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San Luis Obispo County Board of Supervisors

San Luis Obispo, Ca.  93408

July 12, 2016

RE: JULY 15, 2016 SPECIAL HEARING to consider: Native Tree and Agricultural Pond and 

Reservoir Interim/Zoning Urgency Ordinances in the Inland Areas 

Honorable Supervisors,

Margarita Proud is a local non-profit organization that represents a diverse group of  SLO county 

residents. We advocate on behalf of the safety, future livability, and rural character of Santa 

Margarita and itÕs surrounding areas. 

Promoting the role of Native Trees in creating natural scenic beauty, maintaining unique 

community identity, sustaining ecological balance and overall environmental health, protecting 

habitat with a future generation of trees, moderating climatic extremes, reducing soil erosion, 

enhancing surface water quality, improving air quality, and adding value to real property are all 

countywide values with widespread support. Additionally, as accurately summarized by your 

planning staff, the practice of allowing agricultural landowners to pump and store unlimited 

quantities of groundwater has the potential to reduce groundwater supplies for other rural 

residential and agricultural parcels in the region, interfere with the reliability of existing wells on 

neighboring properties, and result in the loss of signiÞcant quantities of groundwater due to 

evaporation. Accordingly, we urge your Board to immediately approve the Urgency Ordinances 

being proposed, and begin immediately working on permanent solutions.     

The health of our countyÕs economy and the health of our countyÕs native woodlands and water 

resources should not be viewed independently, but rather as inter-connected, and dependent upon 

one another.  It is our position that for your board not to adopt the Interim/Urgency Ordinances 

on July 15th would be irresponsible. 

, Santa Margarita,Ca. 93453     www.margaritaproud.com 



In addition to taking action to immediately approve both of these urgency ordinances, we urge 

your Board to set a firm hearing date, on or before August 16, 2016, to renew these interim 

ordinances and prioritize work on permanent solutions.     

Thank you for your careful consideration of our recommendations and for your leadership on 

these important issues.     

Sincerely,

Roy Reeves, President

 Santa Margarita,Ca. 93453     www.margaritaproud.com
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July 13, 2016 

 

Via Email  

Frank Mecham, Supervisor District 1 

Bruce Gibson, Supervisor District 2 

Adam Hill, Supervisor District 3 

Lynn Compton, Supervisor District 4 

Debbie Arnold, Supervisor District 5 

 

Clerk of the Board 

Board of Supervisors 

  

 

San Luis Obispo, California 93408 

 

RE:   Proposed Oak Tree Emergency Ordinance 

 July 15
th

 Board of Supervisors Meeting 

 

Dear Supervisors, 

 

 I am writing out of concern for the oak tree emergency ordinance being considered by the 

Board at its upcoming meeting on July 15th.  Although my family and I are high property rights 

proponents, we do not agree with or condone the actions of Estate Vineyards, LLC (Resniks).  At 

best, their actions lacked sensitivity, and at worst were just plain arrogant.  Like many others in 

the community, we do not appreciate their �bull in a china shop� type of behavior and decision 

making.    

 

 We understand the County�s desire to adopt an ordinance to prevent this from happening 

again, however, what is proposed goes far beyond restricting another Estate Vineyards-type 

incident, and effectively eliminates a responsible owner�s ability to effectively manage their oak 

woodlands without undue governmental oversight and interference.  While our Supervisor, 

Supervisor Mecham, has expressed to us that this ordinance is not aimed at the Bonnheims, and 

Supervisor Arnold has expressed her support of our conservation efforts, we nonetheless feel the 

need to speak out as we believe that the new ordinance as proposed will have an immediate, 

direct and negative impact on us and our ability to effectively manage our property.   

 

 Therefore, my family and I respectfully ask that you take the following into consideration 

when voting on the emergency ordinance this Friday: 

 

Sustainable Management. 

 

 A ranch can only be sustainable if there is full management flexibility.  The only way 

flexibility can be realized is through an on-going, creative and innovative thought process.  All 

ranches are individuals with respect to the natural resources, the chosen forms of production and 

ownership goals.  It takes an intimate knowledge of one�s ranch and the ability to listen to what it 

is telling you to manage responsibly.  One-size-fits-all, cook-book and micro-management 
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approaches are counterproductive to a long term viable and sustainable ranch business as it 

relates to promoting a healthy and diverse landscape.   

 

The Bonnheim Ranch is 7,500 acres located in San Luis Obispo County and in 2019 will 

turn a centennial ranch. This year, my son who is fourth generation on the ranch, graduated from 

Fresno State with an agricultural degree after playing football on scholarship the past five years.  

He has high hopes to continue with the ranch business. The ranch has been managed holistically 

since 1992 and managed for multiple-use since the 1950s with commercial livestock and wildlife 

as the two most compatible and potentially sustainable forms of production.  Diversity is 

everything.  Managing the ranch�s landscape for diversity is what supports my family�s chosen 

forms of production, long term.   

 

For several years, the Bonnheims have employed well thought out management of the 

ranch oak resources.  The management includes prudent thinning of live-oak trees, in specific 

areas, and only on north facing mountain slopes.  We want to have a mix of all age classes of 

trees, not just young trees, not just old trees.  Only about .001 of the ranch�s total acreage is 

thinned annually.  It is counterproductive to attempt to do more. The tree canopy coupled with 

understory brush is so thick and the angle of the sun so low on these east/west oriented north 

slopes that shading is dramatic and sunlight cannot penetrate to the soil surface.  Grasses and 

forbs are non-existent and wildlife browse is out of reach.  Prior to thinning, these north facing 

slopes are sterile and non-diverse landscapes.  After initiating a thinning project, sunlight energy 

is again reaching the soil surface, the oak trees fully express themselves and regeneration is now 

possible.  Regeneration is not possible without sunlight energy.  These same trees are now 

protected from catastrophic fire.  The subsequent brush piles and tree trimmings are left in loose 

piles for the woodrats, mice, quail, rabbits and song birds to use.  Deer and turkey rely on their 

eyesight for protection and the scattered cover lends well to good fawning, nesting and escape 

cover.  Blue jays, woodpeckers, hawks, owls and bobcats thrive in this environment. The four 

processes that drive the landscape are now functioning at a higher level, those being the water 

cycle, mineral cycle, energy flow and community dynamics.  Livestock is used in these areas as 

a tool in follow up management and their presence further promotes landscape diversity and 

permits additional time for the balance of the ranch to rest, discouraging over grazing.  

 

The local NRCS Range Conservationist has identified native perennial grasses that have 

established without artificial seeding in each project area.  Examples of these grasses include 

Blue Wild Rye, Creeping Wild Rye, California Brome and Purple Needle.  The consensus is that 

these north slopes were historically more savanna in nature and that these perennial grass seeds 

have laid dormant waiting for the right conditions to re-express themselves.  These thinning 

projects sculpt the landscape, enhance all resources and support the ranch�s forms of production.  

The ranch management plan, and subsequent management decisions related to the north slope 

tree thinning, is endorsed by the Natural Resource Conservation Service, California State Board 

of Forestry, University of California, the Land Conservancy of San Luis Obispo, Holistic 

Management International and others representing the academic and scientific communities, 

professional land and wildlife managers as well as producer peers. These individuals and groups 

have all seen this first-hand through ranch workshops and tours supported by and organized 

through the Upper Salinas-Las Tablas Resource Conservation District. This is not just a hobby, 
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or lip service to the idea of conservation, this is a practice my family and I live everyday on our 

ranch.  It is our way of life. 

 

Preservation of Traditional Agricultural Uses 

 

Several years ago, my family was forced to decide whether to sell, develop and 

subdivide, or try to find a way to keep the ranch intact for the next generation.  We wanted to 

continue with the ranch.  The only way it was financially feasible was to establish conservation 

easements over the property which were compatible with our ongoing agricultural operations. 

My family was the first in California to work toward a conservation easement and later 

consummate it.  Establishing these easements cost my family time, financial and emotional 

stress, and many sleepless nights, but we did it.  My family saved the ranch, which is invaluable 

to us, but we hope also that others appreciate the working landscape that is protected from 

development in perpetuity.  Our ranch will forever be an anchor to a way of life in the Adelaide 

area than so many have denounced the Resniks for eroding.  What happened on the Estate 

Vineyard property will never happen on our ranch, with or without any emergency ordinance, 

because of these easements. 

 

We are now left with a working ranch in the purest form of the description.  This dictates 

that we must manage our ranch landscape to support our chosen forms of production if we expect 

to be sustainable.  Our easement contracts effectively retired commercial/residential 

development potential and provide for and support the Bonnheims� prudent management 

thinning of the oak resource.   These easements are a testament to the fact that the act of cutting 

an oak tree is not contrary to, but is instead it is an integral part of, a successful conservation 

plan.  

 

Our Background and History with the Oak Woodlands Management Plan. 

 

Conserving our land, and keeping it economically viable, through management is a cause 

near and dear to my heart.  My family has been formally recognized by the County of San Luis 

Obispo as native tree stewards and nominated by the USLT RCD to receive the California Aldo 

Leopold Conservation Award.  I was also part of the committee that developed the current 

county oak woodlands management plan and my preference would be to continue with it. It has 

served well during the last decade with no problems associated with management cutting. That 

plan did not materialize overnight and required input from a diverse group of stakeholders.   The 

proposed ordinance makes no mention of the plan, and stands in stark contradiction to it.  The 

clear cutting done by Estate Vineyards was not the result of a �bad� oak woodlands management 

plan.  Please do not throw that valuable work away. 

 

If you feel you must adopt the proposed ordinance, please consider some way to 

incorporate compliance with the existing oak woodlands management plan as an exemption.  

This is an effective plan and tool for those of us truly interested in management.  The plan would 

remain �voluntary� but the County could enforce the plan on those who utilize the exemption.   

An owner wouldn�t have to file plans with the County or process expensive or time consuming 

permits, they would just elect to follow the program, then if they didn�t, the County will have the 

some kind of enforcement right.  If the County was concerned about people abusing the 
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exemption (i.e. saying they were following the plan to accomplish cutting, then changing the use 

of their property), for properties not already protected by conservation easements like our ranch, 

a notice of participation in the management plan could be recorded which required some length 

of participation, just like what is done with Williamson Act Contracts which have a 10 year 

�nonrenewal� period to prevent owners suddenly dropping the program and changing the use.  

This is just one idea, I am sure there are others.  However it is accomplished, please find a way 

to allow responsible management to continue, in both the short term under this emergency 

ordinance, and long term under a permanent ordinance, if one is adopted. 

 

Address the �Emergency,� but do not Prevent Management. 

 

What happened with Estate Vineyards is unfortunate; however it does not necessitate a 

hasty emergency ordinance that does not address the interests of all stakeholders. Clear cutting 

associated with land use conversion is the stated emergency, not management cutting, and yet a 

large part of the proposed ordinance is aimed at severely restricting management.  Please leave 

the existing voluntary plan in place and respond to the �emergency� only.  There is a night and 

day difference between clear cutting oaks connected to land use conversion, as opposed to the 

thinning of oaks associated with management to enhance the resource in support of the same 

uses that have been in place for a historical period of time.  Please do not lump us all into the 

same category, as one size does not fit all.  There are many ways the County could creatively and 

effectively allow flexibility for management, but a rushed public process to adopt an emergency 

ordinance is not going to allow for that.  Adopting an overly restrictive ordinance will have the 

long term effect of degrading oak woodlands by overregulating (and thereby discouraging) good 

management practices, further jeopardizing the way of life that the ordinance proclaims to 

protect.  Do what is necessary to ensure this does not happen again, but stop there and allow 

responsible property owners to continue to responsibly manage their properties without undue 

interference or regulation.   

 

Finally, please do not be fooled by the �temporariness� of an emergency ordinance.  As 

with the emergency water ordinance, it is my understanding that this ordinance could be in place 

for as long as two years.  That may not sound like a long time in political years, but on our ranch, 

suspending management practices for that long would be devastating and is really not a choice 

we can afford to make.  Therefore, we implore you to only adopt an ordinance which clearly 

allows for the continuance of ongoing management practices, without undue governmental 

interference, either by limiting the scope of the ordinance to a prohibition on clearcutting in 

connection with change of use, or by express exemption for responsible ranch management. 

 

 Please do not hesitate to contact me with any questions you may have.  I am happy to 

answer them. 

 

Respectfully, 

 

Mike Bonnheim 
 

Mike Bonnheim 


