Cannabis Operation – Impacts on RRD Watershed Lands

BACKGROUND 

The RRD zone is comprised of more sensitive natural resource lands, which are generally steep slopes, very remote, primarily accessed by unpaved narrow roads, have little to no groundwater resources, and designated as high fire hazard areas. 
 
According to the Sonoma County General Plan, “the RRD land use allows residences at very low densities due to lack of infrastructures, greater distance from public services, poor access, conflicts with resource conservation and production, and significant physical constrain and hazards. Proposed amendments to the Land Use Map in this category shall consider all of these factors. The intent is that natural resource areas be managed and conserved and production activities avoid depletion and promote replenishment of renewable resources.”
 
Industry representatives have indicated that the majority of cannabis cultivation is occurring within the RRD zone. This is likely because the parcels are large and remote and there are not many residences. For these reasons there is a reduced concern of neighborhood compatibility issues such as odor, visibility, and loss of housing stock; however, cultivation within this zone presents other challenges. The primary concerns with permitting cultivation within the RRD zone are environmental impacts, site access, security, water availability, fire hazards, and waste water discharge. 
 
KEY ISSUES

Fire Hazards Cannabis operations are associated with high fire risk and have been responsible for structure fires in both urban and rural areas. Indoor and mixed light cultivation utilize large amount of electricity and operations have been known to install inadequate or improper electrical equipment, which increases the likelihood of fire hazards. The Sonoma County Hazard Mitigation Plan and GP 2020 designate the majority of RRD lands within the Wildland Fire Hazard Areas as “very high” or “high.” Although cannabis cultivation operations would have to obtain proper building and electrical permits, allowing cannabis in this area would increase the number of structures and people that would potentially need emergency protection.
 
Emergency Services The remote RRD zoned areas are primarily accessed by one lane gravel roads that are remnants of old logging roads. Most cultivation facilities would be required to construct paved, 2-way roads with an 18-foot minimum width, sufficient for emergency vehicle access. Water for fire suppression may also be required. Emergency response in these areas are handled by volunteer fire departments and response times vary.
 
Water Availability The majority of land within the RRD zone is water scarce, and designated Groundwater Availability Class 4 area with low or high variable water yield. This low availability of water is problematic because cannabis needs a sustained amount of moisture. Estimates of water use for cannabis cultivation operations range from one and six gallons per day per individual cannabis plant during the growing period. 
 
Roadways in RRD The RRD zone is known for steep, rocky, hillsides. New road construction in steep areas may present significant hazards related to design and safety. A large addition of new roads within this zone would require ongoing maintenance and may cause erosion, sedimentation, and dust issues over the long term. 
 
Security The remote nature and reduced visibility of the RRD zone presents safety issues for cultivation operations. Many operations will have a 24 hour/7 days per week security guard and video surveillance. The remote locations coupled with such security measures may present safety concerns for the residents living in these areas.
INCENTIVES TO BUILD ACCESSORY DWELLING UNITS IN FIRE ZONE. 
Rebuilding & Accessory Units (Source: Sonoma County’s website)
”As you work on the design to rebuild your home, we encourage you to consider including adding Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) and Junior Accessory Dwelling Units (JADUs) to your building plans.
We realize the financial burden that is involved in rebuilding your home. Building Accessory Units and Junior Units into your home can include the following benefits:
·         ADUs and JADUs can provide revenue streams for you, while increasing the availability of rental housing in the county.
·         These units also provide flexibility for aging in place by creating space for family and/or caregivers while maintaining homeowners' privacy.
·         You may even be able to live in your accessory dwelling unit while your primary residence is rebuilt. 
All residential properties can have a junior accessory dwelling unit (JADU) by converting a bedroom to include an efficiency kitchen and separate entrance. Accessory dwelling units (ADUs) are allowed where adequate water and sewer or septic are demonstrated (there is no minimum lot size for an accessory dwelling unit). A single parcel that meets the criteria can have both a junior and accessory dwelling unit in addition to the primary residence. The County is allowing residents to build detached accessory dwelling units to live in while they are rebuilding their main residence.Learn More About Accessory Dwelling Units & Junior Units
Incentive for Construction of New Accessory Dwelling Units
Development impact fees that are typically charged on new residential units to cover the cost of improvements needed for traffic and parks has been reduced or waived for new accessory dwelling units in the burn areas as noted below. The fee reduction is intended to encourage construction or installation of accessory dwelling units to house fire victims while rebuilding or add to the rental housing stock.”
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