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STAFF RECOMMENDATION 
Receive the staff report, public comment, discuss, and provide direction to staff as necessary. 
BACKGROUND
Project Summary 
Over the last few years, the City has been conducting public outreach and working with the Planning Commission and City Council to prepare a comprehensive update to the Land Use Element of the City’s General Plan. The Draft Land Use Element document and map alternatives have been posted to the City’s website and discussed at multiple Planning Commission meetings, a public Open House, and City Council/ Planning Commission Study Sessions.  The draft maps and document, along with background information, a summary of outreach to date, and resources about the Land Use Element update continue to be available on the City’s webpage https://ci.ferndale.ca.us/documents/general-plan/ .
The Land Use Element is a planning document with text and diagrams that express the goals, policies, and programs necessary to guide the community over a long-term planning period (typically approximately 20 years). City decision makers rely on the General Plan as the basis for making decisions on matters such as land use, transportation, open space and conservation, provision of public services, and environmental quality and safety. It is also a policy document that guides decisions related to protecting and enhancing what the community values most, such as open space, coastal resources, and design of the built environment.
The proposed project amends two Elements of the City’s existing General Plan - the Land Use and Safety Elements. The City previously prepared and the Planning Commission reviewed and conditionally recommended the draft Safety Element (pending CEQA review). For the Land Use Element, the Project will update the description of land uses, the map showing where the land uses occur, and the goals, policies, and implementation programs that articulate the vision for the City’s long-term physical and economic development, while preserving open space areas and enhancing the quality of life for residents. The Land Use Element also serves as the City’s consolidated Open Space and Conservation Elements. The proposed updates are intended to achieve all the following objectives:
· Satisfy new State mandates for General Plans that have been issued since the General Plan was last updated;
· Encourage infill development to preserve agricultural lands and open space around the City;
· Establish a stream protection zone along Francis Creek to maintain its riparian habitat values and prevent soil erosion;
· Adjust to climate-change and promote sustainability;
· Resolve inconsistencies between existing uses and the General Plan; and
· Ensure consistency between the General Plan and other City plans that have been adopted or revised in recent years, such as the 2019 Housing Element.

California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)
CEQA requires that discretionary decisions by public agencies be subject to environmental review. CEQA requires an EIR to be prepared when it can be determined that substantial evidence supports a fair argument that significant environmental impacts may result from a project. The purpose of an EIR is to identify the significant effects of the project on the environment, to identify alternatives to the project, and to indicate the manner in which those significant effects can be mitigated or avoided (Public Resources Code [PRC] 13, Section 21002.1[a]). Each public agency is required to mitigate or avoid the significant effects on the environment of projects it approves or carries out whenever feasible. The environmental effects of a project that must be addressed include the significant effects of the project, growth-inducing effects of the project, and significant cumulative effects.
The purpose of an EIR is not to recommend either approval or denial of a project. Rather, CEQA requires decision-makers to balance the benefits of a project against its unavoidable environmental effects in deciding whether to carry out a project. The lead agency will consider the analysis in the Draft EIR, comments received on the Draft EIR, and responses to those comments before making a final decision. If significant environmental effects are identified, the lead agency must adopt “Findings” indicating whether feasible mitigation measures or alternatives exist that can avoid or reduce those effects. If environmental impacts are identified as significant and unavoidable after proposed mitigation, the lead agency may still approve the project if it determines that the social, economic, or other benefits outweigh the unavoidable impacts. The lead agency would then be required to prepare a “Statement of Overriding Considerations” that discusses the specific reasons for approving a project, based on information in the Draft EIR, comments received on the Draft EIR, and other information in the administrative record.
A Draft Program EIR is being prepared by City for the proposed General Plan Land Use and Safety Elements pursuant to CEQA (PRC Section 21000 et seq.) and the CEQA Guidelines (Title 14 California Code of Regulations [CCR] Section 15000 et seq.). This Draft EIR is a program level EIR that evaluates the effects that goals, policies, and related implementation measures proposed in the general plan elements would potentially have on the environment. This EIR focuses on the secondary effects that can be expected from adoption of the of the general plan elements but is not as detailed as an EIR for a construction project (CEQA Guidelines § 15146 (b) Degree of Specificity). Content and process requirements for Program EIRs are found in the Title 14 CCR Chapter 3: Guidelines for Implementation of the CEQA.
DISCUSSION 
As discussed above, the draft Land Use and Safety Elements are subject to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). The Notice of Preparation (NOP) of a Draft EIR for the proposed was distributed to interested parties and the State Clearinghouse on February 8, 2023 (SCH Number 2023020217). Potential environmental effects of implementing the proposed policies are being evaluated in a programmatic EIR. The administrative draft EIR project description is attached to this staff report (Attachment A) and includes a summary of the objectives, setting, planning area characteristics, population projections, general assumptions, summary of proposed land use changes, policies, and implementation programs. 
The draft EIR assesses the environmental conditions that exist, and how they could be potentially impacted by the Project. This assessment takes into account Ferndale’s size, setting and other physical characteristics that affect the environment. The draft EIR will evaluate potential impacts, mitigation measures, and identify potential significant impacts. Goals, policies, and related implementation measures proposed in the Land Use and Safety Elements that could potentially have an effect on the environment include but are not limited to: changing allowable densities; changing some land use designations; construction and modification of residential or mixed-use structures within or adjacent to wetlands, riparian areas, or sensitive habitats. The draft EIR will be organized in the following Chapters and Sections:
· Introduction and Summary
· Project Description
· Environmental Analysis
· Aesthetics
· Agricultural & Forestry Resources
· Air Quality
· Biological Resources
· Cultural Resources
· Energy
· Geology & Soils
· Greenhouse Gas Emissions
· Hazards and Hazardous Materials 


· Hydrology & Water Quality
· Land Use & Planning
· Mineral Resources
· Noise
· Population & Housing
· Public Services
· Recreation
· Transportation & Circulation
· Tribal Cultural Resources 
· Utilities & Service Systems
· Wildfire
· Project Alternatives
· Other CEQA Sections


NEXT STEPS
· Complete Draft EIR and distributed for 45-day public/agency review and comment period. 
· Respond to comments, prepare Final EIR, and CEQA findings.
· Planning Commission review and consideration for recommendation of Land Use Element, Safety Element and Draft EIR to City Council. 
· City Council Public Hearing to consider making the CEQA findings and adopting the Land Use and Safety Elements.


ATTACHMENTS
A – Administrative Draft EIR Project Description 

