
August 28, 2008

Calaveras County Planning Department
Robert Sellman, Planning Director
891 Mountain Ranch Road
San Andreas, CA 95249

Re: The Ridge at Trinitas RDEIR

Dear Director Sellman:

The California Oak Foundation (COF) appreciates the opportunity to comment on The Ridge at
Trinitas revised draft EIR (RDEIR).  COF review has identified several RDEIR errors of
omission and commission, including a deficient biological resources analysis, inadequate
mitigation measures that don’t reduce biological effects to less than significant and a failure to
sufficiently analyze project greenhouse gas emissions.

Biological Resources

Oak Trees
RDEIR: “Based upon a review of aerial photographs prior to construction of the golf course, it
is estimated that approximately 8-10 of the [less than 20] trees removed were oak trees....The
construction of the 116-acre golf course altered the view from one of oak woodland and rolling
grassland to that of golf course greens, tees, fairways, golf paths, sand traps and other related
structures.” (RDEIR at 2-2 and 3.1-6) 

Comment: The RDEIR mimics the applicant’s oak tree removal comments to the media in
2007: "We built the whole golf course, and I think we took out eight or nine trees.”  However,
the accuracy of these declarations is contradicted by Director Sellman’s correct statement at the
November 6, 2007 Board of Supervisors meeting that the specific number of Trinitas oak trees
removed could not be discerned from aerial photographs.  Additionally, the RDEIR concludes
that, “Due to the uncertainty of the extent of the impact caused by the golf course already having
been constructed, it is assumed that...” (RDEIR at ES-25)

Assumptions are not facts.  The RDEIR assertion that only 10 oaks were removed based on a
comparison of Figure 2-2 and Figure 2-3 is ludicrous.  No photo indicating the location of the 10
oaks removed is provided or an explanation of how oaks were distinguished from the other
impacted trees.  Furthermore, the applicant began building the golf course in 2001 and a 2003
NAIP map doesn’t account for construction during 2001-2003.  The RDEIR also contains no tree
inventory data for the golf course or the remainder of the project site.  COF are oak woodland
inventory experts, whether plot data or aerial/satellite imagery.  Our organization is fully
prepared to challenge the RDEIR’s oak removal findings in any legal proceedings.  



The applicant did not construct a bicycle path; he built a 6,800-yard PGA-tournament course and
the RDEIR has produced no evidence that Trinitas didn’t remove hundreds of oaks from the
280-acre project site.  Moreover, Trinitas articles in two major golf publications state that the
applicant, lacking funds, relied on the sale of firewood from harvested oaks to finance the
project:

“Continuing his resourcefulness, Nemee trimmed all the century-old oaks on the property and
sold them as firewood to raise money. (Only eight trees were removed in building the
course.)....At one point Nemee trimmed all the century-old oaks on the land and sold the
firewood for money." (NCGA Golf and Golf Today 2007)

By the applicant’s own admission many old-growth oaks were removed to finance the golf
course.  Whether those oak trees were removed as part of golf course construction or from other
project property is irrelevant for this RDEIR review.

Oak Woodlands Habitat
RDEIR: “The golf course is not a natural habitat type.” (RDEIR at 3.3-3)

Comment: The RDEIR makes the classic California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) error
of focusing on the number of trees removed rather than the project impacts to oak woodlands
wildlife habitat values.  CEQA doesn’t care how Calaveras County manages its oak trees; CEQA
is interested in how the county analyzes and mitigates impacts to acres of oak woodlands habitat. 

By far, oak woodlands associated with watercourses or other significant water sources are the
most biologically diverse and valuable.  Trinitas contains several streams, nine acres of ponds
and once contained willow riparian habitat, since largely destroyed by the applicant (Appendices
at 183).  The RDEIR acknowledges that the golf course site has been extensively transformed
from a contiguous natural state to a picturesque but unnaturally fragmented recreational
landscape.

The existing conditions habitat map (Figure 3.3-1) confirms the fragmentation of Trinitas’ oak
woodlands habitat connectivity.  Fewer than 25 percent of the terrestrial vertebrate wildlife
found in oak woodlands can live in a fragmented environment.  The remaining 75 percent,
which are unable to adapt, experience severe declines in population size.

Wildlife Effects
The latest scientific research has found that project removal of oak trees is not required to
significantly degrade the wildlife habitat value of oak woodlands (Reed and Merenlender 2008).  
What this study scientifically demonstrates for the first time is the actual impacts to wildlife
from the most unobtrusive of human activities.  

Reed and Merenlender measured a fivefold drop in numbers of coyotes, bobcats and gray/red
foxes in 14 protected northern California oak woodlands frequented by nature-lovers. 
Researchers did not expect these findings.  Many conservation biologists had assumed that
activities such as hiking or horseback riding were relatively benign.  Importantly, the loss of
predators has a cascading effect on other wildlife populations.  Reed observed that, "Carnivores
are sensitive indicators of human disturbance and their presence or absence can be a good,
early clue to how the ecosystem is doing."



The differences in oak woodland carnivore populations are even more surprising because these
animals are most active at night, dawn and dusk while people visit the oak woodland study areas
only during the day.  Still, coyotes, bobcats and foxes are avoiding areas with public access
entirely, not just trails.

Coyotes, bobcats and foxes share the same blue oak woodland habitat preferences (Standiford
1996) found at Trinitas and the RDEIR has affirmed the presence of coyote on-site.  Similarly all
the RDEIR-listed raptor species (American bald eagle, Golden eagle, Loggerhead shrike,
Northern harrier, Prairie falcon, Red-tailed hawk and Swainson's hawk) are also listed by the
California Wildlife Habitat Relationships Program (CWHR) as species that "prefer or make
great use of" the blue oak and blue oak woodland habitat elements that once characterized the
pre-golf course area.  CWHR is a California Department of Fish and Game wildlife impact
assessment tool widely used by state and federal agencies to analyze wildlife habitat suitability. 

Trinitas raptors subsist on the mammals, amphibians and particularly the many small to
medium-sized bird species attracted to the site’s blue oak habitat attributes.  The open woodland
canopy, water sources, riparian drainages, wetlands, vernal pools and grasslands located on-site
provide ideal cover, nesting and foraging habitat for resident, migratory or dispersing raptors.  In
fact, the 2007 DEIR biological assessment noted that, “A few raptors were observed flying over
the site during the survey.  Given the size of the site and large number of trees it is likely more
than one pair of raptors, plus a variety of songbirds and cavity nesting birds nest in trees within
the site on an annual basis.” (Appendices at 242)

Like the birds of prey, the RDEIR special-status species California tiger salamander, California
red-legged frog, Great egret, Great blue heron, Hoary bat, Osprey, Pallid bat, Yellow warbler,
Western pond turtle and Western spadefoot toad could have all utilized pre-golf course
woodlands.  Trinitas’ array of birds, mammals and reptiles species represents a perfect
illustration of why oak woodlands are California‘s most diverse natural resource and rank among
the top three habitat types in North America for bird richness (Wildlife Conservation Society
2002).  Innocuous public relations gestures like certification under the Audubon Cooperative
Sanctuary Program for existing golf courses comes well after the fact for Trinitas bird species. 
Before the applicant’s illicit golf course, project site birds didn’t need any assistance. 

If wildlife are abandoning parks with minimal human presence, the oak woodland habitat effects
of the Trinitas destination resort will be overwhelming for predators, raptors, special-status
species and more common wildlife.  This RDEIR has not analyzed the direct and cumulative
wildlife habitat impacts resulting from human activities connected with initially 13 exclusive
home sites; and one additional parcel of 244 acres to accommodate the recreational facilities
(existing golf course, clubhouse, lodge with overnight accommodations), agritourism activities
and one single family residential unit.  Nor has Trinitas considered the effect a gated community
will have on wildlife movement.  Consequently, the biological effects analysis is incomplete.  

Wildlife Agencies
RDEIR: “Applicant shall enter into formal consultation with the USFWS and CDFG regarding
the prior and potential impacts caused by the construction of the golf course.” (RDEIR at ES-
13)



Comment: The RDEIR inappropriately proposes deferring U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and
California Department of Fish and Game identification of project habitat effects and mitigation
measures to a future date.  CEQA requires the specific findings of these agencies be provided in
this RDEIR so that decision-makers/public may review any biological effects and proportional
mitigation measures.

Cumulative Effects
RDEIR: “Under the cumulative scenario, regional development will create a substantial change
in the biological resource conditions in the area.  As the amount of habitat is decreased, the
plant and wildlife species that are incompatible with urban environments will be displaced and
oak woodland areas may be impacted.  The expected future development could also cause
increased habitat conversion and fragmentation in areas planned for urban development and
could decrease the remaining migration corridors and foraging habitat...[T]he proposed project
would not have a cumulatively considerable impact on biological resources.” (RDEIR at 5-11)

Comment: Just as the golf course is the centerpiece of the proposed Trinitas resort, this retreat
will become the hub of future surrounding development.  Trinitas has already substantially
impacted the oak woodlands habitat connectivity that once existed with adjacent properties.  The
RDEIR has not produced a comprehensive list of past, present and future projects impacting oak
resources or quantified the extent and severity of cumulative oak habitat effects in the Wallace-
Valley Springs-Jenny Lind triangle.   

RDEIR: “An extensive irrigation system has been installed to provide water to the fairways and
greens.” (RDEIR at 3.3-3)

Comment: Many glossy photos of Trinitas depict the extensive golf course irrigation system. 
These pictures showcase many oak trees ensconced in a green carpet of grass made lush by the
applicant’s state of the art watering program.  Unfortunately, over time a large number of those
oaks adjacent to tees, fairways, greens and golf paths will succumb to over watering, particularly
in summer.  Improper watering is often overlooked as the cause of oak tree death because it can
take years for the irreversible damage to show.  Had the applicant employed the services of a
professional arborist in the design stages of the golf course this problem would have been
evident.  The RDEIR doesn't analyze or mitigate for this oak woodlands die-off effect. 

Mitigation Measures
RDEIR: “Prior to recording final maps, the project proponent shall preserve Prime Farmland
of equal or better quality in terms of agricultural value at a minimum ratio of 1:1 or 200 acres
and shall protect the land for agricultural use through permanent land use restrictions such as
agricultural conservation easements.” (RDEIR at 3.8-10) 

Comment: Measure #3.8-5 is an incongruous biological mitigation measure.  Trinitas’ 14-acre
olive orchard doesn't qualify the 280-acre project site as Resources Agency “Prime Farmland.” 
The RDEIR states that “approximately 200 acres of grazing land” were converted, not
farmland.  The correct conservation easement land designations are hardwood rangeland and
grassland of equal or better ecological value.    



Air Quality

Climate Change
RDEIR: “Impact #3.2-6: Cumulatively contribute to global climate change by increasing
greenhouse gas emissions.”

“Since global climate change is a global issue that can only be addressed through regional,
state, national, and international cooperation, project specific impacts related to global climate
change are difficult to assess.  Until the CCAPCD modifies regulations to address the emission
of greenhouse gases, specific mitigations that would address climate change locally are
speculative.  The air quality impact analysis includes all feasible measures at the local level to
reduce atmospheric greenhouse gas emissions in accordance with existing plans and policies to
address global climate change considerations.  Since there are no quantifiable thresholds, it is
difficult to determine whether an individual project would actually have an impact on global
climate change.  In this case, the project is relatively small and would probably contribute a
minimal amount of greenhouse gas emission when viewed from a global perspective.  Project
specific impacts related to greenhouse gas emissions and global climate change are less than
significant.” (RDEIR at 3.2-22)

Comment: Contrary to case law, the RDEIR has not made a meaningful attempt to analyze or
mitigate direct and cumulative project greenhouse gas emissions.  

On August 6, 2008 the Riverside County Superior Court invalidated an environmental impact
report (EIR) for the 1,766-acre Palmwood project in the Coachella Valley.  The Court cited the
EIR's failure to analyze the project's greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and other climate change
impacts.  Specifically, respondent City of Desert Hot Springs contended that a climate change
analysis was not required because it would be entirely "speculative," given the absence of any
formal regulatory guidance, framework, or the necessary analytic tools or methodology. 
Rejecting this argument, the Court held that the City should have at least made a "meaningful
attempt" to analyze the Project's climate change impacts.  By failing to do so, the City did not
proceed as required by law.  The Court further held that the City should have considered the
cumulative impact of GHGs:

"Respondent may well be correct about the absence of regulatory guidance ... and that if
respondent had made a meaningful attempt to analyze the project's effects upon greenhouse
gases or global warming that it would have concluded that such an analysis was entirely
speculative.  But respondent failed to make such a meaningful attempt and therefore did not
proceed as required by law."  [Center for Biological Diversity, et al. v. City of Desert Hot
Springs, et al. (Riverside County Superior Court - Case No. RIC 464585) (August 6, 2008)]

This case settles that, at minimum, lead agencies must make a "meaningful attempt" and "use its
best efforts to find out and disclose all that it reasonably can" regarding a proposed action's
climate change impacts.  The Trinitas RDEIR has failed to meet these legal standards.



Summary 
It is incomprehensible that a project this controversial would present an RDEIR for public
review deficient in so many areas.  Trinitas fails to properly analyze or adequately mitigate oak
woodlands habitat effects resulting from golf course construction or resort expansion.  The
biological resources assessment is insufficient and the proposed mitigation measures don’t
reduce biological impacts to less than significant levels.  Trinitas also disregards CEQA, the
opinions of the California Attorney General and the Court by failing to make a good faith effort
to analyze or mitigate project greenhouse gas emissions.

The project record indicates that the Trinitas golf course developer moved to Calaveras County
in 2001with the express purpose of building the investor-driven golf resort currently proposed. 
Assisted by delinquent County officials, the usual permits and environmental review weren't
required.  Neither the applicant nor county should be rewarded for their transgressions. 

Trinitas’ circumstances are unprecedented in the nearly 40-year history of CEQA and this
RDEIR is as deceptive as the golf course that spawned it.  This project in fact violates the very
essence of CEQA.  Therefore, the only appropriate project alterative is Alternative 1, no project,
removal of the existing Trinitas golf course.

Until the Alternative 1, removal of the existing Trinitas golf course option is confirmed, the
California Oak Foundation objects to approval of the project and adoption of the RDEIR.

Sincerely, 

Janet S. Cobb, President
California Oak Foundation

cc: Peter A. Cross, USFWS
Kent Smith, CDFG 
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