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A rock quarry west of Petaluma first proposed seven years ago comes before the Sonoma County Planning Commission on Thursday, once again pitting environmental and construction interests.
Critics fear it could contaminate groundwater and stir up airborne toxins, but proponents say it will be environmentally safe and benefit the local economy.
Opponents of the 65-acre quarry off Roblar Road claim that the project, proposed by Petaluma-based North Bay Construction, puts public health and nearby open space at risk. They are mounting a campaign to turn public opinion against the proposed project and pressure county officials into rejecting it. On Sunday, they turned to a classic grass-roots tactic to get their message out: A free concert.
A dozen bands took the stage at La Plaza Park in downtown Cotati. A few hundred people attended the five-hour music event, which was punctuated by speakers ranging from local politicians to nearby residents of the proposed site.
“We want to make people aware of the issue,” said Jason Merrick, who grew up on Roblar Road near the site of the proposed quarry and helped organize Sunday’s event. “(North Bay Construction) has the money. Our hope is to have the people.”
Merrick is a board member of Citizens Against Roblar Road Quarry, which claims about 200 members of mostly neighbors and local residents. The group is backed by a handful of other opposition groups including the Sierra Club, Russian Riverkeeper, and the Sonoma County Conservation Action.
Initially proposed in 2003, the Roblar Road quarry is another in the long line of mining projects that have divided Sonoma County residents in recent decades.
Gravel pits and mining operations along the Russian River have been so controversial that, since 1994, the county has recommended shifting more mining operations to upland quarries, which experts say generally present fewer environmental problems. Two previous quarry proposals by other applicants on the Roblar Road property were shelved in the late 1980s and early 1990s after they, too, ran into opposition.
North Bay Construction’s proposal to produce about 11 million cubic yards of construction-grade rock, worth about $60 million over at least 20 years, has moved further along in the approval process than the earlier proposals. In April, after a lengthy public hearing, the Sonoma County Planning Commission certified the two-inch thick environmental impact report and recommended that county supervisors approve the project.
But a late discovery of endangered California tiger salamander larvae on the project site and the state’s imposition of new greenhouse-gas limits mean the project will return to the Planning Commission Thursday for another public hearing.
Supporters and opponents of the project have vowed to press their cases.
“We’re following what the county is requiring,” said John Barella, owner of North Bay Construction.
The company, which merged last month with rival contractor Ghilloti Construction Co. of Santa Rosa, will retain ownership and operation of the quarry if approved.
Barella said the project will provide a much-needed local source of rock for road projects, including for Highway 101 upgrades, create up to 10 full-time jobs and support hundreds of trucking positions.
The environmental concerns, including water, air quality and endangered-species issues, will be addressed through mitigation measures, he said.
“We’ve been cooperative all through this process,” he said. “We’re not walking away from any responsibilities.”
Yet opponents say the project’s potential impacts outweigh any benefits.
The proposed quarry sits next to a former landfill used in the 1950s, and later in the 1970s to dump building waste from the 1969 earthquake that rocked Santa Rosa.
Neighbors fear the dump contains toxic materials such as lead and asbestos and that digging and blasting to extract gravel could stir toxins into the air and leech them into the groundwater.
County officials have acknowledged that they have not sampled what pollutants might rest in the unlined, uncapped dump.
“It’s a massive liability to taxpayers if toxins get into our water supply,” said Sue Buxton, president of the citizens’ group and a Roblar Road resident.
Opponents also say the quarry is a countywide concern because 150 to 300 trucks entering and leaving the quarry daily would need to cross four acres of an adjacent dairy property already protected from development by county taxpayer dollars.
The county’s Agricultural Preservation and Open Space District paid Barella $2.3 million in 2004 for a conservation easement on the ranchland, totaling 750 acres. Barella later sold the two parcels to a pair of nearby landowners.
Opponents have focused on the proposed use of publicly protected ranchland as a possible stumbling block. Unlike the project itself, which requires approval by a majority vote of the five-member board, using the road across the neigbhoring ranch would require unanimous approval.
Barella has offered to donate 130 acres around the quarry to the county as open space and the 65-acre quarry site once mining is complete.
Opponents say the trade falls short for taxpayers.
“The whole point of a conservation easement is to preserve open space in perpetuity,” said Buxton.
Lastly, quarry supporters and opponents are both seeking to bolster their claims by citing mining figures that show the county is either hurting for construction-grade rock or awash in it.
County officials have split the difference between the two camps. They concede that aggregate mining production has dropped dramatically in the county over the last 20 years, from a peak of around 5.4 million tons in 1990 to just under 1.8 million tons in 2009. Import of construction rock, meanwhile, has risen steadily in recent years, officials said.
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