San Rafael quarry project would foul the air, report finds

There’s no way to avoid toxic emissions of hazardous air pollutants under conditions proposed in an application for a new operating permit and reclamation plan for the San Rafael Rock Quarry.

That conclusion, among findings of a draft environmental impact released this week, resonates with residents in Peacock Gap, Marin Bay Park and other neighborhoods who object to the dust and noise generated by the quarry.

“This is the first official recognition of the serious problems that we’ve been complaining about out here,” said Amanda Metcalf, who lives nearby. “I feel this is the beginning of getting some resolution to the problems that we’ve been complaining about for years and years.”

The 1,000-page environmental report, prepared by Environmental Science Associates of San Francisco at a cost of nearly $1 million, examines a proposed new operating permit for the quarry and a state-mandated plan for restoring the site when mining operations cease.

The quarry’s owner, the Dutra Group, wants to dig the pit twice as deep as the 200 feet below sea level allowed by a 1982 permit, and continue operations for another 17 years with 250 truck trips daily. When mining ceases, Dutra wants to cut a channel between the pit and the bay, create a 600-berth marina, and develop 350 housing units as well as office and commercial buildings.

‘Risk of cancer’
According to the report, the proposed reclamation plan would increase daily emissions of organic gases, nitrogen oxides, carbon monoxide and particulate matter small enough to be inhaled deeply into the lungs. Even with mitigation measures, the reclamation plan would have “significant, unavoidable impacts on air quality, including a contribution to significant, unavoidable cumulative human health risks,” the report finds.

“Past quarry operations, including shipping materials by truck on Point San Pedro Road, have caused an increase in the incremental risk of cancer for exposed individuals in the vicinity of the quarry and haul route,” the report asserts.

Future operation of the quarry will contribute to this risk, even though “diesel engine technology and fuel formulation have resulted in decreases in diesel particulate emissions.”

But Ami Dutra, a spokeswoman  for the Dutra Group, said, “I don’t believe we’re going to have unmitigatable air impacts.”

She said the Dutra Group will release its own air quality study within the next 90 days. The study was done by Environ of Arlington, Va. Dutra added that she couldn’t discuss specific questions about the independent environmental impact report because she hasn’t had time to study it.

Judge Sutro steps in
In 2004, Marin Superior Court Judge John Sutro ruled that the Dutra Group had improperly expanded its operations and ordered the business to update its reclamation plan - indicating how long it intends to continue mining the quarry, how deep and wide it envisions digging the pit, and what it intends to do with the property after the mine is closed.

Sutro’s action came after a neighborhood group, the Point San Pedro Road Coalition, the county, the state Attorney General’s Office, and Metcalf sued the quarry, alleging it was operating illegally and creating a public nuisance by generating harmful dust, excessive noise and traffic congestion.

“This issue of silica dust is extremely concerning to us,” said Denise Lucy, co-president of the San Pedro Road Coalition. “We’ve all been waiting for the EIR to come out to determine what is really happening there.”

Key levee repair role
Tim Haddad, a Marin County environmental coordinator, said the quarry’s proposals can be approved despite significant environmental impacts that can’t be eliminated. To do so, the Marin County Board of Supervisors must decide that “the decision to approve the project overrides and outweighs the acceptance of the impact,” Haddad said.

The impact report notes that the project site is one of a dwindling number of quarries in the area supplying material for a variety of construction uses: Road building and paving, concrete and riprap for shoreline and levee repair. In recent years, the quarry has had contracts to supply rock for levee repair in the Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta under a state of emergency declared by Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger. The quarry is uniquely qualified to respond quickly to such emergencies due to its deepwater barge dock on the bay.

Big development plan
In its new reclamation plan, the Dutra Group indicates it wants to continue mining the quarry for another 15 to 17 years, excavating the main pit to a maximum depth of 400 feet below sea level. That would be 200 feet beyond the depth requested in a reclamation plan submitted by the quarry’s previous owner, the Basalt Rock Co., in 1982.

When mining ceases, Dutra plans to create a channel between the main pit and San Pablo Bay. The massive bowl would be flooded to create a marina lagoon for a housing development. Jetties would be constructed on either side of the channel to keep out silt.

The plan for developing the property after mining ends mirrors the 1982 plan. It calls for the creation of 350 residential units - approximately 60 percent to be detached, single-family homes, with the balance being townhomes and marina-front, second-story apartments. The plan says the single-family units would be similar to those in Peacock Gap.

The plan also calls for an unspecified amount of commercial development, an administrative-professional complex adjacent to the historic McNears brickyard, a 600-slip marina and yacht harbor, and a yacht country club. The proposal calls for the removal of most of the brickyard’s structures, although the brick kiln and its associated stacks might be retained.

The impact report points out that this development plan may have to be revised since the 2007 Countywide Plan calls for a study to determine the traffic capacity of San Pedro Road before approving more than 75 dwelling units at the site.

The reclamation process, which will entail the relocation of 2 million cubic yards of material, would begin within the next six years, while the quarry is still being mined. It would proceed in four phases extending over the next 17 years.

250 truck trips daily
Under the proposed operating permit, truck trips would continue to be limited to weekdays from 7 a.m. to 5 p.m and to 250 per day. These limits were imposed by Judge Sutro in 2004.

“We’re not looking to expand our operations,” Dutra said.

But Lucy, the San Pedro Road Coalition leader, says the status quo is unacceptable.

“These were supposed to be interim conditions,” Lucy said. “They weren’t supposed to be permanent.”

The impact report also finds that flooding the main quarry bowl would have a significant, unavoidable impact on the resulting basin’s water quality. Because the harbor would be 300 feet deeper than the adjacent waters of San Pablo Bay, water near the bottom of the basin would not circulate or flush pollutants normally.

“The long flushing times could cause stagnation and reduced oxygen with depth, which would adversely impact aquatic species,” the report finds.

The report does not detail how the channel would be created or what the environmental effects of that process might be.

“I’m concerned about how that channel gets created because I don’t see how it can get done without a lot of blasting,” said Trip Allen, a neighbor of the quarry and a member of Sierra Club Marin.

Possible project alternatives suggested by the consultant who wrote the report include backfilling the main quarry bowl to the 30-foot depth of San Pablo Bay or not breaching the bowl and utilizing it as a fresh water storage reservoir.

In addition to air and water quality issues, the impact report says that construction of a berm in the northeastern quadrant of the quarry will create significant noise impacts.

Allen said neighbors have a number of other concerns about the reclamation plan, including: the final size of the wetland area in the property’s northwestern quadrant, why Dutra plans to store more than 30,000 cubic yards of topsoil in the northeastern quandrant instead of reclaiming it immediately, and why the South Hill is being mined from the northwest side instead of from the opposite direction — which would shield most of the neighbors.

There is only one home on the side of the hill that is being kept intact, Allen said.

“That’s Dutra’s home,” he said. “It’s obvious why the Dutras wouldn’t want to mine it from the southeast side because then all the noise would bother them.”

Said Dutra: “That’s absolutely not true. We’re mining from that side.”

PUBLIC HEARING
The Marin County Board of Supervisors will hold a public hearing on the draft EIR on March 25 in their chambers at the Civic Center in San Rafael. The report may be viewed at www.co.marin.ca.us/depts/CD/main/comdev/eir.cfm.
AT A GLANCE
· The 750-acre site off North San Pedro Road, including 272 acres on which mining occurs, is owned by the Dutra Group, a dredging, marine construction, and mining business.

· Produces rock, concrete aggregate, sand, asphaltic concrete and rip rap products, and is designated a significant mineral resource area by California Division of Mines and Geology. About 1.6 million tons of material was produced in 2007.

· Site includes marshland, a brick manufacturing facility, a 250-foot hill known as South Hill, a quarry bowl that has been excavated about 250 feet below sea level, a rock-crushing and processing facility, an asphalt production plant, docks, and office and residential buildings

· Rock is crushed from 7 a.m. to 10 p.m. from May 1 to Nov. 30, but crushing operations close at 5 p.m. from Dec. 1 to April 30.

· There were 29,246 truck trips into or out of the quarry in 2007. Blasting occurred 72 times last year.

· Employees ranges from 30 to 100, based on season.

· Dutra Group wants to dig the pit twice as deep as the 200 feet below sea level allowed by a 1982 permit and continue operations for another 17 years with 250 truck trips daily. It plans to cut a channel between the pit and the bay, create a 600-berth marina, and develop 350 housing units as well as office and commercial buildings.

TIMELINE
· 1982: County of Marin rezones quarry from industrial to commercial-residential in connection with San Rafael’s 1980 Peacock Gap Neighborhood Plan. The Basalt Rock Co. submits an amended reclamation plan that proposes increasing the maximum depth of the quarry’s pit to 200 feet below sea level - and to end mining operations by the early 1990s. County approves plan.

· 1986: Dutra Group buys quarry and proceeds to expand operations beyond 1982 reclamation plan. Residents living nearby begin complaining of the noise, dust and truck traffic.

· 2000: Marin County Planning Commission determines quarry is violating the 1982 reclamation plan. Quarry fails to submit an amended plan.

· 2001: Marin County civil grand jury asserts that county allowed the quarry to expand operations illegally and beyond applicable zoning restrictions. This includes the construction of six office buildings at the quarry without permits.

· 2002: The Point San Pedro Road Coalition; the county, and the state Attorney General’s Office sue the quarry, alleging it is violating its legal entitlements and creating a public nuisance by generating harmful dust, excessive noise and traffic congestion.

· 2004: Marin County Superior Court Judge John Sutro orders Dutra Group to submit an updated reclamation plan and imposes interim limits on operating hours and truck trips.

· 2008: Draft environmental impact report evaluating application for new operating permit and reclamation plan for quarry is released for public comment. Public hearing before the Marin County Board of Supervisors scheduled for March 25.

(Source: Marin Independent Journal. Article by Richard Halstead, rhalstead@marinij.com.)

