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Via Email Only to: Sean.Trippi@countyofnapa.org

County of Napa

Planning, Building, and Environmental
Services

Attn: Sean Trippi, Supervising Planner
1695 Third St, Suite 210

Napa, CA 94559

Re: P19-00386; Paloma Vineyard Code Compliance Major Modification
4013 Spring Mountain Road; APN 022-150-008

Dear Sean,

This letter is regarding the Paloma Vineyard (also referred to as “Applicant”) Code Compliance
Major Modification (the “Project”), located at 4013 Spring Mt. Road (APN 022-150-008) (the
“Property”). The purpose of this letter is a request to compromise as to compliance with the
Napa County Road and Street Standards (“NCRSS”).

As you are well aware, the wine industry is currently in a tumultuous state. Grape growers are
not able to sell their grapes; wine is sitting on the bulk market at low prices unable to be sold,
and growers are ripping out vines. Wineries and tasting rooms are shutting their doors across
both Napa and Sonoma Counties. As the entire wine industry is in an extremely fragile state,
any potential strain on business presents a potential threat to growers and wineries across the
Napa Valley.

This Project is a perfect example of how the County’s cost prohibitive rules unfortunately
contribute to the problem of the economic state of the wine industry. The County’s rigid road
standards have, in recent years, contributed to the downturn of the wine industry by making
things prohibitively expensive for wineries. If the County continues down the path of requiring
compliance with such cost prohibitive standards, any small, family-run winery hoping to continue
operations in Napa Valley will be forced to shut down.

With all of this important context in mind, the purpose of this letter is explain why the County’s
unreasonable request to widen Applicant’s road to meet the stringent requirements of the
NCRSS is not feasible for this Project.
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For context, this letter is based on the requirements of Engineering’s comment below (with the
Applicant’s response) from the County’s March 24, 2024 comment letter:

Engineering Services:
Comment 1: Based on site visits by Engineering and Fire, and review of the submittal
documents, there is sufficient opportunity to improve the access road to meet the
requirements of the Napa County Road and Street Standards (NCRSS). If the applicant
refrains from improving the access to meet standards, Engineering will therefore
recommend denial of the project, as configured.

Response 1:

The project is proposing additional driveway improvements in order to

reduce the areas of the driveway that are seeking exceptions. The additional
improvements include identification and improvement of additional turnout
locations, and additional driveway widening to the full 22 feet per NCRSS
requirements.

RSA+ also performed a preliminary cost analysis of the full driveway widening and
the work associated with improving the road to meet the current requirements
established by the NCRSS would result in an economic hardship for the small
winery.

In anticipation of the upcoming Planning Commission hearing, this letter will explain (1) the
general difficulty of compliance with the NCRSS; (2) the narrow exceptions provided for in the
NCRSS and why such restricted exceptions are a problem for most projects; and (3) why it is
not possible for the Project to comply with the NCRSS.

1. The NCRSS do not provide clear, usable standards

As a general matter, the NCRSS are not easy to follow and hard to decipher. The setup of the
document, with a combination of technical graphics intertwined with wordy paragraphs, makes it
extremely hard to understand the applicable standards. For example, section 12, residential
driveways, refers to section 15 for “specific design criteria.” However, section 15 says only that
there is a general requirement for “all streets, drives, and roads” which shall have “a minimum of
two ten (10) foot traffic lanes, of homogeneous surface, and a minimum of one (1) foot of
shoulder on each side of the roadway providing two-way traffic flow to support emergency
vehicle and civilian egress, unless other standards are provided herein, or additional
requirements are mandated by the inspection authority or local subdivision requirements.”
Section 15 does not provide specific design criteria, and in addition, it is unclear what the “other
standards” referred to here means. This example is not the only instance of conflicting and
disorganized language.

1 NCRSS, p. 14.
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2. The NCRSS’s constraining exception criteria
The NCRSS do not allow for flexibility beyond the exception criteria in Section 3(d), which says:

(d) An exception to these Standards may be allowed as provided if one or more of the
following findings can be made and the findings in subsection (e) can also be made:

i. The exception will preserve unique features of the natural environment which
includes, but is not limited to, natural water courses, steep slopes, geological features,
heritage oak trees, or other trees of at least six inches in diameter at breast height and
found by the decision-maker to be of significant importance, but does not include
human altered environmental features such as vineyards and ornamental or decorative
landscaping, or artificial features such as, rock walls, fences or the like;

ii. The exception is necessary to accommodate physical site limitations such as
grade differentials; and/or

iii. The exception is necessary to accommodate other limiting factors such as
recorded historical sites or legal constraints.

Exceptions are only allowed “where the exceptions provide the same overall practical
effect as the SRA Fire Safe Regulations’ towards providing defensible space.”
Exceptions shall be made on a case-by-case basis only. Exceptions granted by the
County shall be forwarded to the Sonoma-Lake-Napa Unit of CAL FIRE.

The exception attempts to provide three criteria, however, it also states that “exceptions shall be
made on a case-by-case basis.” If it is actually Napa County’s intent to allow for exceptions on a
“case-by-case basis,” then it would seem more projects would be able to take advantage of
such exception. The manner in which the County chooses to apply these exception criteria is
extremely limiting and inconsistent. In the case of the Project, even though the site has obvious
site limitations due to the steep grade, the County has prevented Applicant from being able to
take advantage of criteria (i), without any reasonable basis. The County’s interpretation of this
rule is clearly far too narrow.

To add to the confusion, the NCRSS provide the following definition of “Exception”; “[a]n
alternative to the specified standard requested by the developer that may be necessary due to
health, safety, environmental conditions, physical site limitations or other limiting conditions
such as recorded historical sites that mitigates the problem.” The definition appears to provide
for a more widely applicable exception standard, however, in actuality, Napa County defers to
the narrow Section 3 exception criteria above. The intention of the NCRSS is to ensure the
safety of County roads. But, the way the County has historically applied the standards, it
appears to value preservation of the natural environment over safety. Of course, Applicant
understands the need to preserve oak trees, riparian areas, and valuable environmental

2 NCRSS, p. 6.
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resources. But, preserving such resources at the expense of completely shutting down a project
is entirely out of line with the safety focus of the NCRSS.

3. Other counties provide examples of usable road and street standards and
exceptions

To understand where the NCRSS fall short, it is helpful to look at other counties’ road
construction standards. As described below, nearby counties have standards that tailor to the
needs of specific areas and have more widely applicable exception criteria.

Sonoma County’s Road Construction Standards

Sonoma County’s Road Construction Standards are somewhat more flexible and lenient.
Sonoma County’s standards for rural driveways/ roadways (for example, Section 8.15 of the
county’s standards), provides that exceptions by the Sonoma County Fire Prevention Division
are allowed to reduce the required driveway requirements.® For approval of an exception to
various standards, Sonoma County’s Fire Services Division evaluates the exception request
based on the “same practical effect” standard.* Sonoma County has a specific exception
request form, which allows an applicant to choose what standard it requests an exception from
(roadway width, surface, grade, etc.) which must be submitted with the application. This
exception process allows for a clear, standardized approach to granting exceptions. Although
the NCRSS also contain the “same practical effect” language in regards to exceptions, Napa
County does not appear to, in practice, utilize the “same practical effect” standard as the basis
for approving exceptions, but rather relies on the more stringent exception criteria contained in
Section 3 above.®

San Mateo County’s Standard Details Book

San Mateo County also allows for more flexibility with its requirements. San Mateo County has
specific, technical requirements tailored to different areas in the county. Providing for area-
specific standards addresses the physical constraints of each area, and reduces the need for
exception requests. For example, for the West Menlo Park area, the road width has a range

8 “(5) Driveway radii may be less than 25’ with approved written exception by the Sonoma
County Fire Prevention Division” and “(6) Throat width shall be a minimum of 12’ for driveways
and 20’ for roadways unless otherwise approved by the Sonoma County Fire Prevention
Division.” (Sonoma County Construction Standard No. 815, emphasis added.) This is the
driveway standard for Rural Driveways/ Roadways, however, this same exception allowance is
repeated for other roadway standards.

4 This standard comes from California’s Fire Safe Regulations, 14 CCR 8§1270.06. As explained,
this exception standard is included in the NCRSS, but because the NCRSS provides for a
separate exception criteria, Napa County’s exception process results in far fewer allowed
exceptions than are allowed by other counties.

5> See NRCSS, pp. 9-10.
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requirement of 18 to 22 feet, depending on survey results for the specified project.® As another
example, the requirements for driveway width and curb openings provide for a range rather than
a specified requirement, providing for more flexibility.” Such flexibility is a reasonable way to
ensure that projects that may not be able to meet stringent, inflexible and costly standards can
still be approved.

Given the wide variety of land uses and varying topographical areas in Napa County, it is
surprising that the NCRSS do not provide standards tailored to the various areas within the
County. If Napa County did so (specifically, in the more mountainous areas of the County),
applicants would have an easier time ensuring projects comply with the required standards. As
well, the County would not be required to allocate substantial time ensuring each project meets
such requirements.

4, This Project cannot comply with NCRSS requirements

The Project cannot meet the costly width requirements of the NCRSS based on the topography
of the site. Applicant has spent considerable time, energy and effort to work diligently with RSA+
to creatively engineer a road leading to the Property. As the County is aware, certain portions of
the road leading up to the Property cannot be widened to meet the 22 foot width standard due to
steep terrain. As currently designed, the road includes as much roadway as possible that meets
the 22 foot width requirement. If the road were to be widened along its entirety, the drainage
system for the Property would be required to be fully redesigned and replaced. Applicant simply
cannot afford to perform such upgrades. The road can be constructed per the plans dated April
8, 2025, but Applicant cannot offer more.

Widening the entirety of the road would not be in the best interest of Applicant or the state of the
wine industry as a whole in Napa County. Should the County impose NCRSS standards for the
entirety of the road, Applicant would be forced to rip out vines, which would result in further
economic loss. In addition, there is no option for Applicant to obtain any amount of commercial
financing for a replant or otherwise. Such financing is generally not feasible for small,
independent, family-run wineries.

Of note as to the road on the Property, during the 2020 Glass Fire, firefighters easily drove up
the road to reach the Richards’ house. The fire trucks had no issue navigating the road to the
Property, even during smoky, stressful conditions. They luckily saved the house, the winery, and
the neighboring properties.

Imposing the County’s cost prohibitive standards here is impractical and will force Applicant to
shut down its entire business. The Paloma Vineyard is an award winning, family owned and

¢ San Mateo County Standard Details Book, West Menlo Park Road Standard A-6H.
” San Mateo County Standard Details Book, Standard Structures — Driveway Widths and Curb
Openings for Single Family Residential Dwellings, Standard D-1.
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operated vineyard and winery at the top of the Spring Mountain District. It is the epitome of what
Napa Valley stands for: historic, family owned operations, and world renowned wines. The
Property has 7,500 vines, consisting of Merlot, Syrah and Cabernet Sauvignon grapes, which
produce highly regarded estate-grown wines. As the first grape production occurred in 1987,
Paloma Vineyard is a truly historic feature of the Napa Valley wine industry. It started from
scratch with the planting of grapes on the Property by the first generation of Paloma Vineyard
owners (the Richards family) and has remained largely the same since its inception. The
business is now run by the third generation of Richards’ family farmers and winemakers, who
hope to continue operations far into the future.

It is crucial to ensure that the Paloma Vineyard maintain its existing character while allowing its
visitor operations to expand and continue. The Project seeks to add a tasting room, which is a
simple and reasonable ask for a well-regarded winery. However, the County’s ask for
approximately $1,000,000 in road upgrades, when there are other viable and practical options,
is unreasonable.

Given the fragile state of the winery and Applicant’s efforts to meet the County’s standards,
Applicant would like to reiterate its request to allow for a reasonable exception to the NCRSS.
The Project already complies with the County’s requirements in all other respects. Applicant
simply cannot overstretch its resources to comply with the County’s costly standards.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, the NCRSS are much too restrictive and do not allow for the type of development
that would be beneficial for the County given the current state of the wine industry. Applicant
therefore requests that the Planning Commission either (1) approve its application by allowing
the Project to meet the requirements for an exception from the NCRSS; or (2) alter the
standards so that more projects like Paloma can comply.

Cordially,
Scott Greenwood-Meinert
cc: Planning Commissioners:
Chair Kara Brunzell Kara.Brunzell@countyofnapa.org

Vice-Chair Pete Richmond pete.richmond@countyofnapa.org
Commissioner Walter Brooks walter.brooks@countyofnapa.org
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Commissioner Molly Williams molly.williams@countyofnapa.org
Commissioner Megan Dameron megan.dameron@countyofnapa.org
Michael Parker, Planning Manager michael.parker@countyofnapa.org



mailto:molly.williams@countyofnapa.org
mailto:megan.dameron@countyofnapa.org
mailto:michael.parker@countyofnapa.org

Following is the plan set prepared by
RSA+, dated April 8, 2025, referenced Iin
the letter from the applicant’s Counsel

Paloma Vineyard (P19-00386 )
Planning Commission Hearing — March 18, 2026
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