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Proposed Guenoc Valley Project. (Photo: Lakecounty.ca.gov)
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Lake County Superior Court Judge J. David Markham ruled earlier this week that development of
a large 25-square-mile proposed resort in the Guenoc Valley is to be stopped due to violations of
the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) by not having adequate wildfire and emergency
plans.

In July 2020, the Lake County Board of Supervisors approved of the Guenoc Valley Project, a
massive proposed luxury resort of 1,400 villas, five hotels, resort apartments, a golf course, polo
field, equestrian center, spas, and other resort activities. The Lotusland Investment Holdings
project was especially attractive to the county due to the taxes and employment opportunities that
the resort would bring, as well as it's focus on the environment, with 90% of the resort area
designated to not being built on. Despite warnings by environmental groups of possible wildfire
dangers, the project proceeded on.

The next month, the LNU Lightning Complex Fire tore through the area, affecting much of Lake
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County. With fire worries front and center again, the Center for Biological Diversity sued Lake
County over the project, saying that the County failed to base their wildfire evacuation routes on
existing evidence and that their environmental review did not live up to CEQA standards.

Then-California Attorney General Xavier Becerra added more weight to the case last year when
the state joined in on the side of the environmental groups, in part due to the increased number of
wildfires in the region.

“Lake County residents have borne the brunt of many of the recent wildfires that have ravaged our
state,” Becerra said last year. “They deserve to know that the increased wildfire risks resulting
from any new development in their area have been properly considered — and mitigated.”

Guenoc Valley Resort halted

While Judge Markham ultimately did disagree with many points raised by the Center and the
Attorney General, he did note the increased danger that the resort would bring, specifically how an
extra 4,000 residents and many more guests would congest emergency evacuation routes and
how Lake County Supervisors had not included any revised analysis when approving the
environmental review.

“If a wildfire occurs, the Projects residents will need to evacuate,” Judge Markham said in his
ruling. “These people will likely compete with residents in the surrounding area for safe evacuation
routes. The additional people competing for the same limited routes can cause congestion and
delay in evacuation, resulting in increased wildfire related deaths.”

“The report primarily addresses the issue of whether the Project’s residents could safely leave the
Project in the event of a wildfire. This evidence does not focus on the issue that is required to be
addressed by CEQA; whether evacuation of the residents in the nearby area would be affected by
the evacuation of the Project’s residents during a wildfire.”

The indefinite halt of the project led many to celebrate this week, including the Center for
Biological Diversity and others who were worried about wildfire safety.

“The court recognized that Lake County failed in one of its most important jobs, which was to
consider how dangerous development in the path of fire can increase risks to surrounding
communities,” said CBD lawyer Peter Broderick. “Given the fire threats facing California, | hope
decisionmakers and developers come to see how absolutely crucial it is to consider evacuation
challenges when building projects this risky. No developer should be allowed to make it harder for
people to escape deadly fires.”

Supporters of the project were disappointed with the ruling. Most notably, County supervisors who
had used the project as a centerpiece of the County’s progress were disheartened with the project
now stopped in its tracks.

“If the ultimate result of this decision is the project not moving forward, that will be a tremendous
loss,” explained Lake County Supervisor Moke Simon on Thursday.

However, Lotusland said that they hoped that revisions and new wildfire plans could be added in
and perhaps move the project along soon, with Lotusland partner Chris Meredith saying in a
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statement, “We remain committed to working alongside the Lake County community and fire
safety experts to ensure this project is built in the right way to improve wildfire detection,
prevention and response throughout the region.”

Local residents were mixed on the ruling. While many were happy that the ruling stopped the
mega-resort and would help keep the county rural, as well as keeping people safe from wildfires,
others noted that the economic boon of the resort would have brought a lot to the county.

“In general we both wanted and not wanted this,” explained Brianna Kelly, a Lake County resident
and construction advisor, to the Globe on Friday. “People wanted the jobs and tax revenue, but
many here also don’t want Lake to turn into the next Napa or Sonoma County. We want to
continue being rural in general, not host a bunch of millionaires and billionaires. As soon as we
heard about polo fields and a spa, we knew exactly what they were about.”

“But the deciding factor for many was the wildfires. If their resort puts us all in danger, and
threatens to make some towns here the next Paradise, then they either need to fix their plans or
not build at all.”

New wildfire evacuation plans and CEQA updates may be submitted as early as later this year.
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