within 

the area, ability of embers to spread and multiply, loading of fuel, topographic conditions, and 
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local climate culminate to form the fire hazard severity for an area. Very High FHSZs are areas 

lacking adequate wildland and structural fire protection. In addition to CAL FIRE’s FHSZ mapping, 

the County has also mapped critical and mitigable wildfire hazard areas due to accumulations of 

wildfire-prone vegetation, steep and dry slopes, and the presence of structures vulnerable to 

wildland fires. 

The project site is located in an SRA. The project site is within a High Fire Severity Zone. The project 

site is not located in a Critical Fire Hazard Area. 

3.20.2 Impact Analysis 

a.  Would the project substantially impair an adopted emergency response plan or 

emergency evacuation plan? 

Less than Significant Impact. The project is located in a High State Emergency Response Area. 

The San Mateo – Santa Cruz Unit Strategic Fire Plan and the Community Wildfire Protection Plan 

address areas with inadequate access and evacuation routes, identify risk to life and property from 

wildland fire, and provide information on firefighter safety, community evacuation, and 

recommended actions by first responders. The plans also address post-fire responsibilities for 

natural resource recovery, including watershed protection, reforestation, and ecosystem 

restoration. In addition, the County adopted a Local Hazard Mitigation Plan 2021–2026 (Santa 

Cruz County 2021), as required by state law. 

The project would be consistent with County development standards by meeting California State 

Building Codes and the Local Hazard Mitigation Plan and would not conflict with any of these 

plans. Additionally, the proposed project would not impede existing access or evacuation routes. 

Therefore, the impact would be less than significant. No mitigation is required. 

b.  Would the project, 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? 

Less than Significant Impact. The project is located in a High State Emergency Response Area. 

However, the project design incorporates all applicable fire safety code requirements, including 

appropriate emergency access, and includes fire protection devices as required by the local fire 

agency. In addition, the project will be required to meet the General Plan policies related to fire 

resilience and access in the Santa Cruz County General Plan and standards for defensible spaces 

in the PRC and County Code. Although wildfire behavior can be influenced by factors including 

topography and wind, the project would not introduce conditions that would substantially 
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exacerbate those existing factors. The impact would be less than significant. No mitigation is 

required. 

c.  Would the project require the installation or maintenance of associated infrastructure 

(such as roads, fuel breaks, emergency water sources, power lines or other utilities) that 

may exacerbate fire risk or that may result in temporary or ongoing impacts to the 

environment? 

Less than Significant Impact. Although the project is located in a High State Emergency 

Response Area, the project design incorporates all applicable fire safety code requirements and 

includes fire protection devices as required by the local fire agency and would not substantially 

exacerbate wildfire risk. In addition, the project would be required to meet the General Plan 

policies related to fire resilience and access in the Santa Cruz County General Plan and standards 

for defensible spaces in the PRC and County Code. Therefore, the impact would be less than 

significant. No mitigation is required. 

d.  Would the project 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? 

Less than Significant Impact. The project is located in a High State Emergency Response Area. 

The solar array is proposed on a moderate slope. However, the project design incorporates all 

applicable fire safety code requirements and includes fire protection devices as required by the 

local fire agency. In addition, the project would be required to meet the General Plan policies 

related to fire resilience and access in the Santa Cruz County General Plan and standards for 

defensible spaces in the PRC and County Code. Therefore, the impact would be less than 

significant. No mitigation is required. 

3.20.3 Mitigation Measures 

The analysis completed for this resource area indicates that no potentially significant impacts 

would result from implementation of the project, and no mitigation measures are required. 
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3.21 Mandatory Findings of Significance 
 

Does the project:  

Potentially 

Significant 

Impact 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact with 

Mitigation 

Less than 

Significant 

Impact No Impact 

a.  Have the potential to 

substantially degrade the quality 

of the environment, substantially 

reduce the habitat of a fish or 

wildlife species, cause a fish or 

wildlife population to drop 

below self-sustaining levels, 

threaten to eliminate a plant or 

animal community, substantially 

reduce the number or restrict the 

range of a rare or endangered 

plant or animal or eliminate 

important examples of the major 

periods of California history or 

prehistory? 

☐ ☒ ☐ ☐ 

b.  Have impacts that are 

individually limited, but 

cumulatively considerable? 

(“Cumulatively considerable” 

means that the incremental 

effects of a project are 

considerable when viewed in 

connection with the effects of 

past projects, the effects of other 

current projects, and the effects 

of probable future projects)? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

c.  Have environmental effects 

which will cause substantial 

adverse effects on human 

beings, either directly or 

indirectly? 

☐ ☐ ☒ ☐ 

Note: Authority cited: Sections 21083 and 21083.05, Public Resources Code. Reference: Section 65088.4, 

Gov. Code; Sections 21080(c), 21080.1, 21080.3, 21083, 21083.05, 21083.3, 21093, 21094, 21095, and 

21151, Public Resources Code; Sundstrom v. County of Mendocino,(1988) 202 Cal.App.3 d 296; Leonoff 

v. Monterey Board of Supervisors, (1990) 222 Cal.App.3 d 1337; Eureka Citizens for Responsible Govt. v. 

City of Eureka (2007) 147 Cal.App.4th 357; Protect the Historic Amador Waterways v. Amador Water 

Agency (2004) 116 Cal.App.4th at 1109; San Franciscans Upholding the Downtown Plan v. City and County 

of San Francisco (2002) 102 Cal.App.4th 656. 
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The following findings are made considering the whole record, as presented in Sections 3.1 

through 3.20 of this IS, to determine if the project may have a significant effect that mandates 

preparation of an EIR. 

3.21.1 Impact Analysis 

a.  Does the project have the potential to substantially degrade the quality of the 

environment, substantially reduce the habitat of a fish or wildlife species, cause a fish 

or wildlife population to drop below self-sustaining levels, threaten to eliminate a plant 

or animal community, substantially reduce the number or restrict the range of a rare or 

endangered plant or animal or eliminate important examples of the major periods of 

California history or prehistory? 

Less than Significant Impact with Mitigation. Impacts on the environment are discussed 

throughout this IS. Potentially significant impacts that would result from construction or 

implementation of the project are discussed in Section 3.4 Biological Resources. Implementation 

of the mitigation measure(s) in this IS would reduce these impacts to a less than significant level. 

Refer to Section 1.8, Mitigation Measures, for a summary of mitigation measures. 

Section 3.4, Biological Resources, and Section 3.5, Cultural Resources, address how the project 

would affect biological and/or cultural resources. The project would have a significant effect on 

oak woodland habitat by necessitating the removal of five oak trees. The project could also impact 

nesting birds and the San Francisco dusky-footed woodrat by disturbing vegetation. 

Implementation of the mitigation measure(s) in this IS would reduce these impacts to a less than 

significant level. 

Based on the analyses in this IS, including Sections 3.4 Biological Resources and 3.5 Cultural 

Resources, there is no substantial evidence that the project would (1) substantially degrade 

environmental quality; (2) substantially reduce fish or wildlife habitat or populations; (3) threaten 

to eliminate a plant or animal community; (4) substantially reduce the number or restrict the range 

of a rare, threatened, or endangered species; or (5) eliminate important examples of the major 

periods of California history or prehistory.. 

b.  Does the project have impacts that are individually limited, but cumulatively 

considerable? (“Cumulatively considerable” means that the incremental effects of a 

project are considerable when viewed in connection with the effects of past projects, 

the effects of other current projects, and the effects of probable future projects)? 

No Impact. In addition to project-specific impacts, this evaluation considered the project’s 

potential to contribute to cumulative impacts. A review of planning documents indicates that 
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cumulative impacts exist for water supply, septic constraints, loss of habitat, and traffic congestion. 

As discussed in Sections 3.1 through 3.20, the project would have no impacts related to water 

supply, septic constraints, loss of habitat, and traffic congestion. Therefore, there would be no 

potential for the project to contribute to a cumulative impact. 

c.  Does the project have environmental effects which will cause substantial adverse effects 

on human beings, either directly or indirectly? 

Less than Significant Impact with Mitigation. In the evaluation of environmental impacts in this 

IS, the potential for adverse direct or indirect impacts to human beings were considered in the 

responses to specific questions in Sections 3.1 through 3.20. As a result of this evaluation, potential 

impacts related to public viewshed, hazards, noise, and ground vibrations during construction 

were considered. While these impacts could be significant, mitigation measures have been 

identified to reduce these impacts to a less than significant level. Implementation of the mitigation 

measure(s) provided in this IS would reduce these impacts to a less than significant level. Refer to 

Section 1.8 for a summary of the mitigation measures. Therefore, while some impacts would result 

from the project, they would be less than significant with mitigation incorporated and would not 

result in substantial adverse effects to human beings, either directly or indirectly. 
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4 List of Preparers 

4.1 Lead Agency 

County of Santa Cruz 

Department of Community Development and Infrastructure 

Planning Division  

Rebecca Rockom, Project Planner 
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Appendix B. Geotechnical Report 

Geotechnical Investigation for Proposed Solar Array, Dees & Associates. August 

2024. 
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August 27, 2024                                                                   Project No. SCR-1898 
 
NEWGEN ENERGY 
555 Menlo Drive, Suite A 
Rocklin, California 95765 
 
Attention: Cody Weber 
 
Subject: Geotechnical Investigation 
 
Reference: Proposed Solar Array 
  Conference Drive, Felton 
 APN 071-331-06 

Santa Cruz County, California 
 
Dear Mr. Weber: 
 
As requested, we have completed a geotechnical investigation for the solar array project 
proposed at the referenced site.  
 
This report presents the results, conclusions and recommendations of our investigation.  If you 
have any questions regarding this report, please call our office. 
 
 
Very truly yours, 
 
DEES & ASSOCIATES, INC. 
 
 
 
Rebecca L. Dees 
Geotechnical Engineer 
G.E. 2623 
 

 
Copies:  1 to Addressee   
      

12/25
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GEOTECHNICAL INVESTIGATION 
 
Introduction 
This report presents the results of our geotechnical investigation for the new solar array 
proposed on Conference Drive, APN 071-331-06, in Felton, California.  
 
Purpose and Scope 
The purpose of our investigation was to explore and evaluate surface and near surface soil 
conditions in the vicinity of the proposed solar panels and develop geotechnical 
recommendations for design and construction of the proposed slope repair.  
 
The specific scope of our services was as follows: 
 
1.  Site reconnaissance and review of available data in our files regarding the site and region. 
 
2.  Exploration of subsurface conditions consisting of logging and sampling of four (4) 

exploratory borings drilled between 14.5 and 21.5 feet deep. 
 
3.  Laboratory testing of collected soil samples. 
 
4.  Engineering analysis and evaluation of the resulting field and laboratory test data. Based 

on our findings, we have developed geotechnical design criteria for the solar panel 
foundations and general site grading and drainage. 

 
5.  Preparation of this report presenting the results of our investigation. 
  
Project Location and Description 
The 8.8-acre site is located at the intersection of Conference Drive and East Zayante Road in 
Felton, California, Figure 1. The undeveloped site is bordered by East Zayante Road and 
Conference Drive to the south, Mount Herman Road to the north, single family residences to the 
east and undeveloped land to the west. The property wraps around the southern nose of a north-
south trending ridgeline and the topography generally consists of a moderately sloping ridgeline 
with steep side slopes that becomes less steep as you move to the south until the slopes are 
nearly flat as you approach Conference Drive. The ridgeline is inclined at about a 20 to 30 percent 
slope gradient to the south. The east and west side slopes of the ridge are inclined at about 30 
to 40 percent. See Figure 2 for the regional topography at the site. 
 
The project consists of installing a solar array that wraps around the nose of the ridge. The slopes 
in the vicinity of the proposed solar array vary from about 5 to 30 percent. See Figure 3. 
 
Field Investigation 
Subsurface conditions in the vicinity of the solar array were explored on 31 July 2023 with four 
(4) exploratory borings drilled with 6-inch diameter augers advanced with truck mounted drilling 
equipment. The exploratory borings were drilled 14.5 to 21.5 feet deep. The approximate 
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locations of the exploratory borings are indicated on Figure 3. We were only able to access a 
portion of the proposed building area with our truck mounted drill rig due to steep slopes in the 
upper portion of the building site. This report is based on the soil encountered in our borings. 
There is no warranty that the soils in others areas of the proposed solar array are similar to those 
encountered in our borings. We would be pleased to provide a proposal to perform additional 
borings with portable or track mounted drilling equipment if requested. 
 
The soils observed in the test boring was logged in the field and described in accordance with the 
Unified Soil Classification System (D2487 and D2488), Figure 5. The Test Boring Logs denote 
subsurface conditions at the locations and times observed, and it is not warranted they are 
representative of subsurface conditions at other locations or times.   
 
Representative soil samples were obtained from the exploratory boring at selected depths, or at 
major strata changes. These samples were recovered using the 3.0-inch O.D. Modified California 
Sampler (L) or the Standard Terzaghi Sampler (T). The penetration resistance blow counts for the 
(L) and (T) noted on the boring logs were obtained as the sampler was dynamically driven into 
the in-situ soil. The process was performed by dropping a 140-pound hammer a 30-inch free fall 
distance and driving the sampler 6 to 18 inches and recording the number of blows for each 6-
inch penetration interval. The blows recorded on the boring logs present the accumulated 
number of blows that were required to drive the last 12 inches. The blow counts indicated on the 
log have been converted to equivalent standard penetration test (SPT) values. 
 
Laboratory Testing 
The laboratory testing program was directed toward a determination of the physical and 
engineering properties of the soils underlying the site. Moisture content and dry density tests 
were performed on representative soil samples to determine the consistency of the soil and the 
moisture variation throughout the explored soil profile. Grain size analysis was performed to aid 
in soil classification. Atterberg Limits were performed to determine the soils relative shrink-swell 
potential. Direct shear tests were performed to evaluate the strength characteristics of the soils. 
The results of our field and laboratory testing appear on the "Test Boring Log", next to the sample 
tested.  
 
Subsurface Soil Conditions 
The Santa Cruz County Geologic Map indicates the site is underlain by both Alluvial deposits, 
undifferentiated (Holocene) and Monterey Formation (Middle Miocene), Figure 4. Alluvial 
deposits are described as, “Unconsolidated, heterogeneous, moderately sorted silt and sand 
containing discontinuous lenses of clay and silty clay. Locally includes large amounts of gravel”. 
The Monterey Formation is described as, “Medium to thick-bedded and laminated olive-gray to 
light-gray semi-siliceous organic mudstone and sandy siltstone”.  
 
Boring 1 was drilled at the base of the slope near the southwest corner of the proposed solar 
array. Boring 1 encountered 2 feet of clayey sand at the ground surface and sandy clay to a depth 
of about 9 to 10 feet. Below 10 feet the sandy clay transitioned into a clayey sand with the sand 
content increasing with depth. The soils were medium dense/stiff and damp to moist throughout 
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the boring. Boring 4, drilled at the base of the slope near the southeast corner of the solar array 
encountered medium dense/stiff sandy clay/clayey sand over medium dense clayey sand. The 
soil was gravelly and dense at 16 feet. Groundwater was encountered at 15 feet.  
 
Boring 2 was drilled at the edge of the ridgeline further up the slope and encountered about 2 
feet of loose silty sand topsoil over 6.5 feet of layered stiff/medium dense sandy clay/clayey sand 
over clayey sand to about 14 feet where mudstone bedrock was encountered. The clayey sand 
was medium dense and the mudstone was very stiff to hard. The upper 4 feet of the mudstone 
was weathered. The underlying mudstone was cemented. 
 
Boring 3 was drilled east of Boring 2 and a little more up the slope and encountered clay and 
sandy clay to the depths explored. The upper 5 feet of clay was firm then stiff to the base of the 
boring. 
 
Groundwater 
Groundwater was encountered 15 feet below grade in Boring 4. Groundwater is assumed at 20 
feet in Boring 2. Groundwater was not encountered in our other borings. Groundwater levels 
denote groundwater conditions at the locations and times observed, and it is not warranted they 
are representative of groundwater conditions at other locations or times. Groundwater levels 
can vary due to seasonal variations and other factors not evident at the time of our investigation.  
 
Seismicity 
The following is a general discussion of seismicity in the project vicinity. A detailed discussion of 
seismicity is beyond the scope of our services. 
 
The closest faults to the site are the San Andreas Fault, Zayante-Vergeles Fault, San Gregorio, 
Monterey Bay-Tularcitos Fault and the Sargent Fault. The San Andreas Fault is the largest and 
most active of the faults in the site vicinity. However, each fault is considered capable of 
generating moderate to severe ground shaking. It is reasonable to assume that the proposed 
development will be subject to at least one moderate to severe earthquake from one of the faults 
during the next fifty years.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
The following ground motion parameters may be used in seismic design and were determined 
using the ASCE 7 Hazard Tool and ASCE 7-16.  
 
 
 

Fault San Andreas Zayante-
Vergeles San Gregorio Monterey Bay- 

Tualrcitos 
Distance (mi.) 8.6 4.0 9.8 9.7 
Direction NE N WSW SSW 
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Seismic Design Parameters ASCE 7-16 
 

Site Class D 

Mapped Spectral Acceleration for Short Periods Ss = 1.784 g 

Mapped Spectral Acceleration for 1-second Period S1 = 0.697 g 

5% Damped Spectral Response Acceleration for Short Period SDS = 1.19 g 

5% Damped Spectral Response Acceleration for 1-Second Period N/A 
Seismic Design Category N/A 
PGAm 0.834 g 

 
Liquefaction 
Liquefaction occurs when saturated fine-grained sands, silts and sensitive clays are subject to 
shaking during an earthquake and the water pressure within the pores build up leading to loss of 
strength. The soils below the groundwater table were dense and have a low potential for 
liquefaction.  
 
Landsliding 
The slope where the solar array is proposed is inclined up to about 35 percent and is generally 
comprised of stiff sandy clay and clayey sand over mudstone bedrock. There were no landslides 
observed during our investigation and none were reported to us. There appears to be a low 
potential for landslides to affect the proposed solar array based on the density and strength of 
the soils comprising the slope and the lack of existing landslides at the site and vicinity. 
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DISCUSSIONS & CONCLUSIONS 
 

Based on our investigation, the proposed solar array is feasible for the site. Primary geotechnical 
concerns include embedding foundations into firm soil, controlling surface runoff from the solar 
panels and designing for strong seismic shaking. 
 
We understand the solar panels will be supported on driven steel piles. The piles should be 
embedded at least 6 feet below finish grades.  
 
Surface runoff from the solar panels should be controlled and not allowed to flow down the 
slopes in an uncontrolled manner. Concentrated runoff should be collected and carried down the 
slope is solid pipe or concrete lines swales. Swales used to collect runoff that are along the 
contour of the slope may be grass lined, but swales that go down the steep slopes should be 
concrete. 
 
The site is located in a highly seismic region near several major fault zones. The proposed 
improvements will most likely experience strong seismic shaking during the design lifetime. 
Structures should be designed to resist seismic shaking in accordance with current building code 
requirements. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

The following recommendations should be used as guidelines for preparing project plans and 
specifications: 
 
Steel Push Piers  

• Steel push piers shall have the required wall thickness to prevent buckling during 
installation.  

 
• Piers should be advanced to a depth of at least 6 feet. The actual depth should be 

determined by your designer. 
 

• For preliminary design purposes, an allowable end bearing capacity of 3,000 psf for dead 
plus live loads may be used. The bearing values may be increased by one-third to include 
short-term seismic and wind loads. The actual pier capacity shall be verified at each pier 
location by monitoring and recording drive forces.   

 
• Piers located on slopes steeper than 25 percent should include an active lateral earth 

pressure of 100 pcf, equivalent fluid weight, time 2 pier diameters in the upper 2 feet of 
embedment depth. 
 

• For passive lateral resistance an equivalent fluid weight (EFW) of 350 pcf times 2 pier 
diameters may be used for portions of the pier embedded more than 5 feet below the 
ground surface.  

 
Concrete Pier Foundations       

• Concrete piers should be embedded a minimum of 10 feet below the ground surface.  
 

• Concrete piers should be designed to resist uplift from expansive soils. An uplift force of 
350 psf times the surface area of the pier should be used for the upper 5 feet of pier 
embedment. 
 

• A resisting force of 300 psf times the surface area of the pier may be used to resist uplift 
below a depth of 5 feet. The weight of the pier in combination with the dead load on the 
pier may be used in combination with the frictional resistance to resist uplift forces. 

 
• The top of the pier excavations should be formed to prevent belling of the pier. 

 
• Piers may be designed for an allowable end bearing pressure of 3,000 psf for dead plus 

live loads. The end bearing value may be increased by one-third to include short-term 
seismic and wind loads.  
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• Piers located on slopes steeper than 25 percent should include an active lateral earth 
pressure of 100 pcf, equivalent fluid weight, time 2 pier diameters in the upper 2 feet of 
embedment depth. 
 

• For passive lateral resistance an equivalent fluid weight (EFW) of 350 pcf times 2 pier 
diameters may be used for portions of the pier embedded more than 5 feet below the 
ground surface.  

 
Drainage 

• Surface runoff from the solar panels should be controlled and not allowed to flow down 
the slopes in an uncontrolled manner.  
 

• Concentrated runoff should be collected and carried down the slope in solid pipe or 
concrete lines swales. Swales used to collect runoff that are along the contour of the slope 
may be grass lined, but swales that go down the steep slopes should be concrete. 

 
• The soils are clayey and concentrated water may pond. Concentrated runoff should be 

dispersed on gentle slopes. 
 
General Site Grading 

• Areas to receive fill should be cleared of obstructions, unsuitable material and debris. 
Voids created during site clearing should be backfilled with engineered fill. 
 

• All organic materials shall be stripped from any areas to receive engineered fill. The exact 
depth of stripping should be determined in the field during grading. Organically 
contaminated soils may be stockpiled and used in landscape areas. 

 
• The subgrade beneath areas to receive fill should be thoroughly wetted and compacted 

in a good workmanship manner prior to placing engineered fill.  
 

• Temporary cut slopes should be inclined no steeper than 1:1 (horizontal to vertical). 
Permanent cut slopes should be inclined no steeper than 2.5:1 (horizontal to vertical).  
 

• A bench should be excavated at the toe of proposed fill slopes and the fill should be placed 
upon benches. Benches should be graded with a 2 percent slope into the hillside. 
 

• Fill slopes should be drained. Drains should be placed at the back of benches or any other 
areas where seepage is expected. The locations of drains should be determined by the 
soils engineer during grading operations. 
 

• The soil at the base of benches should be scarified, moisture conditioned and compacted 
prior to the placement of engineered fill.  
 



 

11 
Dees & Associates, Inc. 
SCR-1898 | 8/27/24 

• Fill slopes should be inclined no steeper than 2:1 (horizontal to vertical). 
 

• Fills over 3 feet high may require additional geotechnical recommendations and should 
be brought to our attention before final design and plans are developed. 
 

• The on-site soil is generally not suitable for use as engineered fill. There is some topsoil 
that may be suitable for use as engineered fill if the organics are removed. Soils used for 
engineered fill should be granular, have a Plasticity Index less than 15, be free of organic 
material, and contain no rocks or clods greater than 6 inches in diameter, with no more 
than 15 percent larger than 4 inches. We estimate the existing loose soils will have about 
15 to 20 percent shrinkage when compacted. 

 
• Engineered fill should be moisture conditioned to about 2 percent over optimum 

moisture content, placed in thin lifts less than 8-inches in loose thickness and compacted 
to at least 90 percent relative compaction. Where referenced in this report, Percent 
Relative Compaction and Optimum Moisture Content shall be based on ASTM Test Desig-
nation D1557. 

 
• Engineered fill should be observed and tested by our firm. At a minimum, in-place density 

tests should be performed as follows: one test for every foot of fill, one test for every 
1,000 sq. ft. of material for relatively thin fill sections and one test whenever there is a 
definite suspicion of a change in the quality of moisture control or effectiveness in 
compaction.  

 
Plan Review, Construction Observation, and Testing 

• Dees & Associates, Inc. should be provided the opportunity for a general review of the 
final project plans prior to construction to evaluate if our geotechnical recommendations 
have been properly interpreted and implemented. If our firm is not accorded the 
opportunity of making the recommended review, we can assume no responsibility for 
misinterpretation of our recommendations. We recommend that our office review the 
project plans prior to submittal to public agencies, to expedite project review.  
 

• Dees & Associates, Inc. also requests the opportunity to observe and test grading 
operations and foundation excavations at the site. Observation of grading and foundation 
excavations allows anticipated soil conditions to be correlated to those encountered in 
the field during construction. 

 
• The geotechnical engineer should be notified at least four days prior to any grading or 

foundation excavating so the work in the field can be coordinated with the grading 
contractor and arrangements for testing and observation can be made. The 
recommendations of this report are based on the assumption that the geotechnical 
engineer will perform the required testing and observation during grading and 
construction. It is the owner’s responsibility to make the necessary arrangements for 
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these required services. 
 

• After the earthwork operations have been completed and the geotechnical engineer has 
finished their observation of the work, no further earthwork operations shall be 
performed except with the approval of and under the observation of the geotechnical 
engineer. 
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LIMITATIONS AND UNIFORMITY OF CONDITIONS 

 
1. The recommendations of this report are based upon the assumption that the soil conditions 

do not deviate from those disclosed in the borings. If any variations or undesirable conditions 
are encountered during construction, or if the proposed construction will differ from that 
planned at the time, our firm should be notified so that supplemental recommendations can 
be given. 

 
2. This report is issued with the understanding that it is the responsibility of the owner, or his 

representative, to ensure that the information and recommendations contained herein are 
called to the attention of the Architects and Engineers for the project and incorporated into 
the plans, and that the necessary steps are taken to ensure that the Contractors and 
Subcontractors carry out such recommendations in the field. The conclusions and 
recommendations contained herein are professional opinions derived in accordance with 
current standards of professional practice. No other warranty expressed or implied is made. 

 
3. The findings of this report are valid as of the present date. However, changes in the conditions 

of a property can occur with the passage of time, whether they are due to natural processes 
or to the works of man, on this or adjacent properties.  In addition, changes in applicable or 
appropriate standards occur whether they result from legislation or the broadening of 
knowledge. Accordingly, the findings of this report may be invalidated, wholly or partially, by 
changes outside our control. Therefore, this report should not be relied upon after a period of 
three years without being reviewed by a soil engineer. 
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Site Location 

SITE VICINITY MAP 
Figure 1 
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Santa Cruz County 
GIS Topographic Data 

Approximate Location 
of Proposed Solar Field 

REGIONAL TOPOGRAPHY 
Figure 2 
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B-1 

B-3 

B-4 

B-2 

Approximate Location 
of Proposed Solar Field 

BORING SITE PLAN 
Figure 3 
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REGIONAL GEOLOGIC MAP 
Figure 4 
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intermediate sizes missing 
Not meeting all gradation requirements for SW 
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) SM Silty sands, sand-silt mixtures 

Non plastic fines or fines with low 
plasticity 
  

Atterberg limits below “A” line or 
PI < 4 

 
Limits plotting in 
hatched zone with 
4 < PI < 7 
are borderline cases 
requiring use of dual 
symbols SC Clayey sands, sand-clay mixtures 

Plastic fines 
 
Atterberg limits above “A” line 
with PI > 7 
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ML 
Inorganic silts and very fine 

sands, rock flour, silty or clayey 
fine sands, or clayey silts with 

slight plasticity 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CL 
Inorganic clays of low to 

medium plasticity, gravelly 
clays, sandy clays, silty clays, 

lean clays 

OL Organic silts and organic silty 
clays of low plasticity 
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S 
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U
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MH 
Inorganic silts, micaceous or 

diatomaceous fine sandy or silty 
soils, elastic silts 

CH Inorganic clays of medium to 
high plasticity, organic silts 

OH 

 
Organic clays of medium to high 

plasticity, organic silts 

Figure 5 

*Gravels and sands with 5% to 12 % fines are 
borderline cases requiring use of dual symbols. 

  

RELATIVE DENSITY OF SANDS  
AND GRAVELS 

  

DESCRIPTION BLOW / FT** 
VERY LOOSE 

LOOSE 
MEDIUM DENSE 

DENSE 
VERY DENSE 

0 – 4 
4 – 10 

10 – 30 
30 – 50 

OVER 50 
  

CONSISTENCY OF SILTS AND CLAYS 
  

DESCRIPTION BLOWS / FT** 

VERY SOFT 
SOFT 
FIRM 
STIFF 

VERY STIFF 
HARD 

0 – 2 
2 – 4 
4 – 8 

8 – 16 
16 – 32 

OVER 32 
 

**Number of blows of 140 pound hammer falling 30 
inches to drive a 2 inch O.D. 12 vertical inches. 
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Dark brown Clayey SAND, damp, medium dense 
 
 
Very dark brown and very dark gray Sandy CLAY, damp to moist, 
very stiff 
 
 
 
Increase in sand between 5 and 7.5 feet 
 
 
 
 
Dark yellow brown mottled dark yellow brown Sandy CLAY, 
damp to moist, very stiff 
 
 
Approximate contact 
 
Dark yellow brown Sandy CLAY, moist, stiff 
 
Increase in sand with depth 
 
 
 
Dark yellow brown Clayey SAND at base of sample, moist, 
medium dense 
 

Boring terminated at 14.5 feet 
No Groundwater Encountered 
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Figure 6 

* Blow count converted:  
L = Field Blow Count / 2 
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Conference Drive 
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moist, very stiff 
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Approximate contact 
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Wet at base of boring 
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Figure 7 

* Blow count converted:  
L = Field Blow Count / 2 
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Mottled gray brown and dark yellow brown Sandy CLAY/SILT, 
moist, very stiff 
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Boring terminated at 21.5 feet 
No Groundwater Encountered 
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Figure 8 

* Blow count converted:  
L = Field Blow Count / 2 
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Brown to dark brown Clayey SAND/Sandy SILT/CLAY, moist, 
medium dense 
 
Gray brown Sandy CLAY/Clayey SAND, damp to moist, weakly 
cemented, medium dense 
 
 
 
 
▼ Groundwater at 15 feet 
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cemented, medium dense 
Black Clayey Gravelly well graded SAND, wet, very dense 
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Figure 9 

* Blow count converted:  
L = Field Blow Count / 2 
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Appendix C. Archeological Report 

Cultural Resource Evaluation, Archaeological Resource Management. March 2013. 

[This document is on file with the Planning Department.] 
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