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COLAB SAN LUIS OBISPO COUNTY 

WEEK OF JANUARY 1-7, 2012 

 

INSIDE THIS UPDATE: 

 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT POLICY BOARDS                                                 
OFF FOR WINTER RECESS 

LOCAL SOLAR PROJECTS MAKING MONEY FOR NATIONAL ENERGY 
COMPANIES:  LOCAL BENEFIT NOT SO CLEAR  

APCD PROPOSED CEQA THRESHOLDS EVEN WORSE THAN FIRST 
THOUGHT 

 

Board of Supervisors and Other Regulatory Bodies on Winter Recess  

Next Board Meeting: January 10, 2011  

Local Solar Projects Receiving Increasing National Attention:  While the County is 
focused on trivial environmental monitoring, the financial implications of the local solar 
projects are receiving more and more national scrutiny.  One thing is clear, the County and 
its residents are not the major economic beneficiaries. 

SunPower Solar Farm Site Monitoring: To get a quick view of the absurdity of the 
regulatory mindset which permeates the contemporary environmental/ political quagmire, 
check out the County Planning and Building Department’s dedicated SunPower monitoring 
site at:   
www.slocounty.ca.gov/planning/environmental/EnvironmentalNotices/sunpower/monitoring
_reports.htm   

Hit the 2011 reports icon, open up the December 12, 2011 Report and scroll down through 
the items.  About halfway down you will come to the items which are currently not in line 
with the Board approved conditions. The policy inconsequence is indicative of the symbolic 
mindset and worthlessness of the County monitoring requirements. Example issues include 
minor oil leaks from heavy equipment (like a few drops in your garage), birds nesting in the 
eaves of a construction trailer, birds and bats roosting in stored pipe, increased requirements 
for weed washing of all vehicles entering and leaving the site (to prevent transportation of 
seeds), and continuous contention over dust control.  Now it turns out that two additional 
and separate branches of the Chumash Tribe are asserting that they must be granted separate 
cultural monitoring roles in addition to the branch that is already being paid to do the work. 



2 
 

The County is charging SunPower in excess of $1,000,000 for monitoring the construction 
phase of the project. Remember that the project is subsidized by the by Federal loan 
guarantees. It is also subsidized by the PG&E ratepayers because the Governor has required 
utilities to obtain 33% of their power from “green sources.” Solar is more expensive than 
natural gas.  Similarly, the San Luis Obispo County taxpayers are subsidizing the project 
because the State has exempted the power generating facilities within solar projects from 
the local property tax. In exchange and as PG&E files for rate increases to cover these 
higher costs, everyone within PG&E’s service area gets a higher electric bill. 

Notwithstanding the supposed environmental benefits of this project (reducing hundreds of 
thousands of metric tons per year of greenhouse gases), the San Luis Obispo County Board 
of Supervisors continues to push ahead with its Climate Action Plan and the Air Pollution 
Control District’s greenhouse gas threshold requirements. 

Topaz Solar Ranch Monitoring Not Reported:  Curiously and although MidAmerican 
Energy Holdings, which purchased the project for $2 billion from original owner and permit 
applicant First Solar, reports that construction has started, there are no environmental 
monitoring reports displayed on the County Planning and Development website. The Topaz 
project is the larger of the two at 550Mega Watts (MGW) versus 250 MGW for SunPower.  
In December MidAmerican published the first edition of a newsletter called the “Array,” 
which contains some information about the project and a very general update on progress. It 
reports that Phase I began in November and that Phase II will start in January 2012. There is 
a map showing the Phase I and Phase II areas in relation to the total project site. Much of 
the newsletter contains information publicizing how many jobs the project will create during 
construction (400). It is not clear if each job exists for the entire 3 year estimated 
construction period or represents an accumulative total over the life of the construction 
period. As Bloomberg Financial reported on December 7, 2011, MidAmerican is owned by 
Warren Buffet’s Berkshire Hathaway holding company.  Buffet is quoted in the Bloomberg 
article: “Owning utilities is not a way to get rich but is a way to stay rich.”1  As of 
December 7, 2011, each Berkshire Hathaway share was worth $116,149.  When Buffet took 
control of the original Berkshire Hathaway shirt business in 1964, a share was worth $12. 

“A Gold Rush of Subsidies”:  In a lead article in its Energy and Environment section on 
November 11, 2011, the New York Times (not exactly the most conservative of outlets) 
exposed the San Luis Obispo County SunPower project as a prime example of “a 

(subsidized) marvel”…“ Taxpayers and ratepayers are providing subsidies worth almost as 

much as the entire $1.6 billion cost of the project.”2 The article goes on state, “The 
government support -- which includes loan guarantees, cash grants, and contracts that 

require electric customers to pay higher rates -- largely eliminated the risk of private 

investors and almost guaranteed them large profits for years to come. The beneficiaries 

include financial firms like Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley, conglomerates like 

General Electric, utilities like Excelon and NRG -- even Google.” Note that the Times 

                                                 
1 Todd White and Marc Roca, Berkshire Buys $2 Billion Power Project as Buffet Wagers on Solar Energy; 

Bloomberg, December 7, 2011 
2 Eric Lipton and Clifford Krauss, A Gold Rush of Subsidies in Clean Energy Search, The New York Times; 

November 11, 2011 
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missed the State mandated property tax exemption on all the parts of the project that contain 
energy generating facilities (most of the project). 

The Times quotes NRG (the company that bought the project from SunPower) Chief 
Executive David Crane: “[we] intend to do as much business as we can get our hands on.” 

Significantly Crane stated, “I have never seen anything that I have had to do in my 20 years 

in the power industry that involved less risk than this project…It is just filling the desert 

with panels.” 

 

The County should provide substantive updates on the economic benefits of the project on a 
regular basis so that the public can judge the cost/benefit: 

1. How much is the average PG&E electric bill going up due to the company being forced to 
buy “renewable green energy”? 

2. How many people are employed 40 hours per week during each month on the two solar 
projects? 

3. What is the average wage? 

4. How many of these employees are San Luis Obispo County residents? 

5. How much sales tax is the County getting each month for the materials that are 
supposedly being sold in San Luis Obispo County? 

6. What San Luis Obispo County businesses (if any) have received contracts from the 
projects? 

7. What is the dollar value of these contracts? 

8. How many unemployed San Luis Obispo County residents have been hired to work on the 
projects? 

 

Why is the County counting and reporting on how many kangaroo rats have been relocated 
and how many trucks have been washed instead of the real substance?  Maybe there is no 
real substance to report. 

 

OTHER GOVERNMENT ENTITIES     

 

                     ALERT ALERT ALERT                                            

  APCD GREENHOUSE GAS THRESHOLDS 



4 
 

The APCD could adopt its greenhouse gas “threshold guide” as early as January 26, 2012. 
Architects, engineers, project planners, surveyors, developers, realtors, land use attorneys 
and others with interest in future residential, commercial, and industrial projects should go 
to the APCD web site (www.slocleanair.org) and review the document. Representatives may 
wish to file comments prior to the January 6, 2011 deadline. Those potential applicants with 
projects in design should take notice prior to progressing too far or they could be faced with 
substantial rework and cost.  

Background: The guide will be issued to the cities and the County, which in turn will be 
required to utilize the standards in the guide to determine if a particular development project 
is likely to exceed specified GHG generation limits (in metric tons) during 1) construction 
and/or 2) its operational life. If the project does exceed the guide limits, the permitting 
agency (city or County) must impose GHG reducing design alternatives and/or mitigations. 
There are 3 proposed methods for calculating the greenhouse gas thresholds:  one would 
require projects that exceed 1050 metric tons of CO2E per year to mitigate the level to a 
lower level;  the second would require that projects that generate 4.9 metric tons per year of 
CO2E per resident and /or employee per year over the life of a project would require 
mitigation; and the third would require stationary industrial projects (for example, boilers, 
oil processing plants, etc.) that generate in excess of 10,000 metric tons per year to apply 
mitigations.  The calculations used by the APCD to establish these thresholds are very 
arcane and confusing. 

An Emerging Contradiction:  APCD has said that proposed projects, which otherwise 
comply with a jurisdiction’s adopted Climate Action Plan (CAP) can avoid compliance  
with  one or more of the thresholds by meeting requirements contained within  a particular 
jurisdictions CAP. APCD has further stipulated that in order for a proposed project to 
comply under this method, the CAP must have bonafide requirements which are 
measurable and reported. Contradicting this is the thorny problem that the County already 
promised the community that its recently adopted CAP is voluntary, is incentive based, and 
does not contain requirements. The Board of Supervisors may choose to convert many of 
the “suggestions for requirements” into ordinances in the future but at present the CAP does 
not comport with APCD’s requirements. 

All this is a result of AB 32, SB 97, and SB 375 (GHG reduction laws passed to forestall 
climate change). 

This is a new level of regulation and will be applied as part of the CEQA review. 

     

Planning Commission  

Planning Commission Meeting  

The next Planning Commission meeting is on January 12, 2012. 

Future Events 
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APCD Project Development CEQA Greenhouse Gas Emission Thresholds: Comment 

Deadline, January 6, 2012.  Public Hearing, January 26, 2012. 

Vacation Rental Ordinance to Board of Supervisors on January 10, 2012. 

Excelaron, Huasna Valley Oil Development to Planning Commission on February 23, 

2012. 


