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TO:      BOARD OF ZONING ADJUSTMENT 
 Dave Hardy, Supervising Planner, PRMD 

FROM: Jim Doerksen 

RE:     PROPOSED HENRY CORNELL WINERY - #UPE07-0008 

DATE:  November 13, 2008 

 

My wife and I have lived at 7125 St. Helena Road, Santa Rosa and have almost one mile 
of Mark West Creek (Class I stream) flowing through our property.  I have been here for 
over 40 years.  We are the former Mark West Christmas Tree Farm.  We also grow 
redwood and Douglas fir timber trees. 

I intend to speak briefly at the November 13, 2008, hearing on this matter, but due to time 
constraints ask that this letter be accepted by this Board as my full and complete testimony 
and be made a part of the record. 

I am a Civil Engineer and former hydrologist for Santa Clara County Flood Control & 
Water District, and am a retired City Engineer & Public Works Director.  I have been in 
the timber business for almost 50 years.  I have been awarded numerous environmental 
awards, one of which is for having the best tree farm (timber) in the western United 
States.  My wife and I host up to 3,000 schoolchildren from schools throughout Sonoma 
County each year on our property; everything in these classes is centered around our 
segment of the Mark West Creek.  (See Exhibit A) 

Now another winery wants to take the last few drops of water and put the last nail in the 
coffin.  Let me explain why this should not happen. 

Cornell started work on their vineyards in 2000.  We always had a nice summer time flow 
with lots of fry.  In the earlier part of this decade, we noticed the level of summer time 
flows being reduced and winter time flows resulting in flash floods. 

Exhibit B shows that historical low summer flows to be very consistent around 2 cfs 
(cubic feet per second) irregardless of low or high seasonal rainfall.  This work was done 
by Fish & Game.  When severely dropping flows were noticed, a neighbor with the help 
of the Community Clean Water Institute started measuring creek flows.  As the graph 
shows, the volumes continued to drop and this year in September, readings were at .06 cfs.  
This is only a few percent of normal summer time flows.    It is important to emphasize 
that a drought may exaggerate the numbers, but the 98” of rain in 2005/2006 did nothing 
to reverse this trend of reduced summer time flow.  The reading of summer time 
temperatures shows exactly the same trend. Temperatures keeps going up.   This work 
was started by Sotoyome RCD (Regional Conservation District) on our property since 
1999.   The same is occurring at the Clean Water Institute site.  In July this year, we 
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observed lots of fry (steelhead & coho salmon).  Upon our return from an extended 
vacation in September, no fish were found except for scaup fish that are not heat sensitive.   
This means that water temperatures were exceeding the 21.C˚ maximum temperature that 
the fish cannot survive.   

What is causing this disaster and was I forewarned?  Yes, I had been.  Upstream neighbors 
who said both Pride Vineyards and Henry Cornell were cutting down forests and planting 
vines that will cause serious damage.  All I can say now is I’m kicking myself for not 
getting involved sooner.  Had no idea two vineyards (Cornell and Pride) and one winery 
could cause such serious damage to the watershed.  Exhibit C is a letter from a property 
owner explaining what an adjacent vineyard was doing to Mark West Creek.   I gathered 
considerable information from neighbors and all showed the same trend.  

Many neighbors all along the creek from the upper reaches of Mark West Creek all the 
way to Wikiup have decided to see if we can save the last remaining water and then hope 
that steelhead and salmon will return.  Why should two individuals, one not even living in 
California, cause so much destruction in their “wake”?  Here is what we found out. 

Pride started in the mid-nineties, and has expanded to become a 100+ acre vineyard, some 
of which appear to have been planted this year.  (see Exhibit D aerial photo).  Nobody in 
local government seemed to be aware of their continuous expansion.  The creek levels 
dropped.  Then along came Cornell vineyards in 2003.  The creek levels started to drop 
precipitously and flash floods increased.  Spawning coho and steelhead disappeared soon 
thereafter, parts of Mark West Creek went dry as did tributary streams feeding Mark West 
Creek, and local springs stopped supplying water. 

Now the Board is being asked to approve an 18,670 sq. ft.  winery on the Cornell 
vineyards on 245 Wappo Road, Santa Rosa.  Reviewing the documentation on file at 
PRMD supporting the proposed winery, I find it fraught with errors, omissions and 
misrepresentations.  I have not reviewed these documents by myself.  I enlisted the help of 
neighbors, my engineering buddies, public agency experts, and they have helped with the 
research. 

The Pilot Study of Groundwater Conditions (Kleinfelder 2003) was commissioned by the 
County in an effort to get an unbiased understanding of complex groundwater issues.  This 
study includes the Mark West Springs area and discusses Mark West Creek.  It makes 
some very significant findings germane to the Cornell project, summarized as follows:   

 We are water scarce (p. 38) 

 “Geology is considered the most important factor (for groundwater)” (p. 38) 

 “The Franciscan Formation [predominant rock at Cornell] is mostly a tight, non-
porous rock unit and groundwater occurs only in secondary openings such as 
joints, fractures, and shear zones.  As a result, well yield is typically low, 1 to 3 
gallons per minutes (gpm), although wells with yields as high as 68 gpm are 
recorded (Ford, 1975)” (p. 6) 

 “DEPTH OF WELLS TREND in the Mark West Study Area [showed] the average 
depth of new wells has increased from about 120 feet in 1950 to about 300 feet in 
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1997.”   “The trend seems to reflect lower water levels “…”not due to changing 
weather conditions.”  (emphasis added) (p. 35 & 36) 

 “Water availability is limited in all water scarce areas of the county but it is 
particularly scarce in geologic materials such as the Franciscan and Petaluma 
formations.  The composition and hydrologic characteristics of these formations 
and the nature of the materials in them limit key aquifer characteristics such as 
recharge potential, water storage capacity, and the ability of the formation to yield 
water.  Or in other words, these factors determine how much water gets into the 
formation, how much water it can hold and how freely water flows from it” 
(emphasis added)  “These poor aquifers have insufficient storage to supply some 
residents through the dry months of the year.  In some areas, residents must 
supplement their water supply by trucking to their homes.   This is evidenced by 
the frequent presence of water trucks on the roads.” (emphasis added) (p. 38) 

 “Additional development will likely increase overdraft.” (p. 40) 

 “The trend in depth to water in new wells shows evidence of an overdraft 
condition.” (p. 39) 

Cornell hired RGH in 2004 & Todd Engineering in 2006 to do groundwater availability 
studies, both of which include the vineyards and winery of Cornell since they have no 
effective way to separate them.  PRMD then hired Kleinfelder, as a consultant to the 
County, to review the Todd Report.  Inconsistencies were noted between Kleinfelder’s 
2003 “unbiased” overview and his 2007 review of Todd’s report; significant Kleinfelder 
findings included: 

 “The Cornell Farm’s wells, although not tested, may be able to continuously and 
reliably produce 10 and 15 gpm”.  So why these suppositions when Kleinfelder 
(2003) states very clearly they will typically be 1 to 3 gpm?  And why not test 
when they are required to do so?  Kleinfelder now working for PRMD agrees with 
Todd---totally contradicting his accurate and well done report of 2003. 

 “… we agree that anecdotal interviews with well owners and drillers are not 
necessary for this study.”  Not only another disagreement with his own report but 
bordering on irresponsibility.  Pride Vineyards, a large 100+ ac. vineyard located 
above Cornell had its wells run out of water in May of 2008 and also last year and 
the previous.  Todd has very carefully left Pride out of the equation.  The Pride 
vineyards and winery, neighbors of Cornell, are not mentioned in Cornell’s 
application.   

Exhibit E shows a water truck going to Pride Vineyards on July 21, 2008.  The 
driver said they have been hauling to Pride since May 2008 from both Sonoma and 
Napa Counties.  He also said he had hauled to Cornell.  I have no evidence of that. 

One would have to assume that if Pride is dry, the same has already happened to 
Cornell or “very” close to it. 

 “Checklist Item 31 requires discussion of potential impacts of surface water and 
aquatic habitat.   The Todd report and letters address the potential impacts to 
surface water but do not mention aquatic habitat.  However, since the overall 
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conclusion is that there will be no significant impact on surface water, then it may 
also be concluded that there will be no anticipated significant impact to aquatic 
habitats”. 
 

 “A short explanation of the relationship between groundwater use by this project 
and surface water flows in Mark West Creek is required (number 21 on the 
checklist).  If there is no connection between the two, then please make this clear.”  
“We believe Todd makes a clear and concise description of the relationship 
between potential groundwater, groundwater conditions and withdrawals, and their 
interaction with Mark West Creek.  Their approaches are sound and are within 
what would considered (sic) acceptable practice and standard of care.” 
 

I am outraged!  Todd & RGH have been hired by Henry Cornell to sell you/us a bill of 
goods which most of us know little about.  The Planning staff can see some serious 
omissions with these reports.  They then hire Kleinfelder to give us an impartial 
review of the reports by Todd (Aug. 2006) and RGH (Jul. 2004).  Unfortunately, 
Kleinfelder continually agrees with suppositions made by both reports in total 
contradiction of what he states in the Kleinfelder Report of 2003.  He now really goes 
out on a limb when he states there will be no significant impacts on surface water, 
aquatic habitat, and Mark West Creek.  Exhibit F-1 -Press Democrat photo in 1999, 
9/13/99, and Exhibit F-2 photo taken in early summer of 2008 at same location. 
 

Some Board members may not be as familiar with the connection of groundwater, 
streamflows and, of course, the steelhead and salmon.  I have long been aware of this 
problem when I worked for Santa Clara county Flood Control and Water District in the 
1960’s.  There has been lots of research on this subject for a very long time.  Brock 
Dolman of the Occidental Arts &  Ecology Center teaches and gives seminars on this 
subject.  He has a great slide presentation showing in detail how water from creeks and 
springs are lost when aquifers are overdrafted  especially in regards to vineyard and 
winery water usage that is now becoming very common in Sonoma County.  Brock is the 
guru of andronamous salmonids in Sonoma County.   

A Timber Harvest Plan (THP 1-00-411SON) was done in 2000.  The following comments 
were made by Cherie Blatt of the NCRWQCB (No. Coast Regional Water Quality Control 
Board) in a letter to California Dept. of Forestry, dated February 28, 2001.   

“We are concerned about the water quality effects from the increase in flows due 
to vineyard clearing and timber harvesting.  The THP does not address the 
potential change in runoff from the project.  It has been documented that 
reductions in vegetative cover reduces evapotranspiration, rainfall interceptions, 
and fog interception.  (Ziemer, 1998)  This in turn, may cause bank and channel 
instabilities resulting from increased runoff.  We are also concerned about 
potential changes in summer flows in the Class I and II watercourses.  The THP 
lacks information regarding well development or surface water drafting from the 
creeks and the quantities needed for vineyard supply.  Overdrafting of 
groundwater or surface waters may affect down stream summer flows.  Changes in 
stream flow volume, increased storm flow discharges and changes to stream 
channel morphology along with the resulting adverse impacts to beneficial uses 
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should be addressed.  In addition, the THP should mitigate these changes to protect 
the beneficial uses of water.”  (Emphasis added) 

Unfortunately, Cherie Blatt’s predictions came true: 

 A Class I stream adjacent to the proposed winery has changed into a Class II and 
possibly Class III due to pumping and removal of trees.  “Overdrafting of groundwater” 
has caused major changes in Mark West Creek resulting in large fish kills.  Exhibit G 
shows a dry creek bed directly below the proposed winery site in May 2008.   

 “…increased storm flow discharge” – I applied for flood insurance this year even 
though my home has been here since the 1850’s and have never had to file a claim.   

 “Changes in streamflow morphology” – Exhibit H shows the erosion along my 
streambanks due to flash floods (9 large trees fell due to this).  Exhibit I shows 
steelhead eaten by turkey vultures because of the extremely low water level this 
last winter in Mark West Creek.   

 “May cause bank and channel instabilities resulting from increased runoff.” Added 
to this runoff was the removal of the trees on the proposed winery site without the 
benefit of a THP and “YOUR” approval.  Exhibits J1 through J6 shows the 
proposed winery site at different time periods.   

J1 – A 1988 photo taken by previous owner looking from Wappo Road across 
proposed winery site; and same location today in 2008. 

J2 – Shows the site being grubbed (illegal THP).  Grubbed means to dig up by the 
roots according to Webster’s dictionary.  Owner’s representative says the 
vegetation removed was only chamise, according to Jeri Finn of Calif. Dept. of 
Forestry (CDF/CalFire).  Photos show otherwise. 

J3 – Google Earth shows over 30 such piles of wood (which was burned). 

J4 – Photo of site from neighbors.  Note large amount of Douglas fir.  Almost 
none existed in 1988 photos.  This area had been burned and is still in a state of 
regeneration. 

J5 – Cleared site from the air.  Note “new” grading on right. 

J6 – Cleared site adjacent to Wappo Road. 

 A huge slide, just downhill from the winery site occurred.  (Exhibits K1 & K2).  
This caused serious degradation to Mark West Creek and the spawning beds.  One 
neighbor even used a pick to improve the impacted spawning areas.  It is my 
opinion that more slides will occur.  Exhibit L -  Photo of edge of slide adjacent to 
proposed winery site.  Note erosion, very steep banks and now a Class I stream is 
dry (May 2008).   

On the follow-up (or resubmitted) THP 1-01-215SON Cherie Blatt of NCRWQCB arrives 
at the site to find trees being harvested prior to approval.  She recommends Calif. Dept. of 
Forestry file a citation against Henry Cornell.  Was this done? 



 6

The Sonoma County Grand Jury Report (July 1, 2004) and the League of Women Voters 
of Sonoma County report (October 2004) have a real good handle on these serious water 
issues.  I even use these resources when I teach classes in forestry to Sonoma State and 
Santa Rosa Junior College students and classes in water management.  Here is the Calif. 
Dept. of Fish & Game’s take on this:  “A substantial amount of coho salmon habitat has 
been lost or degraded as a result of water diversions and groundwater extraction (CDFG 
1997, KRBFTF 1991).”  “In some watersheds, the demand for water has already exceeded 
the available supply and some water rights have been allocated through court adjudication. 
“  “Small coastal streams often rely on springs to maintain flows through the summer 
months, but the flow of these springs is often diminished by pumping from the aquifers 
that supply them.  Many streams that once flowed year-round no longer do so, because of 
recent increases in hillside agricultural land conversion and reduction in local groundwater 
levels.  The conversion of uplands from forest or grasslands to agriculture increase erosion 
and ground water use (CDFG 2001)”. 

Here is a short list of individuals that have a good understanding of the “problem”.  Ask 
them: 

Christine Fontaine – Laguna de Santa Rosa Foundation 
527-9277 E-mail: Christine@lagunafoundation.org 

Dan Wilson – Calif. Dept. of Fish & Game 
944-5534  E-mail: dwilson@dfg.ca.gov 

Greg Damron – Pepperwood Preserve 
542-2080, ext. 2  E-mail:  gdamron@sonic.net 

Dr. Matthew Deitch – Consultant, Center Eco System Management & Restoration 
E-mail:  deitch@cemar.org 

Brock Dolman, Director, OAEC’S Water Institute 
874-1557 E-mail: brock@oaec.org 

Dr. Adina Merenlender – U.C. Berkeley 
707-489-4362 E-mail: adina@nature.berkeley.edu 

Don McEnhill – Russian Riverkeeper 
433-1958 E-mail:  rrkeeper@sonic.net 

California Regional Water Quality Control Board (CRWQCB) 
Cherie Blatt  576-2755 E-mail:   CBlatt@waterboards.ca.gov 
Charles Rich  916-341-5377     E-mail:  CRich@waterboards.ca.gov 

Mary Ann King – Trout Unlimited 
510-649-9987 E-mail:  mking@tu.org 

David Bannister  BTI Group 
538-7738 E-mail:  davidban@sonic.net 
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Todd Engineering also makes many statements/calculations not given to Kleinfelder by 
the County that appear to be very inaccurate and misleading.  Examples are: 

Todd says 1,2000,000 gal./yr. of water is needed for the vineyards and 96,000 for the 
winery.  I have no expertise here so I consulted others.  U.C. Davis, Richard Nagaoka 
(who has done considerable consulting on Spring Mountain), and a local vintner.  The 
numbers ranged from 3,750,000 to over 5,000,000 gal./yr.  All agreed this area cannot be 
“dry farmed”. 

Todd estimates recharge of groundwater to be 3%.  Everyone else disagrees and the most 
optimistic figure was from No. Coast Regional Quality Control Board with ½%.  Of 
course, the forested areas adjacent to the vineyards will have a much better recharge.  I 
personally believe it is much closer to zero and Kleinfelder again agrees Franciscan has a 
very limited recharge potential.  This has a dramatic effect on water that would be 
available.   

Do I have other things to discuss?  Of course, there are many other issues regarding both 
Todd & RGH, but water is, in my opinion, the most serious and the most threatened. 

The other really significant item as I see it is CEQA review with a “full blown” EIR.  
Probably its most important function is to keep all parties honest.  As a former City 
Engineer/Public Works Director, had I tried to avoid this process, I would have been in 
big trouble.  The Cornell winery project is far more significant than any projects I was 
involved in as they only had local impacts where this is having a major regional impact.  
Based upon my education, training and professional experience, and living with and 
nearby the Mark West Creek for more than 40 years, I have reached certain conclusions 
which cause me to oppose the Cornell winery application and PRMD’s decision to issue a 
Mitigated Negative Declaration in lieu of requiring an EIR for Cornell’s project.  I have 
concluded, and would so testify under oath, that since Cornell began planting vineyards, 
etc. in or about 2001, (1) there has been a significant reduction of available groundwater 
in this upper watershed area; (2) due to timber removal and conversion to grapes, winter 
storm run-off from Cornell into Mark West Creek has destabilized the banks of the Mark 
West Creek – (see previous Exhibit H) shows creek bank destabilization; (3) largely 
destroyed spawning areas of endangered or protected species of coho and steelhead by 
depositing impenetrable silt where gravel once facilitated spawning; (4) during the 
research, other items such as sedimentation, slides, erosion, possible illegal THP, etc. 
came up.  Lots of other problems here and hope someone will address them.  I don’t 
believe Cornell has much water left, if any, and neighbor Pride is out, as I said earlier. 

No further development should occur until streamflows can be restored. 

Thank you for reviewing my statement and research. 

Jim Doerksen 
7125 St. Helena Road 
Santa Rosa   CA  95404 
707-539-7004 
betdoe6@yahoo.com 
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Exhibit D – Aerial photo of Pride Vineyards & Cornell & proposed winery site. 
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Exhibit E – Water truck hauling to Pride Vineyards (July 21, 2008).  The driver stated 
that they had been hauling to Pride since May 2008. 
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Exhibit F1 – Press Democrat photo of Mark West Creek (9/13/99) 
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EXHIBIT F2 – Photo taken on Mark West Creek taken summer 2008 at same location as 
photo taken by Press Democrat in Exhibit F1. 
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Exhibit G – Dry creek bed directly below proposed winery site. 

 

Exhibit H – Shows erosion along my streambanks in Mark West Creek 
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Exhibit I – Steelhead eaten by vultures in Mark West Creek because of extremely low 
water level last winter (07/08). 
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Exhibit J1 – As the proposed winery site looked in 1988 (photo taken by previous owner). 

 

 

Exhibit J1 – As the site looks today in 2008. 
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Exhibit J2 – Proposed winery site being grubbed showing larger trees. 

 

Exhibit J3 – Google Earth shows over 30 such piles of wood (Nov. 2005) 
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Exhibit J4 – Photo of proposed winery site from neighbor’s. 

 

Exhibit J5 – Cleared proposed winery site from the air.  Note new grading at right. 
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Exhibit J6 – Cleared proposed winery site adjacent to Wappo Road. 
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Exhibit K1 – Landslide below Cornell’s graded area, close to proposed winery site (2006) 

 

 

Exhibit K2 – Sediment entering Mark West Creek after landslide 
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Exhibit L – Photo of edge of slide adjacent to proposed winery site 

 


