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Ad Hoc committee on well permitting 
Background 
In 2018/2019, the Sonoma Valley Advisory Committee received reports from and discussed permitting 
and water use with Robert Pennington (Professional Geologist, Permit Sonoma) and John Mack (Natural 
Resources Manager, Permit Sonoma). 

Permit Sonoma is the local agency responsible for administering permits for wells within both 
unincorporated and incorporated areas of the Subbasin.  Permit Sonoma is also responsible for 
permitting certain development projects in unincorporated areas. Water wells are permitted through a 
ministerial process following the Sonoma County Well Ordinance, most recently updated by Permit 
Sonoma in 2015, that contains regulations and requirements for constructing wells to prevent 
groundwater contamination from the surface, and between multiple water bearing zones in (Ordinance 
25B). 

Permit Sonoma issues two types of permits: Ministerial and discretionary. Development proposals 
within unincorporated areas that will rely on wells for water supply, including wineries, subdivision and 
cannabis permits are processed as discretionary permit.  Permits for agricultural development projects 
are processed through the Sonoma County Agricultural Commissioner. 

Permit Sonoma uses a four-tier groundwater classification system map, based on geologic information 
and water yields, to designate general areas of groundwater availability, for reviewing discretionary 
permit applications: 

• Class 1 areas are Major Groundwater Basins;
• Class 2 areas are Major Natural Recharge Areas;
• Class 3 areas are Marginal Groundwater Availability Areas; and
• Class 4 areas are Areas with Low or Highly Variable Water Yield.

The Class 1 and Class 2 groundwater availability areas generally correlate, but do not completely 
correspond, with DWR’s Bulletin 118 basin boundaries.  Discretionary applications in Class 3 and 4 areas 
and in SGMA medium and high priority basin, including the Sonoma Valley Subbasin, are required to 
include hydrogeologic reports to establish that groundwater quality and quantity are adequate and will 
not be adversely impacted by the cumulative developments and uses allowed in the area.  In addition, 
discretionary applications in Class 4 areas are required to complete an aquifer pumping test to establish 
the availability of an adequate water supply.  The aim is to avoid causing or exacerbating an overdraft 
condition in a groundwater basin or subbasin. 

Since 2004, Permit Sonoma has required groundwater-level measurement and volume reporting from 
water wells on a quarterly or monthly basis as standard conditions of approval for commercial and 
industrial projects requiring a use permit, and using more than 0.5 AFY of water.  Projects in southern 
Sonoma Valley are also generally required to perform and report water quality monitoring due to 
concerns with elevated salinity in that area.  For projects where significant impacts are identified, Permit 
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Sonoma may require demonstration of zero or de minimis net water use through onsite water 
conservation, rainwater or surface water storage, groundwater recharge, and/or offsite mitigation. 
 
Ministerial well permits are issued to single-family residential water users and to agriculture, which are 
the two largest classes of basin groundwater users, making up approximately 80% of total use. 
Applicants for ministerial permits are not required to conduct hydrogeologic studies. The discussions 
revealed that Permit Sonoma staff currently has minimal tools for tracking, monitoring or controlling 
groundwater use that arise out of the issuance of ministerial permits.   
 
At its February meeting, the Advisory Committee created an ad hoc committee to explore options 
creating more accountability regarding ministerial permits and groundwater use in the Sonoma Valley 
“zones of depletion” and in areas impacted by saline water intrusion. The intention was that some 
immediate action might be implemented prior to adoption of the GSP. 

Ad hoc composition 
The ad hoc is comprised of the Advisory Committee chairman Fred Allebach (Sonoma Water’s 
representative, and a renter), Vice-chair Caitlin Cornwall (environmental representative), Jim Bundschu 
(North Bay Water District appointee, and grape grower/vintner), Greg Carr (appointed by the County of 
Sonoma) and Kenneth Johnson (representing at-large community interests, and an engineer). Staff 
support is provided by Marcus Trotta (Principal Hydrogeologist, Sonoma Water) and Ann DuBay (GSA 
administrator). 
 
Ad hoc actions 
The ad hoc met four times, as follows: 

• March 5: Developed a scope of work (To explore whether it’s a good idea to require 
groundwater studies on ministerial projects, for example agricultural wells in the “zones of 
depletion and saline intrusion” in Sonoma Valley.), discussed possible alternatives and identified 
data/information gaps 

• March 15:  Met with Permit Sonoma staff John Mack, Robert Pennington and Nathan Quarles 
(Deputy Director Engineering Construction – including well permits) to discuss preliminary 
options, understand data gaps, identify pros/cons and develop additional alternatives. 

• April 3: Ad hoc reviewed a spreadsheet of possible development in the areas of concern. Fleshed 
out and added new options. 

• April 23: Met at Permit Sonoma with Robert, John and Nathan to discuss all alternatives and 
pros/cons. 

• July 2: Ad hoc discussed alternatives further, crafted a recommendation. 
 
Ad hoc representatives provided updates to the Advisory Committee at its March, April and May 
meetings. As a side benefit, the meetings with Permit Sonoma staff provided an opportunity to discuss 
the intersection between SGMA and basin land use. Permit Sonoma is looking to the GSA to provide 
direction and guidance on groundwater management issues.  
 
Issues raised included the 1980 four-tier groundwater classification system map, see attached. There 
were two concerns regarding Sonoma Valley groundwater basin’s saline intrusion area and two known 
depletion areas: (1) these areas are not identified on the map, and (2) these areas are in the Class One 
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area, which automatically goes to a ministerial permitting process. The map is out of date on critical 
groundwater conditions, yet still determines project permitting in the basin.   
 
Permit Sonoma staff noted that significant staff time would be required to change code or procedures. 
Both require internal discussion, analysis and review, plus review and approval of governing bodies. 
While the ad hoc concluded that it is not the responsibility of the GSA to balance Permit Sonoma’s 
workload, it acknowledges that the lack of staff resources could hamper implementation of proposed 
changes. 
 
Overall, the ad hoc observed that for Permit Sonoma land use to effectively synchronize with SGMA-
mandated GSA groundwater management, the agencies must effectively share hydrogeologic data and 
land use policies must eventually be based on GSA-vetted sustainable management criteria.  

Options 
The ad hoc developed eight options/sub-options, and identified pros/cons (see table, below) for 
consideration by the full Advisory Committee.  
 

OPTION PROS CONS 
A – No action, but 
reconsider as part of GSP 

• Saves money and staff time 
(Permit Sonoma & GSA) 

• Multiple well permits could be 
pulled prior to GSP adoption 

• Data gaps go unaddressed 
B – Ask Permit Sonoma to 
upgrade the information 
provided by applicants for 
new or expanded well 
permits in affected areas 

• Enhances database  
• Puts applicants on notice of 

limited water resources 
• Can be done relatively quickly 

• There generally isn’t follow-up if 
an applicant diverges from the 
uses stated in the application 

• Won’t affect well permitting 

C – Ask Permit Sonoma to 
update groundwater 
classification maps 
 
 
 

 

• New maps could trigger a 
more rigorous application 
process 

• Current maps don’t reflect 
reality regarding SV 
groundwater issues 

• Could be expensive 
• Process could be time consuming 

for GSA staff 
• Map upgrade may not be 

completed before GSP 
•  

C1 – Ask land use 
agencies to update their 
GW information in 
preparation for GSP and 
to share with GSA 
information and records 
regarding groundwater 
levels, well locations and 
characteristics 

• C1:  Places local agencies on 
notice 

• C1: More expedient than map 
updating 

• C1:  Land use agencies may not 
respond/react 

D – Change administrative 
policy or amend code to 
require upgraded 

• Provides important 
information to the GSA, 
especially in areas with 
existing data gaps 

• Changing code/admin policy 
could be time consuming 
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monitoring of new or 
expanded wells 
 
 

 

 
 

• Alerts well owners to issues, 
and provides them important 
information 

• May speed implementation of 
the GSP in the future 

• Permit Sonoma may need 
easements from property owners 
to monitor wells 

• Potentially expensive 

D1 – Ask Permit Sonoma 
to provide information to 
well permit applicants 
about the GSA voluntary 
well monitoring program 

• D1 – Opportunity to expand 
network in non-regulatory 
manner 

• D1 – Can be implemented 
quickly 

• D1 – Past efforts to expand 
voluntary network have met with 
limited success 

E – Amend code to give 
Permit Sonoma the 
authority to 
approve/deny new or 
expanded wells based 
upon hydrogeologic 
report  

• Provides a tool to reduce 
water use in depleted zones 
and in saline areas 

• Prevents worsening of 
problem pre-GSP 

• Changing code/admin policy is 
time consuming (several years) 

• Permit Sonoma doesn’t 
currently have the staff needed 
to review additional 
hydrogeologic reports 

• Additional costs for residential 
and ag developers 

F – Adoption of an interim 
groundwater 
management plan 
supporting a code 
amendment for (e) above 

• Current code refers to GMP 
for direction (so could bypass 
admin/political process of 
code change) 

• Provides a tool to reduce 
water use in depleted zones 
and in saline areas 

• Prevents worsening of 
problem pre-GSP 

• SGMA does not authorize 
interim groundwater 
management plans 

Based on its analysis, the ad hoc recommends that Options A, F and E be dropped from consideration, 
for the following reasons: 

Option A – While the data isn’t perfect, it suggests that there are currently many parcels that 
could be developed for residential or agricultural purposes before the GSP is adopted. By doing 
nothing, the GSA loses the opportunity to track potential groundwater use and to inform or 
influence groundwater users. 
Option F – The option is not viable, since the GSPs supersede groundwater management plans in 
basins that are subject to SGMA 
Option E – This option is premature. The GSP will essentially be a basin-level hydrogeologic 
report and will provide Permit Sonoma with the guidance to exercise more discretion, and to 
provide baseline data to compare with data and reports generated by consultants.  For these 
reasons, Option E is not recommended. 

 

Options B through D would provide either (1) additional information that could benefit the GSP or future 
GSA action or (2) could potentially reduce the amount of groundwater pumped in areas of concern. All 
alternatives will require staff resources (primarily Permit Sonoma), which could potentially delay 
implementation. Given the County’s current budget and departmental work plans, prioritizing 



5 
 

groundwater conservation options would shift the allocation of Permit Sonoma staff time. Such a shift 
would emphasize preparing the ground for the GSP in 2022 and is congruent with the intent of the 
current General Plan Water Resources Element. 

The Ad Hoc recommends that the Advisory Committee focus on Options B, C, C1, D and D1, for the 
following reasons: 
 

• Option B focuses on getting more and better information from well permit applicants. While 
Option B wouldn’t provide information on wells that are already drilled, it would enhance the 
database moving forward. This option is relatively easy to implement, and can be done 
internally by Permit Sonoma staff. It should be noted that it is currently infeasible for Permit 
Sonoma staff to follow-up with applicants after a well has been drilled to determine if it’s being 
used as indicated on the application. 

• Options C/ C1 focus on improving internal resources and data-sharing. As noted above, the 
groundwater classification map is outdated and doesn’t reflect current conditions. 

o Option C would require updating the map to reflect reality, which could then trigger a 
more rigorous examination of permits. The primary drawback of this option is the 
potential time and expense needed to upgrade the map (although an update will have 
to be done eventually). 

o C1 proposes that all local land-use and water supply agencies begin updating maps and 
databases and cataloguing, organizing and formally sharing this information with the 
GSA.  

• Option D and D1 are both focused on increased information through monitoring. 
o Option D would require a change in code or policy that would require monitoring of all 

new wells. This change could be time-consuming to implement and may add to well-
drilling costs. However, it would provide an important new data source on water levels. 

o Option D1 is a voluntary approach that could be easily implemented – but would have 
limited effectiveness unless it was promoted by enthusiastic Permit Sonoma staff. 

Finally, while not discussed as a stand-alone option, the GSA Board could consider – as part of its 
deliberations in adopting the GSP – asking the Sonoma County Board of Supervisors to adopt the GSP as 
county policy soon after its completion to provide clear direction to Permit Sonoma and to ensure there 
isn’t a “run” on well drilling prior to the GSP being approved by DWR. 
 

Next Steps 
The Ad Hoc recommends the following process: 
July 9  Review options with the full Advisory Committee, and receive feedback 
September 10 Bring back revised options to Advisory Committee for discussion and vote 
September 23 Bring Advisory Committee recommendation to the Board for discussion and feedback 
November 25 Possible Board vote on recommended action 
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