Workshop on Solar Farms in NAVISP
Planning Commission Meeting of May 5, 2010
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Staff Report

AGENDA DATE:
May 5, 2010
CASE NUMBER:
Planning Commission Workshop – Solar Farms


(NAVISP Amendment No. 3 and DCA 2010-005)
APPLICANT:
Town of Apple Valley

PROPOSAL:
Discussion of solar farm location within the North Apple Valley Industrial Specific Plan and other possible locations within the Town of Apple Valley.
LOCATION:
North Apple Valley Industrial Specific Plan and the Dry Lake area
EXISTING GENERAL
PLAN DESIGNATIONS:
Specific Plan and Very Low Density Residential

EXISTING ZONING: 
Specific Plan and Residential – Very Low (R-VLD)
ENVIRONMENTAL 

DETERMINATION:
Staff has determined that the project  is  not  subject  to the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) pursuant to Section 15061(b)(3) of the State Guidelines to Implement CEQA, which states that the activity is covered by the general rule that CEQA applies only to projects that have the potential for causing a significant effect on the environment. Where it can be seen with certainty that there is no possibility that the activity in question, the proposed Code Amendment, may have a significant effect on the environment, the activity is not subject to CEQA. 
PROJECT PLANNER:
Ms. Lori Lamson, Assistant Director of Community Development
RECOMMENDATION:
Discuss the information presented, take public testimony and provide direction to staff.
BACKGROUND
On March 17, 2010, the Planning Commission discussed the issue of solar farms in north Apple Valley and scheduled a workshop to discuss the issue with solar providers.  At this meeting the Commission heard from Brad Merrell, partner of Merrell Johnson Engineering.  His company has extensive experience in working with clients that are solar providers. A summary of some of the information discussed by Mr. Merrell and staff is provided below.  

Currently, the Development Code requires a Conditional Use Permit for solar farms, except in the Dry Lake area where they are not permitted. Within the North Apple Valley Industrial Specific Plan (NAVISP), solar farms are not included as a permitted use (considered prohibited).  Staff believes that consideration of this type of a development may lead to new industrial development within NAVISP and job creation opportunities.  Recently, Wal-Mart Distribution Facility installed photovoltaics on nine (9) acres on the south side of their facility.  This was permitted as an ancillary use to the existing distribution facility, but could not be allowed as an independent, free-standing solar farm, per the NAVISP development standards.

In addition to providing clean energy opportunities, there are other benefits to the Town in allowing solar farm development.   The NAVISP could become a preferred location of solar equipment manufacturers and could also assist in developing needed infrastructure. There are areas within the Town, including the NAVISP, where development is currently cost prohibitive, due to location and lack of infrastructure. Solar farms can be located in these remote areas and also contribute to the overall infrastructure program within north Apple Valley.   

Due to the numerous days of sun light, the High Desert has become a location of choice for future development of solar energy production.  It is the Town’s desire to promote the use of alternative energies. The solar industry continues to advance technologically.  These advances have brought forth new opportunities that provide a broader range of options with which to utilize solar generated energy.   In analyzing a possible Specific Plan Amendment and Development Code Amendment, the needs of these developers for Solar Energy should be weighed against the interests of the Town.  

DISCUSSION
The purpose of this report is to facilitate Commission discussion to ensure that modern technology, as well as the recent move to produce clean, alternative sources of energy, is considered and encouraged by the Town.  
There are three kinds of solar energy facilities; photovoltaic, concentrated photovoltaic and thermal trough (steam generator).  For the purpose of this report, we will only be discussing the first two which do not require water for operation, are more economical and can be smaller in size. Solar facilities that are over fifty (50) megawatts in size require California Energy Commission approval, which is very complicated and can take several years to obtain.  This has driven the industry to consider smaller solar farms using concentrated photovoltaics that are typically under twenty (20) mega watts.  A twenty (20) mega-watt solar farm would be approximately 100 acres in size.  Through the California Solar Initiative, Southern California Edison is encouraging the development of concentrated photovoltaic solar farms that would only be two (2) mega watts and ten (10) acres in size.  These types of facilities have benefits including the limited amount of shadowing, no water consumption and are more economical than the traditional photovoltaic systems.  To avoid several ten (10)-acre solar farms being located side by side, creating the appearance and operation characteristics of a larger farm, concentrated photovoltaic farms have to be physically separated or divided by a public right-of-way, in accordance with the California Solar Initiative.  To provide some prospective on the energy produced by solar farms, two (2) megawatts powers approximately 700 homes and 20 megawatts powers approximately 7,000 homes. 
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For discussion purposes staff would suggest that the Planning Commission discuss the consideration of allowing solar farms less than ten (10) acres to a permitted use in the Specific Plan, requiring only administrative approval of a Site Plan Review. Solar farms larger that ten (10) acres in the Specific Plan area and within the Dry Lake area could be allowed with a Conditional Use Permit. The Commission may want to put a cap on the size of these farms at fifty (50) megawatts or 200 acres. There are other development standard details which need to be worked out and provided within the Specific Plan, such as setbacks, fencing and height restrictions. Staff would suggest that these regulations be similar to the setbacks and height requirements of an industrial building and the fencing be restricted to not allow chain link. 

Solar farms that are larger than ten (10) acres in the Specific Plan area could be limited to areas on the east side of NAVISP, including areas along the east side of the Apple Valley Airport’s north/south runway, within the Heavy Industrial designated areas and within the Dry Lake.
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SUMMARY & RECOMMENDATION
The Town of Apple Valley General Plan contains specific policies promoting the use of alternative energy.  Amending the NAVISP will encourage the use of solar energy production and, possibly, assist in needed infrastructure improvements and attraction of industrial development. Following receipt of staff comments, any public comments and discussion by the Commission, it is recommended that the Commission, by consensus, provide guidance to staff on the preparation of a Specific Plan Amendment and Development Code Amendment.
Prepared By:

Lori Lamson

Assistant Director of Community Development
TOWN OF APPLE VALLEY PLANNING COMMISSION
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