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Research Summary 

 
ABSTRACT 
 Throughout 2014 and early 2015, residents of Napa, California began protesting 
the wine industry and its effects on their quality of life; in response, the County Board of 
Supervisors and Planning Commission delegated solving their concerns to the 
Agricultural Protection Advisory Committee. This paper advocates for the 
institutionalization of APAC with modifications and evaluates policy proposals of the 
Committee. Inclusivity, efficiency and transparency of decision-making and policy-
enforcement are shared values of all parties, and the specific policies suggested here align 
to these basic tenets. The policies recommended are earlier and wider engagement of 
neighbors in planning processes, a consistent matrix for new winery use-permit 
applications and annual, mandatory self-reporting of use-permit figures to County 
officials. 
 
 
METHODOLOGY 

Of the 17 interviews conducted, the longest approached two hours, and the 
shortest two were approximately 35 minutes. They were centered on five general 
questions and filled with specific follow-up questions to points raised during the course 
of the interview. The questions sought to bring out descriptions of the current climate in 
Napa with regards to land development, the historical buildup to this present dynamic 
including seminal events and actors, the informant’s particular involvement, the potential 
for resolution and the risks in face of lack of resolution. Each informant was also asked if 
there was something not covered that they had expected to discuss and if there were other 
specific persons or sources the research should include. 
 By the close of the reseach, selecting the primary trait of each person, te 
researcher interviewed six local activists (of various backgrounds and personal 
engagement with the wine industry), the current or former President, Chairperson or 
Executive Director of the four main industry viticultural groups (the Napa Farm Bureau, 
the Napa Valley Vintners, the Napa Valley Grapegrowers, the Napa Valley 
Winegrowers), four Napa County Supervisors (one of whom is retired), two Napa County 
Planning Commissioners (one of whom is retired), and one winery owner who was at the 
center of a development conflict in recent years. There were missed opportunities in those 
few persons who declined to be interviewed for this research, in those who were busy 
tending to harvest season which had started by the second phase of this research and in 
those those recommended in later interviews. 
 
 
RESULTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
NEIGHBOR ENGAGEMENT IN PLANNING  

Every resident of Napa Valley signs a form that recognizes their neighbors “right 
to farm,” however few would argue that such a right includes any activity so long as it 
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can be connected even if tangentially to agriculture. It is crucial to recognize that one’s 
activity affects one’s neighbors, and thus, those who intend to develop agricultural 
practices, including planting vineyards or building and operating a winery, affect their 
neighbors. This relationship between neighbors, farming or not, should be based on 
mutual respect. 

What has been observed has included neighbors, after the planning and permitting 
process has gone on for months, objecting to projects in later stages, after large 
investments of time and money have already been made and in some cases, this has 
halted the development for months at a time or even altogether. In order to prevent such a 
situation where the neighbors later block projects outright, it would behoove the Planning 
Department to include the neighbors of a project earlier in the planning process. Working 
out specific issues earlier on can prevent a total blockage of a project while producing an 
end-result that is also agreeable to neighbors. This should not be viewed as an invitation 
to neighbors to block all development, but instead to mold projects in order to assure that 
new development fits the values and capacity of the community. 

 
PLANNING GUIDELINE MATRIX 
 One of the most promising potential resolutions of APAC was that of Proposal X, 
a planning matrix that would, based on parcel size and its designation of either 
Agricultural Preserve or Agricultural Watershed, note the suggested use permit amounts 
for the likes of production, visitation and other aspects. For developers to know up front 
before beginning the planning process what they could likely expect would provide a 
level of consistency and efficiency before unknown in land use planning. Unfortunately, 
the proposal fell apart when key players pulled out, having understood that these 
standards could be applied retroactively to use permits already approved over the content 
of the would-be guidelines. 
 To be sure, a matrix like Proposal X should not be applied retroactively; the 
vested rights in the permits of wineries already granted should not come into question 
with the adoption of guidelines for new winery proposals. For winery use permit 
modifications, the guidelines should be used, however with the understanding that they 
are simply guidelines. Some parcels will exceed, and others are inadequate for, the 
intended use as noted by the applicant.  
 In California, there is a right to discretion, and a right to appeal, in land use 
planning decisions The notion that Proposal X or another matrix could trump the 
necessity for discretion is, simply, illegal in the state. The wine industry should not fear 
that such a proposal would suddenly dictate the fate of all projects in Napa; ultimately, 
the discretion of the Planning Commission and the Board of Supervisors in the case of 
appeal will remain. 
 However, against Proposal X, the basis of the matrix ought to be production level, 
not parcel size. The production level of a winery determines its potential revenue, and 
that should be consistent with the visitors it receives. Considerations of parcel size will be 
necessary in planning, but the details of what is permitted to a business should be based 
on the size of its activity, not simply the size of the land it sits upon. 
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 While not every parcel of land in Napa is fitting for a winery, a fast-track small 
winery approval process could prove promising, following proper County-wide 
environmental analysis by an independent consultant. 
 
 SELF-REPORTING 

Until recently, there was not even a firm number as to how many wineries there 
were in the County. Should wine labels be counted? Should physical sites be the count? 
Are the number of winery owners and operators the best standard by which to measure? 
Today the County assesses that there are approximately 450 wineries in Napa, based on 
land use permits. 

The fact of the matter is that the County has been in the dark for very long about 
what the wine industry is actually up to. Production is just one part of this mystery, but an 
especially important one, especially if it is to be the basis of a Proposal X-like matrix. 
Even more troubling is the lack of records of visitation and events in the Valley. There 
are 24,000 permitted annual events in Napa, but how many take place? How many 
visitors are drawn to these events and tastings? Napa County must develop a uniform way 
of counting visitors. 

Once Napa County requires wineries to report to the County on an annual basis 
under threat of perjury their production and visitation levels, among the other aspects of 
their use permit, many wineries will be brought into contact with their use-permit, 
perhaps long forgotten and buried away. It is the obligation then of the County to keep 
these information confidential, as it is proprietary to the business practices of each 
winery. This will not ensure compliance, certainly. Many Americans cheat on their taxes, 
and the IRS cannot catch all of them, but being forced to think about it and report under 
oath what one is doing may inspire greater compliance. 

In terms of a model for reporting, Napa can look to New Zealand Sustainable 
Winegrowing, a program which demands annual reporting and independent, 3rd party 
auditing every three years (New Zealand Wine, 2015). Their model does not include 
visitation, but does include production and the environmental sustainability concerns of 
their business practice. The revenues of the New Zealand wine industry do not match 
those of Napa Valley, but yet the emerging wine industry there has found the money 
necessary to finance such a program; there is no doubt that Napa, a much more robust 
and established wine industry, can do the same. The benefits of an aware County staff 
and an accountable wine industry would be tremendous. 

 
AGRICULTURAL PROTECTION ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

Current composition Proposed Composition 
4 agricultural industry representatives 3 agricultural industry representatives: 

Farm Bureau, Napa Grapegrowers, Napa 
Vintners 
1 non-wine related agriculture 
representative 

2 business representatives 1 Chamber of Commerce representative 
2 municipality representatives 3 municipality representatives: Napa as 1 
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permanently, rotating 2 amongst Calistoga, 
St. Helena, Yountville 

2 environmental representatives 1 Land Trust representative 
2 community representatives 1 NV2050 representative, 1 GGG 

representative 
5 at-large members from Supervisorial 
districts 

N/A 

 The previous construction was not built for success. With 17 members, some 
hardly speak, feeling lost in the discussions, and other capitalize on this partial silence, 
speaking for large portions of the meetings. There are too many cooks in the kitchen. An 
easy five to trim are those that represent the Supervisors; the Board will already have its 
say later on in the process when it decides to accept or reject the recommendations of the 
Committee. This duplicate representation only clutters the earlier working group. One 
supervisor suggested that these 5 appointees could be used to balance after having seen 
the construction of the committee in terms of who had been appointed for the designated 
sectoral positions. If balance in that regard is doubted, perhaps the Committee itself 
should be reworked at a structural level to balance what the Supervisors view more as 
truly balanced.  
 Furthermore, there ought to be a designated, appointed and impartial moderator 
who does not represent one of the groups at the table. An independent and trained 
moderator could guide procedure and gather consensus along the way, interpret 
objectively what is being said to tease out similarities and differences and capitalize on 
the ground that could be gained. Due in large part to the complications of an over-
populated committee and many taking the opportunity to speak at length, many such 
opportunities were missed in this past iteration of APAC. 
 If APAC were to be reincarnated, let it draft its own charter. The common values 
of APAC were never discussed in Committee, and that would be a useful first exercise 
for the group. Values such as those discussed, including inclusivity, transparency and 
consistency are a good starting place. How do these values relate to land use and 
agriculture in Napa? What are the issues that have emerged from these debates? How 
should Napa reinforce or address them? These may include affordable housing for 
workers, traffic, public utilities, the right to farm and neighborhood engagement.  
 
 
NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR 
 This project could not have happened without the support of my research advisor, 
Professor Mark Giordano of the Walsh School of Foreign Service at Georgetown 
University; my emails did not stop until deadlines, matched to the end by his 
encouragement and support. This project was graciously sponsored by the Lisa J. Raines 
Summer Research Fellowship, administered by the Georgetown Office for Fellowships 
and Resources. Their director and staff, including Dr. John Glavin, Lauren Tuckley, 
Laura Wagstaff and Cassandra Saenz all have my gratitude, and especially Laura who 
was my point of contact for the duration of this project. 



Séamus Maurice Guerin 
Raines Summer Research Fellow, Georgetown University 

smg244@georgetown.edu 
October 28th, 2015 

 

 5 

 I also want to thank Sandra Taylor, President and CEO of Sustainable Business 
International, who brought me aboard last summer to her consulting practice as a research 
assistant for her forthcoming book, “The World of Sustainable Wine.” Sandra exposed 
me to the world of sustainability and to wine as a product and business, and it was her 
mentorship and faith in me that allowed me to even propose such a topic for my research 
this summer. 

The people of Napa have invited me into their homes and their places of work, 
and hosted me at their public meetings and community organizing events, and I am 
sincerely grateful for their hospitality. This work is dedicated to the people of Napa 
County, all of whom share a common vision for a sustainable Napa Valley: one that is 
environmentally, socially and economically sound for generations to come.  

I am not a winery owner, nor a land-use attorney, nor a member of the Sierra 
Club, or even a Napa resident; but I have had the privilege of interviewing 17 residents of 
Napa representing a diverse range of perspectives. They all have this in common; they 
share a vision for the future of Napa that yields a healthy Valley, one that is 
economically, socially and environmentally sustainable and improving. The road to this 
vision may not be easy nor straightforward, but the willingness of the members of APAC 
and the officials at the County level all demonstrate a commitment to the hard work that 
lies ahead.  

And to that, we can all raise a glass. 
 


