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STAFF REPORT 
 

 

 

MEETING 

DATE:  January 12, 2017 

 

STAFF: Steve Marshall, Planning Manager 

(415)899-8942; smarshall@novato.org 

 

SUBJECT: NOVATO GENERAL PLAN 2035 

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT SCOPING  
  
 

REQUEST 

 

Receive and consider public agency and community input on the scope and content of the EIR to 

be prepared for the General Plan 2035. 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

The City of Novato ("City"), acting as lead agency1 pursuant to the California Environmental 

Quality Act ("CEQA"), is preparing an EIR for the General Plan to determine what, if any, 

environmental impacts could result from implementation of the General Plan, as well as examine 

project alternatives and mitigation measures to reduce or avoid such impacts. A full copy of the 

City's draft General Plan may be accessed at:    

 

http://novato.org/generalplan 

 

A Notice of Preparation announcing the City's intent to prepare an EIR for the draft General Plan 

was issued to public agencies on December 19, 2016. The purpose of the Notice of Preparation 

("NOP") is to inform agencies that an EIR is being prepared for the draft General Plan and to invite 

comments specific to the scope and content of the EIR. Accordingly, agencies are encouraged to 

provide comments relevant to potential impacts, project alternatives, and mitigation measures that 

should be considered in the draft EIR for the General Plan. A copy of the Notice of Preparation 

may be accessed using the web-link above. 

 

Public notice of the scoping meeting for the EIR was published in the Marin Independent Journal 

and released via the City’s Ecampaign email distribution system and posting to the City’s website 

and online calendaring system on December 23, 2016. 

 

The discussion below addresses the following topics related to the CEQA process generally and 

more specifically the purpose and content of the General Plan EIR:  

 

                                                 
1The term "lead agency" is given by CEQA to a public agency that has primary discretionary authority over a given 

project and is therefore responsible for preparing environmental review documentation for the project. 
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 Purpose of the EIR Scoping Process 

 

 Role of the Environmental Consultant 

 

 Purpose and Intent of CEQA 

 

 Purpose and Mandatory Content of an EIR 

 

 Description of the General Plan ("Project Description") 

 

 Proposed General Plan EIR Scope & Content 

 

 General Plan EIR Project Alternatives Concepts 

 

 Subsequent CEQA Activities 

 

 EIR Scoping Comments (if received prior to the Commission’s hearing) 

 

PURPOSE OF THE EIR SCOPING PROCESS 

 

CEQA encourages lead agencies to conduct early consultation with other public agencies and 

interested persons regarding the preparation of an EIR. CEQA refers to such a consultation as 

"scoping." The purpose of scoping is to obtain early input on environmental concerns, identify 

potentially significant impacts, receive suggestions regarding potential project alternatives, and 

identify potential mitigation measures that should be analyzed in-depth in an EIR. Ideally, a 

scoping session or meeting resolves any issues that could arise in a more serious form later in the 

environmental review process.  

 

The Planning Commission will hold a scoping meeting for the General Plan EIR to provide a 

formal setting at which public agency staff, members of the public, and the Commission may 

provide comments on the scope and content of the EIR. Comments received at the scoping meeting 

will be made part of the General Plan EIR record. Staff and Rincon Consultants Inc., the City's 

contracted environmental consultant, will consider the comments as the General Plan EIR is being 

prepared. These comments (both a summary of any verbal comments and the written comments 

received) will also be included in the Appendix of the General Plan EIR.  

 

The Planning Commission scoping meeting is intended to focus on environmental concerns 

relevant to the implementation of the General Plan rather than the merits of the programs and 

policies contained therein. Accordingly, the scoping meeting presents an opportunity to provide 

comments regarding potentially significant impacts, possible mitigation measures to address such 

impacts, and suggestions regarding project alternatives to be studied in the General Plan EIR. 

Future publicly noticed hearings before the Planning Commission and City Council will provide 

opportunities for the public comment on the merits of the General Plan.  

 

ROLE OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL CONSULTANT 

 

The City has retained Rincon Consultants, Inc. (Rincon) to prepare the General Plan EIR. Rincon's 

role in the General Plan process is that of an advisor to the City with respect to only those matters 

relevant to compliance with CEQA and the preparation of an analysis of the environmental impacts 
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associated with the General Plan as prepared by the City. Rincon has no role or authority with 

respect to the content of the General Plan. 

 

Rincon will work directly with City staff regarding the General Plan EIR. Rincon is not tasked 

with, budgeted, or granted the authority to conduct individual meetings with any member of the 

public, special interest group, coalition, or elected officials. CEQA consultants as a matter of 

customary practice do not conduct individual meetings with persons outside of lead, responsible, 

or trustee agency staff.  

 

CALIFORNIA ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY ACT 
 

The broad purpose of the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), Section 21000-21177 of 

the California Public Resources Code, is to maintain and provide a high quality environment. 

CEQA attains these goals by requiring local government and state agencies to: 

1) Inform decision makers and the public about the potential environmental effects of actions 

taken by a governmental agency; 

 

2) Identify ways that potential environmental damage can be avoided or significantly reduced; 

 

3) Prevent significant, avoidable damage to the environment by requiring changes in a project 

through the use of alternatives or mitigation measures when a governmental agency finds 

such changes to be feasible; and 

 

4) Disclose to the public the reasons why a governmental agency approved the project in the 

manner the agency chose if significant environmental effects are involved. 

 

The CEQA Guidelines, Sections 15000 – 15387 of Title 14 of the California Code of Regulations, 

provide the detailed requirements and procedures to be followed by a lead agency to meet the key 

CEQA principles noted above. The CEQA Guidelines include: a) uniform provisions to determine 

when and what level of environmental review is required; b) lists the mandatory impact categories 

that must be analyzed in an EIR; c) specifies public notice and review procedures; and, d) 

establishes specific findings to adopt or certify environmental review documents.  

 

The CEQA process does not address the merits of a given project or program. CEQA is solely 

focused on providing the public and decision makers with an objective analysis and disclosure of 

the potential environmental implications of implementing a specific project or program of actions.   

 

PURPOSE AND MANDATORY CONTENT OF AN EIR 

 

The EIR is the highest level of review required under CEQA, involving the most rigorous analysis 

and disclosure of potential environmental effects. An EIR is distinguished from lesser levels of 

environmental review, such as a negative declaration, by the analysis of the growth inducing 

effects of a project, the consideration of project alternatives, the preparation of responses to 

comments on the Draft EIR, and the conduct of lengthier public review and comment periods. Key 

milestones in the EIR process are: 

 

 Release of Notice of Preparation – announcing lead agency's intent to prepare an EIR and 

opening a 30-day comment period on the scope and content of the EIR; 
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 Completion of Draft EIR – environmental analysis of the project based on CEQA 

Guidelines & Environmental Checklist (Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines); 

 

 Notice of Completion and Availability of Draft EIR – begins 45-day public 

review/comment period of Draft EIR; 

 

 Public Hearing on adequacy of Draft EIR – conducted during 45-day public review period; 

 

 Preparation of Final EIR – consists of Draft EIR, responses to comments on Draft EIR, and 

mitigation, monitoring, and reporting program; 

 

 Certification of Final EIR – review of Final EIR and CEQA findings for certification prior 

to approval of any project. 

 

As mentioned earlier, the CEQA Guidelines specify the mandatory content of a Draft EIR. The 

following items are basic components of an EIR: 

 

 Project Description – what, where, when, how, and why details of a project. 

 

 Existing Environmental Setting and Base Line Conditions – current conditions at and 

physical characteristics of the project site and surrounding area including, but not limited 

to, traffic volumes, noise levels, water features, and native trees.  

 

 Thresholds of Significance – qualitative and quantitative criteria used to identify and gauge 

the severity/significance of a potential environmental effect(s).  

 

 Project Impact Analysis - detailed review and study of a proposed project’s effects on the 

environment based on the impact categories listed in the CEQA Environmental Checklist 

(Appendix G of the CEQA Guidelines). 

 

 Cumulative Impact Analysis – analysis of a project’s effects when considered in light of 

past project approvals, current projects under consideration, and future build-out conditions 

anticipated in the lead agency’s general plan. 

 Project Alternatives – consideration of a range of alternative forms of the primary project 

that would avoid or reduce potentially significant environmental effects. 

 

 Mitigation Measures – methods of reducing potentially significant impacts, which may 

involve changes to the project itself or post-approval actions to address certain project 

related activities. 

 

 Mitigation Monitoring and Reporting Program – detailed program identifying each 

mitigation measure, listing the agency/entity responsible for insuring implementation of 

each mitigation measure, the timing of implementation, and standards to determine 

compliance. 
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GENERAL PLAN PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

 

As required by state law the City has prepared a draft General Plan, which is a comprehensive 

effort to update the existing 1996 General Plan and respond to current local and regional 

conditions, as well as changes in state law that may not have been in place when the General Plan 

was last updated. The General Plan is the long-range plan or roadmap for the City as a whole and 

defines the framework by which the City’s physical and economic resources are to be managed 

and used over the next 20 years. City decision-makers will use the General Plan as a blueprint for: 

 

 Choices about the use of land 

 Protection of environmental resources 

 Conservation and development of housing 

 Provision of supporting infrastructure and public and human services 

 Protection of people and property from natural and man-made hazards 

 

The General Plan 2035 update addresses the current needs and preferences of the community. The 

General Plan update identifies and prioritizes opportunities to preserve the character of the 

community, conserve natural resources, and direct land use policies that enable sustainable growth 

in Novato. Updates to the General Plan include changes to various policies directing land use 

amendments, addressing land use compatibility and development intensities, establishing impact 

thresholds for future development projects, and implementing programs focusing on the 

development of design guidelines and new zoning provisions.  

 

Each of the General Plan Chapters contains goals, policies, and programs to achieve the General 

Plan’s overarching vision statement. Goals are statements that provide direction and state the 

desired end condition. Policies establish basic courses of action to achieve these goals, and directly 

guide the response of elected and appointed officials to development proposals and related 

community actions. Programs are specific actions, procedures, or techniques that the city must 

take to help achieve a specified goal or implement an adopted policy. 

 

The General Plan 2035 addresses five focus areas involving recommended land use and 

development intensity changes that may result in environmental impacts. These focus areas 

include: Downtown Novato, North Redwood Corridor, North-North Redwood Corridor, the 

Northwest Quadrant, and the Hamilton/Ignacio Industrial Parks. The five focus areas are described 

below: 

 

 Downtown. Downtown Novato is the core of the community and contains several buildings 

that were built over 100 years ago. The General Plan’s vision for the Downtown is to 

maintain and enhance the area as the community’s center for commercial, cultural, social, 

entertainment and civic functions and retain its small-town ambience and pedestrian 

character while fostering its economic vitality. 

 

 North Redwood Corridor. The North Redwood Corridor, between De Long Avenue and 

San Marin Drive, is a major thoroughfare to Downtown Novato. This area currently hosts 
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retail and commercial industrial uses. The North Redwood Corridor provides an 

opportunity for the city to address its historic retail sales leakage and address community 

needs by creating a vibrant retail area with a unique sense of place. The General Plan 

envisions the North Redwood Corridor as a place featuring inviting gathering places with 

restaurants and entertainment uses. 

 

 North, North Redwood Corridor. The North, North Redwood Corridor area extends north 

of San Marin Drive to the City’s northerly boundary with Olompali State Park. The mile 

long corridor contains most of the City’s remaining vacant commercially-zoned land, as 

well as a new SMART rail station. Under the General Plan the corridor could be developed 

with high-quality office and research and development uses and supporting uses such as 

local-serving retail and recreation. 

 

 Northwest Quadrant Neighborhood. The Northwest Quadrant Neighborhood, north of 

Grant Avenue and west of Redwood Boulevard, is a residential area featuring a mix of 

single-family residences and one/two story apartments on lots small lots. The General Plan 

envisions the Northwest Quadrant Neighborhood as having the potential to see increased 

reinvestment and revitalization through development of carefully designed housing types 

that ensure compatibility with the scale and diversity of residences (both single-family and 

small scale multi-family housing types) while preserving and enhancing the sense of 

community. 

 

 Hamilton/Ignacio Industrial Parks. The Hamilton/Ignacio Industrial Parks portion of the 

larger Bel Marin Keys Industrial Parks is developed with office, light industrial and service 

commercial buildings. Potential changes to the Master and Precise Development Plans 

would allow subsequent designation of parcels for biotech/life science campus 

development with modified zoning regulations for building height, building floor area and 

parking.  

 

 In addition, the project includes consideration of companion zoning/master plan 

amendments in these focus areas relating to land use and development intensity changes, 

such as floor area ratio (FAR), building coverage, height limitations, and parking. It is 

anticipated that these potential changes in land use and intensity or density would be the 

primary changes in the General Plan that may result in environmental impacts, and thus 

would be the focus of the impact analysis in an EIR.  

 

The General Plan is made up of five chapters: Great Places, Environmental Legacy, Living Well, 

Economic Vitality, and A City that Works, covering all seven of the state mandated elements of a 

general plan. The Great Places Chapter (Land Use and Housing Elements) describes the general 

distribution, location, and extent of various land uses. It contains a statement of the standards of 

population density and building intensity, types of permissible uses, community character, and 

special development and permit review requirements. Twenty separate land use designations have 

been established to provide a mixture of land uses for the City.  
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The General Plan (Great Places Chapter) projects the following incremental addition of new 

residential units and non-residential floor area from 2015 through 2035, with a large majority of 

this growth directed to the five focus areas: 

 

 686 residential units 

 619,855 square feet (sf) of office 

 839,534 sf of commercial 

 -167,688 sf of industrial (due to conversion of existing industrial buildings on Redwood 

Boulevard) 

 

Based on the projections above, the General Plan assumes the following cumulative level (existing 

plus projected) of development through 2035: 

 

 22,155 residential units 

 4,047,773 square feet (sf) of office 

 4,596,494 sf of commercial 

 914,626 sf of industrial 

 

Novato adopted its current Housing Element in November 2014, covering the planning period 

2015-2023. The Housing Element was submitted to the California Department of Housing and 

Community Development (HCD) for review and comment, and the City received certification of 

the Housing Element from HCD in January 2015. No updates to the Housing Element are 

necessary or proposed at this time. 

 

The Environmental Legacy Chapter (Open Space and Conservation Elements) presents a 

framework for governing future decisions about how Novato will sustain open space and natural 

resources for today’s residents, as well as future generations. The chapter focuses on the protection, 

maintenance and enhancement of Novato’s natural resources and open spaces, while conserving 

resources and reducing greenhouse gas emissions. This chapter partially addresses the state 

requirements for the open space and conservation elements of a general plan. Together with the 

City’s Zoning Ordinance regulations related to open space, this chapter constitutes the City’s open 

space plan. 

 

The Economic Vitality Chapter presents a framework for governing future decisions about how 

the City will encourage a thriving business environment with high-paying industries, a vibrant 

downtown, and a healthy economy. The chapter aims to create a climate where business and 

innovation flourishes and a city that draws visitors and provides residents with attractive options 

for shopping, recreation, and working. 

 

The Living Well Chapter (Noise and Open Space Elements) presents a framework for governing 

future decisions about how Novato will develop and maintain recreation facilities, parks, trails, 

and social services while promoting healthy eating and active living to improve community health, 

well-being and physical activity. The chapter also provides guidelines to protect the community 

from excessive or harmful noise and ensure a high quality of life in Novato. 
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The City That Works Chapter (Circulation, Safety, Land Use, and Conservation Elements) 

presents a framework for governing future decisions about how the City will provide a safe and 

well-connected community and deliver services and infrastructure to today’s residents, as well as 

future generations. The chapter aims to maintain and improve Novato’s circulation network and 

protect the community from natural and man-made hazards. It also seeks to maintain and improve 

community facilities, infrastructure and services, and provide effective and responsive governance. 

 

If the General Plan is adopted, the City will subsequently need to review the rest of its Zoning 

Ordinance, including its Zoning Map, to make sure it is consistent with the new General Plan. 

 

PROPOSED GENERAL PLAN EIR SCOPE & CONTENT 

 

Staff and Rincon have developed a comprehensive EIR work scope to provide a legally adequate 

program EIR. The scope of work contemplates preparing a program level analysis of the General 

Plan. 

 

A program EIR is an EIR that may be prepared on a series of actions that can be described as one 

large project, but which may occur as series of individual projects over a period of time. A program 

EIR provides an opportunity for more exhaustive consideration of potential environment effects, 

in particular cumulative impacts, and project alternatives than would be practical if environmental 

review documentation were prepared separately for each individual project falling under the larger 

program. A program EIR assumes a future project under the umbrella of the larger program may 

require project specific environmental review at the time of adoption. Given this circumstance, 

individual development projects resulting from the General Plan’s vision for future development 

may require subsequent environmental review, which may be based on the findings of the General 

Plan EIR. 

 

The General Plan EIR will address each of the standard topical impact categories required in an 

EIR as mandated by the state CEQA Guidelines. These impact categories are:  

 

 Aesthetics  Land Use/Planning 

 Agriculture and Forestry Resources  Mineral Resources 

 Air Quality  Noise 

 Biological Resources   Population/Housing 

 Cultural Resources  Public Services 

 Geology/Soils  Recreation 

 Greenhouse Gas Emissions  Transportation/Traffic 

 Hazards & Hazardous Materials  Tribal Cultural Resources 

 Hydrology/Water Quality  Utilities/Service Systems 

 

Attached for reference is a copy of the CEQA Guidelines Environmental Checklist Form. The 

Environmental Checklist Form presents a series of questions providing the basis for an EIR 
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analysis. Rincon will address each question in the Environmental Checklist, as well as document 

cumulative and potential growth inducing impacts as required of EIRs. 

 

The General Plan EIR will identify any potential direct, secondary, and/or cumulative 

environmental effects potentially resulting from the adoption and implementation of the General 

Plan itself. Although staff and Rincon have developed a comprehensive EIR scope tailored to the 

particular characteristics of the General Plan, the Planning Commission, members of the public, 

and agency staff are encouraged to identify their environmental concerns and provide comments 

on potential impacts, project alternatives, and mitigation measures to help guide preparation of the 

General Plan EIR.  

 

GENERAL PLAN EIR PROJECT ALTERNATIVES CONCEPTS 

 

CEQA Requirements 

 

A mandatory component of any CEQA EIR is a project alternatives analysis. According to the 

CEQA Guidelines, an EIR shall describe a range of reasonable alternatives to a proposed project, 

or to the location of the project, which would feasibly attain most of the basic objectives of the 

project, but would avoid or substantially lessen any of the significant effects of the project. The 

EIR should evaluate the comparative merits of the project alternatives. An EIR need not consider 

every conceivable alternative to a project. Rather it must consider a reasonable range of potentially 

feasible alternatives that will foster informed decision making and public participation. CEQA 

does not specify a precise number of alternatives to be evaluated in an EIR. Instead, CEQA leaves 

it to the discretion of the lead agency to select a number of alternatives permitting a reasoned 

choice.  

 

In instances where a project alternative is identified as the environmentally superior alternative to 

the primary project, a lead agency retains the authority to adopt the primary project so long as the 

primary project itself does not result in significant and unavoidable impacts. If a primary project 

would result in significant and unavoidable impacts, a lead agency is still able to approve the 

primary project although the agency must first make findings rejecting the project alternatives as 

being infeasible and adopt a statement of overriding considerations. A statement of overriding 

considerations allows a lead agency to consider the environmental, legal, technical, social, and 

economic or other benefits of a project in light of any unavoidable adverse environmental effects. 

Adoption of statement of overriding considerations represents the lead agency's determination that 

the environmental, legal, technical, social, and economic or other benefits of a primary project 

outweigh its unavoidable impacts, thus the adverse environmental effects are thereby considered 

to be acceptable. 

 

General Plan Alternatives 

 

The scope of work for the General Plan EIR includes the development and analysis of three project 

alternatives including the mandatory "No Project" alternative. For reference, CEQA requires an 

EIR to consider a "No Project" alternative, which addresses what would be reasonably expected 
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to occur in the foreseeable future if a project were not undertaken, based on current plans (e.g.,  

current general plan) and consistent with available infrastructure and community services. 

 

At this time, it is not possible to specify or fix the exact project alternatives to be studied in the 

General Plan EIR since there is no information available regarding the potential environmental 

effects of implementation of the General Plan. Again, project alternatives must avoid or 

substantially lessen the identified significant effects of the primary project. Therefore, it is 

necessary to understand the potential impacts of the primary project before developing project 

alternatives.  

 

Although it is too early to identify the exact project alternatives to be analyzed in the General Plan 

EIR, it is possible to generally describe the form these alternatives are most likely to take. As 

mentioned above project alternatives are based on changes to the project (e.g., eliminating or 

altering a component or specific element of a given project) or selection of different locations for 

the project.  

 

The project alternatives in the General Plan are most likely to be based on reduced and dispersed 

development. In concept, a reduced development alternative would likely take the form of 

examining the environmental impacts of reducing the projected development associated with the 

General Plan to address potential growth-related impacts.  

 

A dispersed development alternative would address potential impacts associated with 

concentrating the majority of future growth within the five focus areas. In concept, this type of 

alternative would likely take the form of examining the environmental impacts of alternative 

development patterns that might be expected to reduce or eliminate environmental impacts. Staff 

understands there was a significant amount of effort put into studying development policies for the 

five focus areas identified in the General Plan. However, to prepare a legally adequate EIR under 

state law, the City must consider project alternatives. 

 

SUBSEQUENT CEQA ACTIVITIES 

Following conclusion of the scoping meeting and closure of the public comment period on the 

Notice of Preparation, staff and Rincon will begin preparing the General Plan EIR for the Project. 

Once the General Plan EIR is complete the City will conduct a 45-day public review period during 

which members of the public and interested agencies may comment on the adequacy of the General 

Plan EIR in disclosing and mitigating the potential impacts of the General Plan. During the public 

review period or at its conclusion the General Plan EIR will be presented to the Planning 

Commission at a publicly noticed hearing. The Planning Commission will be asked to consider 

comments received on the adequacy of the General Plan EIR. The final EIR will consist of 

responses to comments received on the General Plan EIR. The EIR process will then culminate 

with hearings before the Planning Commission and City Council.  
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PUBLIC NOTICE 

The Notice of Preparation (NOP) of the General Plan EIR was emailed and mailed to public 

agencies on December 19, 2016. Notice of the Planning Commission’s EIR scoping meeting was 

published in the Marin Independent Journal and released via the City’s Ecampaign email 

distribution and posting on the City’s website and online calendaring system on December 23, 

2016. 

 

ALTERNATIVES 

1. Direct staff to proceed with the General Plan EIR as proposed and include analysis of the 

potential revisions to the Bel Marin Keys Industrial Parks Master/Precise Development 

Plan for biotech/life science campus development; 

 

2. Direct staff to proceed with the General Plan EIR as proposed and not include analysis of 

potential revisions to the Bel Marin Keys Industrial Parks Master/Precise Development 

Plan for biotech/life science campus development; 

 

3. Direct staff to proceed with the General Plan EIR with revisions to the scope of analysis 

and include analysis of the potential revisions to the Bel Marin Keys Industrial Parks 

Master/Precise Development Plan for biotech/life science campus development; 

 

4. Direct staff to proceed with the General Plan EIR with revisions to the scope of analysis 

and not include analysis of potential revisions to the Bel Marin Keys Industrial Parks 

Master/Precise Development Plan for biotech/life science campus development; 

 

5. Continue the item with direction to staff. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 

 

1. Receive public and agency comments regarding the scope and content of the EIR to be 

prepared for the General Plan. 

 

2. Direct staff to proceed with the General Plan EIR as proposed and provide direction 

regarding whether to include the potential revisions to the Bel Marin Keys Industrial Parks 

Master/Precise Development Plan for biotech/life science campus development. 

 

ATTACHMENTS 
 

CEQA Environmental Checklist Form 
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