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Mr. Wilensky Goes To Washington

We should have known better.
But we failed to learn the lessons of 

the very history that defi nes our area. 
We should have learned about boom 
and bust from the Gold Rush. And we 
should have learned about stewardship 
from our native Mi-wuk people, who 
have lived on this land for thousands 
of years.

But we didn’t. Instead, we just kept 
doing boom and bust over and over. 
After the gold was gone, we shifted 
to logging, and then we looked to real 
estate development.  None of it was 
sustainable.

Our area was fi lled with sawmills 
in the building boom after the Second 
World War.  Now they’re all gone. 

And as you know all too well, the 
real-estate bubble has burst, too, 
taking those jobs as well.

The net result for us has been 
economic catastrophe and grinding 
rural poverty.  Eight out of ten kids in 
our community are eligible for school 
lunch support.  Eight out of ten.

Some people lay the blame for this 
at the feet of yet another round of 
greed-based resource extraction, come 
to its inevitable demise.  Some people 
think our plight is the fault of the 
spotted owl. Still others think it’s just 
the ebb and fl ow of a relentless and 
unforgiving market.

I hear people in Washington 
spend a lot of time debating these 
points of blame. Truth is, for those 
of us who live in the midst of it, the 

Last May, Calaveras County District 2 Supervisor was asked to speak before the 
House Subcommittee on National Parks, Forests and Public Lands, for a hearing 
called “The Future of the Forest Economy.”  Wilensky’s comments are excerpted 
below.  Mr. Wilensky’s entire written comments are available on the CAP Website.

cause matters not.  In fact, arguing 
about yesterday’s issues is not very 
informative to what we do now, and 
where we go from here.

But it is informative to look around 
and fi gure out where we are. We all 
agree that our forests are not in a 
healthy state.  One hundred years of 
fi re suppression has resulted in dog-
hair thickets of trees and massive 
growth of fl ammable underbrush.  
And there are thousands of acres 
of tree plantations on the public 
lands that have gone without any 
stewardship for decades.

The unhealthy forests and fuel 
buildup threaten our towns and 
homes in the forest interface, and 
the very lives of those who live in 
them. Catastrophic fi re isn’t just a 
theoretical construct in our area. 
We’ve had several, the last of which 
burned 17,000 acres of the watershed 
that supplies drinking water for 1.2 
million people downstream.

Six years ago, the Blue Mountain 
area of Calaveras County, which 
I represent, decided that we’d had 
enough of this. We called a meeting 
of Native Americans, out-of-work 
loggers and millworkers, and local 
environmental organizations. We 
decided to put down the cudgels and 
get back to work. The result was the 
founding of the Calaveras Healthy 
Impact Product Solutions, a tortured 
name with a snappy acronym: CHIPS.

While we might have been wary of 
Continued on page 4
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For followers of the local news, 
the Housing Element of the County’s 
General Plan has officially become 
a Story.  And the news is good: the 
County is allocating funds, holding 
public meetings, and gathering 
input.  It’s also about citizens from all 
perspectives coming together, holding 
meetings, and gathering information 
and working together.  This is an 
important issue that affects almost all of 
us, and we all potentially benefit from a 
successful process.  

Amidst all this sudden good 
news, putting the issue in some 
historical context could be helpful in 
understanding the significance of these 
developments.

As we know, the Housing Element 
holds a special place in county general 
plans.  It’s existence is mandated by 
the State, and the State reviews it for 
compliance with certain standards.  
Those standards include, among other 
things, holding Counties accountable 
for establishing policies and goals 
aimed at providing a range of housing 
options that meet the needs of its 
citizens, and reporting back to the State 
on the progress, or not, the county has 
made towards achieving those goals.  
Failing to meet the State’s requirements 
has real consequences.

It will probably not come as a 
complete surprise to readers of this 
Newsletter to learn that Calaveras 
County government has failed in 
nearly every aspect to meet the goals 
and objectives of its current Housing 
Element.  It has also, apparently, failed 
to provide required reports to the State.

Housing Elements are supposed to be 
written and reviewed every five years, 
and the Calaveras Housing Element 
“expires” August 2009.  It is not as if 
the Supervisors were not aware of this 
fact.  

Almost from the very beginning of 

Supes Do Abrupt U-Turn
On Housing Element
(there’s never a roundabout 

when you need one)

By Ward La Valley

Report:

Sierra Land Use 
Summit

By John Trinkl, CAP Co-Chair

George White, New County 
Planning Director

by Ward La Valley

The Calaveras County Board of 
Supervisors has selected George White, 
former Assistant Planning Director of 
the City of Petaluma, as the County’s 
new Planning Director.

White is married and has two 
children.  Around 6 feet tall, White 
looks younger than the 50 years 
he  celebrated on his birthday June 
29th.  He and his family have secured 
temporary quarters and have begun 
the search for a permanent home in the 
County.  Mr. White is a graduate of San 
Francisco State University with degrees 
in Geography and Environmental 
Studies.

White comes to the Planning 
Department after the departure 
of Ms. Stephanie Moreno, who 
oversaw the Calaveras Department 
of Development, which combined 
the Planning and Building functions 
under one head.  Earlier this spring the 
County Supervisors deconstructed the 
Development Department, and White 
will be heading up the now separate 
Planning Department.

By any measure, White faces a 
daunting set of circumstances as he 
assumes his new post.  While a severe 
economic downturn is forcing deep cuts 
in County spending, White takes over 
the Planning Department as it struggles 
to maintain headway in a sorely needed 
update of the County’s General Plan.

White says he’s ready for the job.  
White was kind enough to squeeze 
in some time to talk with CAP on 
June 17th.  White was open about his 
experiences in Petaluma during that 
city’s General Plan preparation, which 
was recently completed.  Petaluma, 
with a population of around 60,000, 
was developing without the benefit of 
a useful General Plan and consistent 
zoning, similar to the situation  in 
Calaveras County today according to 
the General Plan review conducted by 
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What influence do California 
laws and state agencies have on land 
use issues in the Sierra?

This was the main topic about 30 
people from around the Sierra grappled 
with at a “Sierra Land Use Summit” 
in Sacramento on June 12 sponsored 
by the Sierra Business Council, Sierra 
Nevada Alliance and the Planning 
and Conservation League.  A variety 
of issues were addressed: new 
climate change legislation, designing 
sustainable communities, improving the 
sustainability of water and other issues.

A discussion of the implications of 
Senate Bill 375, signed into law in 
September 2008, led off the meeting. 
SB 375 integrates planning for 
transportation, land use and housing 
with the goal of reducing vehicle 
driving time and greenhouse gas 
emissions.  It sets regional greenhouse 
gas reduction targets; regional plans 
to meet the targets, and aligns housing 
to regional plans.  The impacts of this 
law will vary by community, but for 
all communities it codifies the effects 
of land use policies on greenhouse 
gas emissions into state law.  A 
grouping of non-profit organizations 
in the state, ClimatePlan http:
//www.climateplance.org is working 
to support SB 375 and other climate 
change issues.

California is not only attempting 
to mitigate the effects of climate 
change but is also making plans for 
adaptation to it through Governor 
Schwarzenegger’s Executive Order 
S-13-08 http://gov.ca.gov/executive-
order/11036.  Among the proposed 
adaptation actions are: considering 
climate impacts when siting critical 
infrastructure facilities; developing 
integrated regional water management; 
establishment of a system of sustainable 
habitat reserves; incorporating 
climate risks into the State Fire Plan. 

http://www.climateplance.org/
http://www.climateplance.org/
http://gov.ca.gov/executive-order/11036
http://gov.ca.gov/executive-order/11036


the public discussion of the need to 
update the General Plan, questions have 
been raised by CAP about the need 
to include an update of the Housing 
Element.

The response from the Supervisors?  
Forget it.  No way.

The County’s owned hired expert 
consulting firm in the General Plan 
update, Mintier & Harnish, appealed to 
the Supervisors to include the Housing 
Element in the General Plan update in 
2007.  The Supervisors declined.

The fact is, a majority of the County 
Supervisors, in the face of law, logic, 
and common sense, from 2006 to April 
1, 2009, had only one official response 
to the question of “will you update the 
Housing Element?”  That response was 
“No.”

Then, something happened.  After an 
initial start in April 2008, Holly Mines 
and a group of citizens got together 
again early this year to talk about the 
housing issue in Calaveras County.  The 
upshot of these meetings was a group 
with a name, “Concerned Citizens 
Promoting Housing Opportunities For 
All”, and a letter, sent January 30 to the 
Board of Supervisors, that respectfully 
reminded them that there was indeed 
a need for an update to the Housing 
Element, and that it sure made a lot of 
sense to include it in the update of the 
General Plan.

From the County came silence.  
Frustrated, Holly Mines then went 
before the Board of Supervisors and, 
during a “public comment” period, read 
the letter to the Board of Supervisors.  
When she had finished, the Supervisors 
continued to exercise their right to 
remain silent.

Then, on April 1, the County acted.  
Acting Planning Director Brent 
Harrington, while presenting the 
Supervisors with an overview of the 
General Plan update, asked for and 
received funding from the Supervisors 
to include the update of the County’s 
Housing Element in the General Plan 
update.  As part of the explanation why 
Interim Planning Director Harrington 

felt it was necessary for the Supervisors 
to act, he said this: “I need to respond 
to the letter from Holly Mines (and the 
Concerned Citizens).”

This of course begs the question: 
if Holly Mines and the Concerned 
Citizens had not sent a letter, would 
Brent Harrington still have asked the 
Supervisors for the funding needed to 
update the Housing Element?

Since that fateful April 1, the 
County’s housing volte-face has 
been complete.  On June 11 Mintier 
& Harnish held a public meeting 
seeking citizen input on the Housing 
Element that was judged a success 
by most of those participating.  Holly 
and the Concerned Citizens have also 
held a public meeting, to which 50 
diverse citizens representing many 
different economic interests came and 
participated.  They heard new ideas 
on how counties can overcome the 
traditional obstacles to achieving a 
diverse range of housing options, and 
how these options are necessary for a 
sustainable, diversified economy.

“I hope more people get involved 
in the entire process of updating the 
General Plan,” says Holly, a former 
District Two Planning Commissioner.  
“We have a window to finally get this 
County on a sustainable path, and it 
won’t happen without the people being 
heard.”

****************

Housing Element (continued)

Summit (continued)
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More information is available on the 
California Climate Change Portal http://
www.climatechange.ca.gov/adaptation/.

Representatives of the Sierra Business 
Council discussed one of their new 
programs, the Sierra Nevada Carbon 
Cooperative http://www.sbcouncil.org/
Projects/SNCC.  This cap-and-trade 
system seeks to mitigate and adapt 
to climate change by providing the 
scaffolding for Sierra landowners and 
conservation organizations to build 
revenue to protect and forestlands in 
the Sierra Nevada.  Hopefully, it would 
create reliable sources of revenue to pay 
for the stewardship and restoration of 
the region’s forestlands the state’s upper 

watersheds.
The final session of the meeting 

dealt with water sustainability and 
included a presentation by Ed Pattison 
of the Calaveras County Water District 
on Calaveras’ Water Element in the 
General Plan http://www.sierraneva
daalliance.org/publications/db/pics/
1245108529_12290.f_pdf.pdf that is 
being developed. Pattison cited the 
importance of “smart growth” concepts, 
e.g. the Ahwahnee Water Principles in 
county planning and in linking water 
planning to land planning.

Even though the event was titled 
“Sierra Land Use Summit,” many of 
the examples, references and models 
of land use were developed in urban 
(Sacramento) or larger town contexts 
and sometimes can’t be directly grafted 
to rural counties which have different 
issues.  For example, SB 375 applies 
directly only to “Metropolitan Planning 
Organizations” which includes more 
populous counties, not rural ones like 
Calaveras (although there are still 
implications for Calaveras).  And in 
kicking off a discussion on climate 
change, the speaker said words to the 
effect that “everyone now agrees that 
global warming is a serious problem.” 
That statement is not necessarily true 
for everyone in Calaveras.

However, the Summit was very 
informative with a great deal of 
information on the importance of land 
use issues. (The Sierra Nevada Alliance 
website 

http://www.sierranevadaalliance.org/
programs/program.shtml?type=pgm03

has most of the presentations online.

****************

Heads Up
Three ballot measures (so far) have 

qualified for the June 2010 election.
One measure calls for open primary 

elections, one is a proposal for public 
financing of State elections, and one re-
lates to “property taxes, new construction 
exclusion, and seismic retrofitting.”  For 
more information, see the CA Secretary of 
State’s website www.sos.ca.gov/elections/
elections_j.htm.

http://www.climatechange.ca.gov/adaptation/
http://www.climatechange.ca.gov/adaptation/
http://www.sbcouncil.org/Projects/SNCC
http://www.sbcouncil.org/Projects/SNCC
http://www.sierranevadaalliance.org/publications/db/pics/1245108529_12290.f_pdf.pdf
http://www.sierranevadaalliance.org/publications/db/pics/1245108529_12290.f_pdf.pdf
http://www.sierranevadaalliance.org/publications/db/pics/1245108529_12290.f_pdf.pdf
http://www.sierranevadaalliance.org/programs/program.shtml?type=pgm03
http://www.sierranevadaalliance.org/programs/program.shtml?type=pgm03


Mintier & Harnish.
In view of the short time he has been 

on the job, Mr. White declined to make 
specific comments regarding Calaveras 
County’s General Plan update.

White said that more specifics 
would soon be forthcoming regarding 
the County’s much-discussed “huge” 
backlog of “pending” projects.  
Recently, preliminary analysis from 
the Planning Department indicated 
that possibly a large proportion of the 
projects described by some as “held 
up” in the Planning Department are 
not in fact viable.  White says that his 
office will continue to review these 
projects and contact the applicants 
for more information.  White says 
that he believes that what developers 
want, and what he hopes to provide 
them and the citizens of Calaveras 
County, is professionalism, consistency, 
objectivity, and clear and defined 
processes.

“Development projects can be very 
complex but the process is relatively 
simple. There is no reason that we can’t 
establish and maintain a rational and 
understandable public process.”

 *****************

Planning Director (continued)

one another at the outset based on the 
history of our domestic dispute, there 
was agreement on the following things: 
• Nobody was happy with the condition 
of the forest 
• Almost everybody was unemployed 
• Our long-standing communities were 
in jeopardy of social collapse
• And nobody was going to help us fix 
this – we were going to have to come 
up with some solutions ourselves 

How did this come about?  We live in 
steep Sierra river canyon country, so we 
know you have to go pretty far down 
before you can begin to climb back up 
the other side. We’d definitely reached 
a new low, one that enabled us to move 
beyond our polarized focus on the 10 
percent disagreement and back to the 90 
percent we agreed on.

So we decided we all had an interest 
in restoring the health of the forest, 
protecting our towns from catastrophic 
fire, and proper stewardship of our 
watershed, which supplies the drinking 
water for 1.2 million people in the East 
Bay.  And after some study, we learned 
of the need for carbon sequestration 
and the need to do our part to mitigate 
against climate change.  We recognized 
that we needed to get our economy back 
on track in a sustainable way, moving 
beyond the failed boom-bust cycles that 
kicked us in the teeth so many times.

We sat down and got to work. We 
secured nearly $350,000 in grants from 
the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 
National Forest Foundation, Sierra 
Nevada Conservancy, Indian 
Manpower, Calaveras-Mariposa 
Community Action Agency and 
Motherlode Job Training.

We embarked on an ambitious plan 
to get our unemployed neighbors who 
know how to work in the woods back 
into the forest doing fire-safe work and 
watershed restoration.  CHIPS began by 
training truck drivers for transportation 
and equipment operators for field crews, 
and purchasing equipment to do the 
work.  Public and private contracts were 
completed in the ensuing couple of 
years, and we now stand poised to take 
this effort to the next level.

Our proposal supports developing 
a value-added local economy around 
products that are now going to waste or 
that will burn up in the next catastrophic 
fire.  And it means improving air quality 
and reducing carbon emissions, because 
instead of burning massive piles of 
slash and wood waste, we’ll put it to use 
in a productive way and sell it.

If we succeed, our efforts will benefit 
the community and beyond, in a number 
of ways that fit everyone’s definition of 
a triple bottom line.  We’ll create jobs 
and develop sustainable industrial and 
commercial enterprises.  We’ll reduce 
fuel and restore our forests.  We’ll 
improve watershed health and protect 
water quality.  We’ll protect our rich 
cultural and historical resources.  We’ll 
promote environmental stewardship 
and awareness in our youth.  We’ll 

Mr. Wilensky (continued)

generate renewable energy using woody 
biomass.  We’ll build community 
capacity for problem-solving and 
planning.  And we’ll help our area 
comply with California’s landmark 
climate change law, which is setting a 
precedent for the nation.

... restoring our watersheds is key 
to restoration of salmon and steelhead 
in our local Mokelumne River, which 
will in turn support fishing families and 
communities on our coast.  And we will 
do it together, as a community.

We are done with irrelevant disputes 
and divisiveness – we have moved 
beyond it.  And when we pull ourselves 
together this way, we need you, the 
leaders of our nation, to stand by our 
side and help us build the public-
private partnerships that can ensure our 
community’s success.

We owe our children and grand-
children nothing less.

Thank you.

****************
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The Calaveras County Board of 
Supervisors meets Tuesdays at 
9:00 am in the Supervisors Chambers 
at Government Center, 891 Mountain 
Ranch Road, San Andreas.

Agendas are available on the 
County’s website.

The CAP/CPC Newsletter is pro-
duced by the Community Action Proj-
ect, a project of Ebbetts Pass Forest 
Watch. 

If you would like to be added or 
removed from our email list, or would 
like more information, please contact 

us at cap@goldrush.com.  

Thank you.

 County Board of Supervisors

The Calaveras County Planning 
Commission meets every other 
Thursday at 9:00 am in the Supervisors 
Chambers at Government Center, 891 
Mountain Ranch Road, San Andreas. 

Agendas are available on the 
County’s website.

Calaveras Planning Commission

mailto:cap@goldrush.com

