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December 16, 2013 
 
Eric Gillies, Assistant Chief 
Division of Environmental Planning and Management 
California State Lands Commission 
100 Howe Ave, Suite 100-South 
Sacramento, CA 95825 

 
RE: Venoco PRC 421 Recommissioning Project Revised DEIR 

 
Please accept the following comments on the Revised Draft Environmental Impact 
Report (DEIR) for the Venoco Inc. PRC 421 Recommissioning Project, which are 
hereby submitted by Santa Barbara Channelkeeper.  
 
Santa Barbara Channelkeeper is a local non-profit environmental organization dedicated 
to protecting and restoring the Santa Barbara Channel and its watersheds through 
science-based advocacy, education, field work and enforcement. We are happy to see that 
Venoco is working to consolidate their oil development resources. However, 
Channelkeeper and our many members who reside and/or recreate in the project vicinity 
are concerned about the potential environmental impacts associated with the proposed 
project. 
 
After reviewing the revised DEIR, we have the following concerns:  

 The project would have significant, unavoidable impacts in an area that hosts 
several endangered and threatened species and is in immediate and close 
proximity to many Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas.  

 The project relies on infrastructure that has a history of requiring continuous 
repairs to address leaks. Additionally, Venoco has a history of accidents and 
violations at their operations in the area and at the Ellwood site specifically. We 
therefore question Venoco’s ability to ensure that oil and hazardous materials will 
not reach the marine and terrestrial environment. 

 The calculation for the “worst-case scenario” for an oil spill seems to be based on 
a random time frame, especially considering that human error has been cited as a 
contributing factor to the blowouts from Venoco’s Platform Gail.  

 Several of the mitigation measures indicate that Venoco will update plans or 
complete analyses at a future date. In order to evaluate whether these mitigation 
measures will be effective in reducing impacts, this information needs to be 
incorporated into the EIR now, not as an afterthought. We are particularly 
concerned that a current analysis has not been done to evaluate the presence of 
hazardous materials in the caisson.  

 The timing suggested for construction to protect spawning tidewater goby in MM 
MBIO-1 will conflict with critical migration and spawning periods for southern 
steelhead trout. The EIR needs to address mitigation measures for this species 
during the proposed time or identify another measure that will adequately protect 
tidewater gobies. 

 It is unclear whether the project would require access through sensitive resource 
zones or will remain on the existing access road. If access will be provided 
through sensitive resource zones, MM TBIO-1b should be altered to address 
specific locations, equipment, and impacts.  

 Performance specifications for the silt curtain (MM WQ-1a) and silt fencing 
(mentioned in 4.5.4 as a potential BMP) should be included. 

 



Santa Barbara Channelkeeper Comments on  
Revised Draft EIR for PRC 421 Recommissioning Project 

2 
 

Endangered/Threatened Species and Sensitive Habitats 
The DEIR indicates that the project could have significant, unavoidable impacts to terrestrial and 
marine biological resources. Several endangered and threated species, including the tidewater goby, 
steelhead trout, snowy plover, California Least tern, and Belding’s Savannah Sparrow, utilize the area 
immediately within and adjacent to the proposed project. These species would be extremely 
vulnerable to any impacts during construction or if an oil spill occurred. There are also several 
Critical Habitat designations for endangered species within the project vicinity, including Bell Creek 
for tidewater goby, Tecolote Creek for steelhead trout, and the shoreline from Devereux Slough to 
Ellwood for snowy plover. Additionally, the project site is immediately adjacent and in close 
proximity to several Environmentally Sensitive Habitat Areas (ESHAs). Tecolote Creek and Lagoon, 
Bell Canyon Creek and Lagoon, the Devereux Slough, Naples Reef, and all marine areas offshore of 
Goleta within State waters have received this special designation to demonstrate and protect their 
ecological importance and vulnerability. Naples Reef and the waters surrounding Campus Point 
(whose western edge is less than 1 mile from the project site) have additional protection as State 
Marine Conservation Areas. 
 
Any impact to these areas and species could be significant because of their vulnerability. The DEIR 
indicates that an oil spill would have significant, unavoidable impacts on these marine and terrestrial 
resources. Additionally, while mitigation measures may reduce some impacts during construction, 
the DEIR acknowledges that “incidental disturbance by equipment, indirect construction effects, 
and impacts from accidental fuel or oil releases are possible” (page 4-219). The Goleta General Plan 
and Comprehensive Land Use Plan acknowledge the vulnerability of these habitats, mandating that 
“ESHAs shall be protected against significant disruption of habitat values, and only uses or 
development dependent on and compatible with maintaining such resources shall be allowed within 
ESHAs or their buffers” (page 4-256). It is clear that the proposed project would be in violation of 
this mandate as there may be significant impacts to these sensitive habitats. The California State 
Lands Commission (CSLC) must evaluate whether this project is worth the potential impacts to 
these sensitive resources. 
 
Venoco’s History and Project Site History 
Channelkeeper is wary of Venoco’s history of accidents and non-compliance in our region and at the 
project site specifically. The DEIR indicates that two of the four blowouts that have occurred from 
Pacific Outer Continental Shelf oil and gas projects since 1992 came from Platform Gail in 2000 and 
2004, when the platform was owned by Venoco (page 4-79). In 2009, one barrel of oil spilled from 
Platform Holly, and in 2010, a leak from a pipe at Platform Gail released 63 gallons of oil.1,2 
Additionally, it took over a decade, and significant push from environmental groups and the 
Regional Water Quality Control Board, for Venoco to finally and adequately clean up areas of the 
Carpinteria Oil and Gas Processing Facility that were contaminated with DDT and other toxic 
chemicals.3 Recent issues include seven Notices of Violation from the Santa Barbara County Air 
Pollution Control District, including unauthorized venting of produced gas, exceeding allowable 
flare limits, failing to provide 24 hour notice prior to degassing, exceeding boat use limits, flare 
operational violations, failure to monitor engine emissions, and failure to perform required engine 
testing), five of which occurred in the proposed project’s vicinity.4 The Ellwood Facility also failed 

                                                        
1 http://www.independent.com/news/2009/jun/25/platform-holly-spills-oil-santa-barbara-coast/ 
2 http://www.vcstar.com/news/2010/oct/22/63-gallons-of-oil-spilled-off-platform-gail/ 
3 Carpinteria Valley Association. 2010. Channelkeeper and Carpinteria: A Success Story. CV Action. 47(1): 3. 
4 http://www.sbcapcd.org/apcd/boardfiles/03-13-novs-feb.pdf 
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to submit an annual report as required by the General Industrial Stormwater permit in 2009 and was 
found to be in violation of said permit by the Central Coast Region Water Quality Control Board.5  
 
Venoco’s history of accidents and non-compliance, combined with historical issues at the project 
site, could predispose this project to significant adverse impacts. The piers within PRC 421 have had 
a history of leaking, degrading and requiring continuous repairs. Emergency repairs were required in 
2001, 2004, and 2011, all while Venoco owned the lease (page 4-47). All repairs were made because 
of directives from the Santa Barbara County Air Pollution Control District or CSLC, not through 
Venoco’s own admission (pages 2-3 and 2-4). As effects from climate change become more 
prominent, Pier 421-2 and its associated infrastructure will only face greater pressure from increased 
wave action and more severe storms, requiring even more repairs.  
 
The infrastructure involved in the proposed project is old and will require continuous maintenance. 
Relying on Venoco to quickly identify any potential issues and act preemptively is risky given their 
history of recalcitrance, accidents, and non-compliance. 
 
Updates to Plans and Analyses Need to be Incorporated into EIR 
Several mitigation measures within the DEIR indicate that plans will be updated or analyses will be 
done at a future time. In order to evaluate whether these mitigation measures will truly reduce 
impacts, these plans and analyses should be done in advance and incorporated into the EIR. For 
example, the Oil Spill Contingency Plan, Emergency Action Plan, Fire Prevention and Preparedness 
Plan, and Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plan are all critical documents that are used as 
mitigation measures for impacts classified as “significant and unavoidable” and “less than significant 
with mitigation.” Especially where updates to these documents are used as justification to reduce an 
impact to less than significant with mitigation, it is critical that the public be able to comment on the 
effectiveness of these updates on mitigating impacts through the EIR process.  
 
Channelkeeper is particularly concerned that a current analysis to determine the presence of 
hazardous materials within the caisson at Pier 421-1 has not been completed. The DEIR indicates 
that “the caisson at Pier 421-1 currently contains sediment that may contain hazardous materials, 
and removal of this structure could result in mobilization of this material into the marine 
environment” (page 4-109). This analysis and, if necessary, the Removal and Remediation Plan, need 
to be completed and incorporated into the EIR. The potential release of hazardous material into the 
marine environment could have significant impacts on the sensitive habitats and species in the area.   
 
It is also concerning that the DEIR states “if OSPR and/or CSLC staffs determine that removal of 
contaminated sediments would impair the integrity of Pier 421-2 (either through complete removal 
of the soil filling the caisson or having to dig underneath), Venoco shall prepare a Decommissioning 
Plan to remove the remaining contaminated sediments at such time that Pier 421-2 is 
decommissioned” (page 4-111). This suggests that if hazardous material is found, and removal 
would threaten the integrity of Pier 421-2, Pier 421-1 and the hazardous material would not be 
removed until oil production ceased at Pier 421-2. The complete removal of Pier 421-1 is a 
significant element of the project and this caveat would significantly postpone its removal if this 
situation arises. Channelkeeper feels that this is unacceptable and urges that an analysis of the 
presence of hazardous materials be incorporated into the EIR in order to avoid this situation. If 
hazardous materials are found, the EIR should then incorporate any construction that would be 

                                                        
5 http://www.waterboards.ca.gov/centralcoast/board_info/agendas/2009/oct/item7/stfrpt_7.pdf 
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necessary to restore Pier 421-2 after hazardous materials have been removed, as well as an 
evaluation of the effectiveness of the Removal and Remediation Plan.  
 
Oil Spill Calculation 
The DEIR indicates that 1.7 barrels of oil would be the maximum worst-case release of oil from Pier 
421-2 (page 4-78). Channelkeeper is concerned that this calculation seems to be based on a 
randomly selected time period. The DEIR fails to explain why five minutes was selected as the delay 
to shut down the electric submersible pump. Human error was a source of the problem in Venoco’s 
previous oil releases in the region, so why would five minutes be the longest delay? Why not 30 
minutes, or even hours? Even if the project will rely on mechanisms that trigger an automatic 
shutdown, the EIR should clarify why five minutes was selected and, if there is no particular reason 
a delay could not be longer, it should also evaluate the maximum release based on additional time 
frames as well.  

 
MM-MBIO-1 
MM-MBIO-1 states that construction and removal activities at Piers 421-1 and 421-2 will only occur 
from October to February to mitigate impacts to tidewater gobies. Channelkeeper is concerned that 
this mitigation measure will conflict with critical periods for southern steelhead trout. Endangered 
steelhead generally enter our streams to spawn from November to March. Tecolote Creek, located 
just 0.25 miles away from the piers, is designated as Critical Habitat for steelhead. If construction 
and removal were to occur during this period, it is possible that steelhead migration along this 
critical habitat would be impacted as noise and turbidity may cause steelhead to avoid these areas 
and have difficulty feeding and spawning.6 The EIR must address how steelhead and their critical 
habitat will be protected during this time period.  
 
MM-TBIO-1b 
Channelkeeper is concerned that MM-TBIO-1b would permit access in “sensitive resource zones” 
including Bell and Tecolote Creek. A 15-30 foot corridor within these areas could result in 
significant impacts to ESHAs and special status biological resources. The DEIR indicates that the 
following heavy machinery would be used during construction:  “a 45-ton mobile crane, an 
auger/core-type drilling rig, semi-trucks, welding truck, power pack, ready-mix concrete trucks, 
concrete pump truck, flatbed trucks, Cat 320 excavator, Cat 950 loaders, backhoes, dump trucks, roll 
off waste bins and transport trucks, motor grader, vacuum truck, 1-ton tool truck, pick-up trucks, 
fuel truck, water truck, jack hammer, water pump, air compressor, portable lighting and concrete 
saw, miscellaneous carpentry, concrete and welding equipment” (page 2-17). If this equipment were 
to pass through sensitive resource zones, even within a small corridor, delicate vegetation and 
wildlife (including endangered species) could be severely impacted. Additionally, the DEIR indicates 
that construction fencing would be used along the access road to exclude construction activities 
from these areas (page 2-22). It is therefore unclear why any construction activities would need to 
pass through these sensitive resource areas when they should remain on the existing access road. If 
access does need to be provided through sensitive resource zones, then this becomes a much more 
significant impact that should be more thoroughly addressed in the EIR. The EIR should identify 

                                                        
6 Kerr, S.J. 1995. Silt, turbidity and suspended sediments in the aquatic environment: an annotated bibliography and 
literature review. Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, Southern Region Science & Technology Transfer Unit 
Technical Report TR-08. 
http://www.mnr.gov.on.ca/stdprodconsume/groups/lr/@mnr/@letsfish/documents/document/228131.pdf 
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these zones, along with the exact location of the corridors, how they will be constructed, how often 
they will be used, and the specific equipment that will be used within or pass through these areas. 
 
Silt Curtains and Silt Fencing 
MM-WQ-1a indicates that a silt curtain will be used to capture hazardous materials and sediment 
during construction within the marine environment, while silt fencing (mentioned in 4.5.4 as a 
potential BMP) will capture sediment on land. MM-WQ-1a is also used to mitigate HAZ-1 and 
MBIO-2. The DEIR indicates that “full implementation of these measures would reduce (these) 
impacts to less than significant”(page 4-151). However, the DEIR fails to state the percentage 
capture rate for these mitigation techniques. The release of sediment and hazardous materials into 
the marine and terrestrial environment could have significant impacts due to the close proximity to 
ESHAs and critical habitat for endangered and threatened species, as well as the timing of 
construction which coincides with spawning season for steelhead trout. Therefore, Channelkeeper 
strongly recommends that performance specifications for these mitigation techniques be included in 
the EIR to demonstrate if their implementation will truly reduce the impacts to less than significant.  
 
Similarly, monitoring of silt curtain and silt fencing performance and project turbidity threshold 
values should be included in the EIR to ensure that they are performing as expected and not 
impairing water quality. If it is found that turbidity threshold values are being exceeded, construction 
activities should be temporarily halted until a better capture solution is implemented. Additionally, in 
order to protect spawning endangered species, monitoring should occur to ensure that a turbidity 
plume from construction in the marine environment does not reach the mouth of Bell Creek or 
Tecolote Creek and that turbidity in the lagoon does not increase as a result of construction 
activities. If a plume reaches the mouth of the lagoon or turbidity increases in the lagoon itself, 
construction should be halted until turbidity returns to normal levels. 

 
Conclusion 
As described in detail above, Channelkeeper has several concerns regarding the proposed project. 
The potential significant adverse impacts to sensitive habitats and species are magnified when paired 
with Venoco’s history in the region and the site’s history of need for repair. Channelkeeper is also 
concerned that several of the mitigation measures may not truly function to reduce impacts to a less 
than significant level. Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the proposed PRC 421 
Recommissioning Project; we appreciate your attention to the issues and concerns we raise and trust 
you will address them before certifying the EIR. Please feel free to contact me via email at 
kira@sbck.org or telephone at 805.563.3377 ext.1 should you have any questions.  
 
Sincerely,  

 
 
Kira Redmond    Jenna Driscoll 
Executive Director   Watershed and Marine Program Associate 


