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May 28, 2021 

 
County of Sonoma 
Permit and Resource Management Department 
2550 Ventura Avenue 
Santa Rosa CA 95403 
 
Attn: Tennis Wick, Scott Orr, Brian Oh, Georgia McDaniels 
 
RE: Winery Event Ordinance Hearing, June 3, 2021,  

Dear Director Wick, 

Preserve Rural Sonoma County (PRSC) appreciates the opportunity to provide comments on the 
Winery Event Ordinance (red line mark-up attached).  To meet the County’s objective to avoid 
CEQA review for this Ordinance, the changes proposed in this letter and the attached red-line mark-
up address the concerns of many rural residents who have been impacted by tasting rooms as they 
have morphed from drop in, stand-up tasting, to venues that offer seated wine and food pairing, 
meals, and potentially thousands of events. 

PRSC’s proposed changes will reduce land use conflicts in rural communities and provide clarity 
and more specificity to the County’s winery permitting process by: 

1. Revising definitions to close loopholes, remove inconsistencies and enhance enforcement.  
2. Clarifying the ordinance to ensure any additional entitlements are conferred only under a 

modification to an existing use permit, with appropriate project-specific environmental 
review.  

3. Adding siting criteria to address neighborhood compatibility and road safety issues, while 
preventing new areas of over-concentration.  

These changes will not limit the wine industry’s ability to grow and to adapt to future business 
conditions. 

Background 

The need for the Winery Event Ordinance grew out of concerns that the proliferation of tasting 
rooms and events in rural areas had gotten out of hand – resulting in significant public safety and 
environmental impacts. The objective of the Ordinance, as codified in the General Plan, is to create 
clear standards to manage winery hospitality and events on agricultural land and to address 
unauthorized promotional uses.   
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The Ordinance was never intended to expand or intensify visitor serving uses, however, efforts to 
reclassify what have been historically deemed as “events” to “tasting room activities,” and allowing 
“daily events”, would create a significant expansion of entitlements for promotional uses that have 
been included in hundreds of Use Permits approved over the last several decades. 

PRSC appreciates the efforts, both past and present, of Permit Sonoma, Planning Commissioners 
and the Supervisors, to regulate hospitality uses through Use Permit-based project approvals that 
clearly specify the size, number, type, and time of day for all uses beyond normal drop-in or by 
appointment wine tasting.  Citizens rely on these criteria and standards to maintain the peace, well-
being, and safety of our roads and neighborhoods.  

Loopholes in the “Definitions:” section should be closed. For example:  

“Parties” are events – The County has long considered parties held for visitors (not 
employees) to be “events”.  These include release/pick-up parties, wine club parties, 
harvest parties or other holiday or cultural parties.  According to the dictionary, the 
definition of a party is: a social gathering of invited guests, typically involving 
eating, drinking, and entertainment.  The proposed ordinance correctly defines 
release parties and wine club parties as Agricultural Promotional Events, however, 
pick-up parties and harvest parties, are listed as activities.  This is clearly 
contradictory, confusing, and inconsistent with past practices.  The definition of Ag-
promotional events should include all four of the listed “parties” (or any other type 
of party held for visitors) as “events”.  The rather vague and overly broad term “and 
other hospitality related activities” should be removed or clarified as to what 
hospitality uses are envisioned in the term “other”. 

 
All visitor gatherings, including Wine Trade Activities, held after tasting room hours 
or where a meal is served should be considered to be an event - The draft ordinance 
recognizes the County’s long-standing policy that any gathering of visitors after 
tasting room hours or where a meal is served constitutes an event.  
 
 The after-hours limitation is an important provision, particularly for tasting rooms 
in rural areas. Long duration drinking past 5 pm - into the cocktail and dinner hour - 
has the potential to create both evening disruption in neighborhoods and road 
safety issues on lightly-patrolled rural roads.  Excluding winemaker lunches, dinners 
and evening gatherings for the trade from the “after tasting room hours” limitation 
creates an entitlement to an unlimited number of these events.  It also creates a 
loophole for enforcement, because there is no way to determine if a winemaker 
dinner was an event solely for the trade or just another promotional event.  The 
impacts from events are the same regardless of what is on someone’s business card.  
Furthermore, given the County’s long history of limited enforcement, this is a clear 
opportunity for abuse.   
 
If a winery’s business plan requires lunches and dinners and after-hours gatherings 
for the trade, these events can be included and evaluated in the event totals 
requested in the Use Permit application process.   
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A winery use permit should not allow events on parcels disassociated from the 
winery – Section D.6. defines Winery Events as events held at wineries and tasting 
rooms.  However, it also makes the conflicting statements that they can “occur on 
site and/or in the area”.  Besides contradicting the first statement, this phrase has 
the effect of allowing events to be held on parcels geographically disassociated from 
the winery.  The reference to “or in the area” should be removed, otherwise 
hundreds more parcels, with no protection from a use permit, could be opened up 
for events.  Wineries have the ability to request a zoning permit for a limited 
number of events in other areas. 

Clarify that the Ordinance cannot confer additional entitlements to existing use permit 
holders 

 In order to support the County’s contention that the ordinance does not create an 
intensification of use that would require CEQA review for ordinance adoption, it should 
explicitly state that the provisions of this ordinance do not confer any visitation related 
entitlements over what is currently specified in writing and approved in a winery/tasting 
room’s current use permit.     

In addition, it is our opinion that, without the changes proposed in this letter and the 
redlined mark-up the items listed below, the ordinance DOES in fact change to the County’s 
“current application review practices,” a finding that would trigger CEQA review for the 
ordinance due to the following changes:  

 1. Reclassification of gatherings after tasting-room hours, or with service of a meal, to 
Wine Trade Partners as “activities” instead of them being specified as “events”  

2. The classification of some categories of parties as Winery Visitor Serving Activities and 
part of normal tasting room business operations 

3. Modifying “noise setbacks” to allow a portion of the attenuation distance to be measured 
on adjacent properties, which is inconsistent with the General Plan Noise Element and the 
County’s current use permit review practice that measures noise element compliance at the 
property line. 

To avoid the need for CEQA review, the ordinance must correct the above listed changes to 
“current application evaluation practices”, and clearly state that these definitional changes 
will only expand the uses that are specifically allowed under current use permits by permit 
modification.  

Additional siting criteria need to be added 

Siting criteria, such as minimum road width and parcel size, and a separation or density 
standard have always been included as part of the ordinance discussions.  By setting Siting 
Criteria, the Ordinance would help the County to screen out projects that would likely be 
unable to meet mitigation requirements in the use permit process.  This early project 
screening would protect local residents and reduce the risk to developers who may 



 
     PO Box 983 Sebastopol CA 95473              preserveruralsonomacounty@gmail.com       

otherwise spend considerable resources before coming up short in the decision process.  It 
would also relieve staff, commissioners and the public from having to review contentious 
projects that have significant challenges for approval.   

PRSC proposes the following four siting criteria that would address many of the issues 
raised in stakeholder discussions: 

1. Access off minimum 18-ft. wide County roadway 

2. 20-acre minimum parcel size for new wineries 

3. Separation criteria of no more than two winery driveways in ½ mile 

4. No outdoor amplified sound, except under a limited number of events per a zoning 

permit 

 

Minimum 18 ft. roadway – This requirement was discussed in the Winery Working 
Group that included first responder personnel, and it was generally agreed between the 
community groups and wine industry that for, new winery applications, there should be 
sufficient access/egress for both visitors and emergency vehicles.   

20-acre minimum parcel size – In agricultural areas the minimum zoning is generally 
10 acres for DA and 20 acres for LEA and LIA zones.  However, there are a number of 
parcels in all ag zones that are well below this threshold and that already have use 
permits.  These small parcels present a challenge because they are usually surrounded 
by residences, are often located on rural lanes with poor access, and draw water from 
wells that are in close proximity to neighbors’ wells.  The 20-acre minimum is included 
in the Dry Creek guidelines and SVCAC guidelines.  A 20-acre minimum standard would 
reduce many of the siting issues associated with smaller parcels.  Permit Sonoma and 
the BZA are already starting to informally consider this criterion in project reviews. 

Separation criteria – a separation criteria that allows a maximum two wineries in a ½ 
mile stretch of roadway would not only address the over-concentration of winery 
facilities in the identified areas of concentration, but it would lessen the potential for 
other areas in the County to become over concentrated over time.  Both the City of 
Healdsburg and the City of Sonoma have enacted standards to address over-
concentration of tasting rooms in their jurisdictions, and the Sonoma Valley CAC 
includes the proposed standard as well.  The BZA has also now begun to consider 
density in project approvals.   

No outdoor amplified sound –.  In rural areas sound can travel significant distances - 
greater than the 1600-foot setback recommended by the sound consultant.  Even with 
applicant-monitored “mitigation,” amplified sound can be very disruptive to the 
neighborhood.  This is why the vast majority of use permits prohibit outdoor amplified 
sound.   
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Summary 

With the changes proposed in this letter, including the revisions incorporated in the 
attached markup, the Ordinance would not restrict the expansion of visitor serving uses in 
ag-zones overall.  The County would continue to issue use permits, and use permit 
modifications, with project-specific CEQA review.  And the County would retain the right of 
discretionary review that limits development on specific parcels where environmental, 
safety and neighborhood compatibility, or cumulative impact issues cannot be addressed.  

Ideally, an Ordinance with clear definitions and siting criteria would direct development 
into areas where it can have fewer impacts and, in order to be in compliance with CEQA, 
the ordinance would not allow current use permit holders to engage in new or unspecified 
visitor serving uses without first securing approval through a use permit modification.  

 

Thank you 

 

Preserve Rural Sonoma County 

 Attachment:  Redline comments 

 

 

 

 
 


