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1.1
Introduction

In early 2011, Cotati began a multi-year process to update the City’s 1998 General Plan. State law requires every city and county in California to prepare and maintain a planning document called a general plan. A general plan is a “constitution” or “blueprint” for the future physical development of a county or city. As part of the Cotati General Plan Update process, a General Plan Background Report was prepared to establish a baseline of existing conditions in the city. Additionally, a Priorities and Issues Report was prepared to identify the challenges facing the community and to provide an opportunity for citizens and policymakers to come together in a process of developing a common vision for the future. The General Plan update includes a framework of goals, objectives, policies, and actions that will guide the community toward their common vision. The General Plan is supported with a variety of maps including a Land Use Map and Circulation Diagram.

Cotati General Plan Update

General Plan

The 2013 Cotati General Plan (General Plan, General Plan Update, or proposed project) is the overarching policy document that guides land use, housing, transportation, infrastructure, community design, and other policy decisions throughout the City of Cotati. The General Plan includes the seven elements mandated by State law, to the extent that they are relevant locally: Circulation, Conservation, Housing, Land Use, Noise, Open Space, and Safety Elements. The City may also address other topics of interest; this General Plan includes Community Health and Wellness, Community Services and Facilities, and Economic Vitality Elements. The General Plan sets out the goals, policies, and programs in each of these areas and serves as a policy guide for how the City will make key planning decisions in the future, and how the City will interact with the Sonoma County, surrounding cities, and other local, regional, State, and Federal agencies.
The General Plan contains the goals and policies that will guide future decisions within the City. It also identifies implementation programs that will ensure the goals and policies in the General Plan are carried out. As part of the 2013 Cotati General Plan Update, the City and the consultant team prepared several support documents that serve as the building blocks for the Policy Document and analyze the environmental impacts associated with implementing the General Plan. 

The following paragraphs describe a summary of the key component documents that are the building blocks of the 2013 Cotati General Plan.

Background Report

The Background Report takes a “snapshot” of Cotati’s current (2011) trends and conditions. It provides a detailed description of a wide range of topics within the city, such as demographic and economic conditions, land use, public facilities, and environmental resources. The Background Report provides decision-makers, the public, and local agencies with context for making policy decisions. The Background Report also serves as the environmental setting and description contained within this Draft EIR. 

Priorities and Issues Report

Based on public input from stakeholder interviews, community visioning workshops, focus group meetings, direction from City staff, and direction from the Planning Commission and City Council, the Priorities and Issues Report identified key issues and opportunities to be addressed in the General Plan and identifies land use themes and priorities for key areas within Cotati. The Priorities and Issues Report provided the Planning Commission with tools and information in order for them to provide direction for the development of the General Plan Policy Document and the General Plan Land Use Map.

Environmental Impact Report

An EIR responds to the requirements of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) as set forth in Sections 15126, 15175, and 15176 of the CEQA Guidelines. The Planning Commission and City Council will use the EIR during the General Plan Update process in order to understand the potential environmental implications associated with implementing the General Plan. This EIR was prepared concurrently with the General Plan policy document in order to facilitate the development of a General Plan that is largely self-mitigating. In other words, as environmental impacts associated with the new General Plan, including the Land Use Map, are identified; policies, programs and measures may be incorporated into the General Plan policy document in order to reduce or avoid potential environmental impacts.

1.2
Purpose of the EIR

The City of Cotati, as lead agency, determined that the 2013 Cotati General Plan is a "project" within the definition of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). CEQA requires the preparation of an environmental impact report (EIR) prior to approving any project that may have a significant impact on the environment. For the purposes of CEQA, the term "project" refers to the whole of an action, which has the potential for resulting in a direct physical change or a reasonably foreseeable indirect physical change in the environment (CEQA Guidelines Section 15378[a]). 

This Draft EIR has been prepared according to CEQA requirements to evaluate the potential environmental impacts associated with the implementation of the 2013 Cotati General Plan.  A copy of the Public Draft General Plan is located on the accompanying CD at the end of this Draft EIR. The Draft EIR also discusses alternatives to the General Plan, and proposes mitigation measures that will offset, minimize, or otherwise avoid significant environmental impacts. This Draft EIR has been prepared in accordance with CEQA, California Resources Code Section 21000 et seq.; the Guidelines for the California Environmental Quality Act (California Code of Regulations, Title 14, Chapter 3); and the rules, regulations, and procedures for implementing CEQA as adopted by the City of Cotati.

An EIR must disclose the expected direct and indirect environmental impacts associated with a project, including impacts that cannot be avoided, growth-inducing effects, impacts found not to be significant, and significant cumulative impacts, as well as identify mitigation measures and alternatives to the proposed project that could reduce or avoid its adverse environmental impacts. CEQA requires government agencies to consider and, where feasible, minimize environmental impacts of proposed development, and an obligation to balance a variety of public objectives, including economic, environmental, and social factors.

1.3
Type of EIR

The State CEQA Guidelines identify several types of EIRs, each applicable to different project circumstances. This EIR has been prepared as a Program EIR pursuant to CEQA Guidelines Section 15168. Section 15168 states:

A program EIR is an EIR which may be prepared on a series of actions that can be characterized as one large project and are related either:

1) Geographically,

2) As logical parts in the chain of contemplated actions,

3) In connection with issuance of rules, regulations, plans or other general criteria to govern the conduct of a continuing program, or

4) As individual activities carried out under the same authorizing statutory or regulatory authority and having generally similar environmental effects which can be mitigated in similar ways.

The program-level analysis considers the broad environmental effects of the proposed project. This EIR will be used to evaluate subsequent projects and activities under the proposed project. This EIR is intended to provide the information and environmental analysis necessary to assist public agency decision-makers in considering approval of the proposed project, but not to the level of detail to consider approval of subsequent development projects that may occur after adoption of the General Plan. 

Additional environmental review under CEQA may be required for subsequent projects and would be generally based on the subsequent project’s consistency with the General Plan and the analysis in this EIR, as required under CEQA. It may be determined that some future projects or infrastructure improvements may be exempt from environmental review. When individual subsequent projects or activities under the General Plan are proposed, the lead agency that would approve and/or implement the individual project will examine the projects or activities to determine whether their effects were adequately analyzed in this program EIR (CEQA Guidelines Section 15168). If the projects or activities would have no effects beyond those disclosed in this EIR, no further CEQA compliance would be required.

1.4
Intended Uses of the EIR

The City of Cotati, as the lead agency, has prepared this EIR to provide the public and responsible and trustee agencies with an objective analysis of the potential environmental impacts resulting from adoption of the 2013 Cotati General Plan and subsequent implementation of projects consistent with the General Plan. The environmental review process enables interested parties to evaluate the proposed project in terms of its environmental consequences, to examine and recommend methods to eliminate or reduce potential adverse impacts, and to consider a reasonable range of alternatives to the project. While CEQA requires that consideration be given to avoiding adverse environmental effects, the lead agency must balance adverse environmental effects against other public objectives, including the economic and social benefits of a project, in determining whether a project should be approved.

This EIR will be used as the primary environmental document to evaluate all subsequent planning and permitting actions associated with the General Plan. Subsequent actions that may be associated with the General Plan are identified in Chapter 2.0, Project Description.  This EIR may also be used by other agencies within Sonoma County, including the Sonoma Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO), which may use this EIR during the preparation of environmental documents related to Municipal Service Reviews and Spheres of Influence relevant to Cotati.    

1.5
Known Responsible and Trustee Agencies

The term “Responsible Agency” includes all public agencies other than the Lead Agency that have discretionary approval power over the project or an aspect of the project (CEQA Guidelines Section 15381). For the purpose of CEQA, a “Trustee” agency has jurisdiction by law over natural resources that are held in trust for the people of the State of California (CEQA Guidelines Section 15386). While no Responsible Agencies or Trustee Agencies are responsible for approvals associated with adoption of the 2013 Cotati General Plan, implementation of future projects within Cotati may require permits and approvals from Trustee and Responsible Agencies, which may include the following:

· California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW)

· California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) 

· Regional (North Coast) Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB)

· U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (ACOE)

· U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS)

· Sonoma Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO)

1.6
Environmental Review Process

The review and certification process for the EIR has involved, or will involve, the following general procedural steps:

Notice of Preparation 

The City of Cotati circulated a Notice of Preparation (NOP) of an EIR for the proposed project on August 12, 2013 to trustee and responsible agencies, the State Clearinghouse, and the public. A scoping meeting was held on August 19, 2013 with the Cotati Planning Commission. No public or agency comments on the NOP related to the EIR analysis were presented or submitted during the scoping meeting.  However, during the 30-day public review period for the NOP, which ended on September 12, 2013, a written comment letter from the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC) was received.  A summary of the CPUC comment is provided later in this chapter. The NOP and all comments received on the NOP are presented in Appendix A. 

Draft EIR

This document constitutes the Draft EIR. The Draft EIR contains a description of the project, description of the environmental setting, identification of the project’s direct and indirect impacts on the environment, and mitigation measures for impacts found to be significant, as well as an analysis of project alternatives, identification of significant irreversible environmental changes, growth-inducing impacts, and cumulative impacts. This Draft EIR identifies issues determined to have no impact or a less than significant impact, and provides detailed analysis of potentially significant and significant impacts. Comments received in response to the NOP were considered in preparing the analysis in this EIR. Upon completion of the Draft EIR, the City of Cotati will file the Notice of Completion (NOC) with the State Clearinghouse of the Governor’s Office of Planning and Research to begin the public review period.

Public Notice/Public Review

Concurrent with the NOC, the City of Cotati will provide a public notice of availability for the Draft EIR, and invite comment from the general public, agencies, organizations, and other interested parties. Consistent with CEQA requirements, the review period for this Draft EIR is forty-five (45) days. Public comment on the Draft EIR will be accepted in written form. All comments or questions regarding the Draft EIR should be addressed to:

Vicki Parker, Community Development Director
City of Cotati Community Development Department
201 West Sierra Avenue
Cotati, CA 94931

Response to Comments/Final EIR 

Following the public review period, a Final EIR will be prepared. The Final EIR will respond to written comments received during the public review period and to oral comments during such review period. 

Certification of the EIR/Project Consideration 

The City of Cotati will review and consider the Final EIR. If the City finds that the Final EIR is "adequate and complete," the City Council may certify the Final EIR in accordance with CEQA. As set forth by CEQA Guidelines Section 15151, the standards of adequacy require an EIR to provide a sufficient degree of analysis to allow decisions to be made regarding the proposed project that intelligently take account of environmental consequences.  

Upon review and consideration of the Final EIR, the City Council may take action to approve, revise, or reject the project. A decision to approve the proposed project, for which this EIR identifies significant environmental effects, must be accompanied by written findings in accordance with State CEQA Guidelines Sections 15091 and 15093. A Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program (MMRP) would also be adopted in accordance with Public Resources Code Section 21081.6(a) and CEQA Guidelines Section 15097 for mitigation measures that have been incorporated into or imposed upon the project to reduce or avoid significant effects on the environment. The Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program will be designed to ensure that these measures are carried out during project implementation, in a manner that is consistent with the EIR.

1.7
Organization and Scope

Sections 15122 through 15132 of the State CEQA Guidelines identify the content requirements for Draft and Final EIRs. An EIR must include a description of the environmental setting, an environmental impact analysis, mitigation measures, alternatives, significant irreversible environmental changes, growth-inducing impacts, and cumulative impacts. Discussion of the environmental issues addressed in the Draft EIR was established through review of environmental and planning documentation developed for the project, environmental and planning documentation prepared for recent projects located within the City of Cotati, and responses to the Notice of Preparation (NOP). 

This Draft EIR is organized in the following manner:

Executive Summary

The Executive Summary summarizes the characteristics of the proposed project, known areas of controversy and issues to be resolved, and provides a concise summary matrix of the project’s environmental impacts and possible mitigation measures. This chapter identifies alternatives that reduce or avoid at least one significant environmental effect of the proposed project.

Chapter 1.0 – Introduction

Chapter 1.0 briefly describes the proposed project, the purpose of the environmental evaluation, identifies the lead, trustee, and responsible agencies, summarizes the process associated with preparation and certification of an EIR, identifies the scope and organization of the Draft EIR, and summarizes comments received on the NOP. 

Chapter 2.0 – Project Description

Chapter 2.0 provides a detailed description of the proposed project, including the location, intended objectives, background information, the physical and technical characteristics, including the decisions subject to CEQA, subsequent projects and activities, and a list of related agency action requirements.

Chapter 3.0 - Environmental Setting, Impacts and Mitigation Measures

Chapter 3.0 contains an analysis of environmental topic areas as identified below. Each subchapter addressing a topical area is organized as follows:

Environmental Setting. A description of the existing environment as it pertains to the topical area. 

Regulatory Setting. A description of the regulatory environment that may be applicable to the project.

Impacts and Mitigation Measures. Identification of the thresholds of significance by which impacts are determined, a description of project-related impacts associated with the environmental topic, identification of appropriate mitigation measures, and a conclusion as to the significance of each impact.

The following environmental topics are addressed in this section:

· Aesthetics and Visual Resources

· Air Quality

· Biological Resources

· Cultural Resources

· Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources

· Greenhouse Gases and Climate Change

· Hazards and Hazardous Materials

· Hydrology and Water Quality

· Land Use, Population, and Agricultural Resources
· Noise 

· Public Services and Recreation

· Transportation and Circulation

· Utilities 

Chapter 4.0 – Other CEQA-Required Topics 

Chapter 4.0 evaluates and describes the following CEQA required topics: impacts considered less-than-significant, significant and irreversible impacts, growth-inducing effects, cumulative, and significant and unavoidable environmental effects.

Chapter 5.0 - Alternatives to the Project

Chapter 5.0 provides a comparative analysis between the merits of the proposed project and the selected alternatives. State CEQA Guidelines Section 15126.6 requires that an EIR describe a range of reasonable alternatives to the project, which could feasibly attain the basic objectives of the project and avoid and/or lessen any significant environmental effects of the project. 

Chapter 6 - Report Preparers 

Chapter 6.0 lists all authors and agencies that assisted in the preparation of the Draft EIR, by name, title, and company or agency affiliation. 

Appendices

This section includes all notices and other procedural documents pertinent to the Draft EIR, as well as technical material prepared to support the analysis. 

1.8
Comments Received on the Notice of Preparation

The City received one comment letter on the NOP. A copy of this letter is provided in Appendix A of this Draft EIR and the comment is summarized below. 

· California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC):  The CPUC requested that the General Plan address traffic safety issues near at-grade railroad crossings, and provided general measures that may improve safety near railroad crossings.  
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