
 
 

Friends of Oso Flaco Lake 

 Friends of Wild Cherry Canyon 
 

 

April 12, 2024 

Susan Strachan (p66refinery@co.slo.ca.us) 

Decommissioning Manager 

San Luis Obispo County  

Department of Planning and Building 

976 Osos Street, Room 300 

San Luis Obispo, CA  93408 

 

 Subject:   Comments on the Draft EIR for the Santa Maria Refinery 

   Demolition and Remediation Project: 

Conservation of the 630-acre “Buffer Area” as Mitigation for Impacts  

 

Dear Ms. Strachan: 

 

Thank you for this opportunity to provide comments on the draft Environmental Impact Report (EIR) for 

the Santa Maria Refinery’s Demolition and Remediation Project.  We write this letter acknowledging the 

hard work that was put into preparing the draft EIR, and commend the thorough analysis it contains. 

 

The draft EIR includes a detailed list of impacts related to the demolition and remediation of the project 

site.  But what it doesn’t offer is mitigation that would have lasting significance for the community and 

for the unique and fragile dune environment (referenced in the draft EIR) that surrounds the project site.  

For that reason, we suggest that mitigation for impacts be in the form of permanent land 

conservation, and specifically the conservation of approximately 630 acres located within the Phillips 

66 Santa Maria Refinery parcels, west of the Union Pacific Railroad, and east of the Oso Flaco Lake 

Natural Area (see attached map).  This land has been called the “Buffer Area” by The Nature 

Conservancy (TNC) and other environmental and community groups. 

 

Conservation of the Buffer Area is not a new idea. In its 1999 “Guadalupe-Nipomo Dunes Preserve 

Management Program” (Dunes Report), the California State Coastal Conservancy and TNC called for the 

in-perpetuity conservation of these lands.  As that report stated, “In January, 1999, [then-owner] Tosco 

and State Parks OHV Division signed an agreement to set aside 630 acres of Tosco’s property in the 

Guadalupe-Nipomo Dunes (see Figure 1).   The five-year agreement will prevent the 630-acre site from 



being developed, in addition to maintaining the sensitive ecosystem that exists on the property within the 

Guadalupe-Nipomo Dunes.”  The Dunes Report also states that although the Buffer Area is not currently 

part of the Guadalupe-Nipomo Dunes Preserve (because its protection was only temporary), it “could be 

added in the future” (Dunes Report, page 20). 

 

Protecting the Buffer Area is also compelled by its unique conservation values as a component of the 

larger Guadalupe-Nipomo Dunes Complex.  As stated in the Dunes Report: 

 

In a 1980s inventory of sensitive resources within California, the US Fish and Wildlife Service 

described the Guadalupe-Nipomo Dunes as “the most unique and fragile ecosystem in the State . 

. .” and ranked it first on the list of 49 habitat areas in need of protection statewide.  At the same 

time, the U.S. Secretary of the Interior designated the Guadalupe-Nipomo Dunes as a National 

Natural Landmark for containing the largest, relatively undisturbed coastal dune tract in 

California. (Dunes Report, page 5). 

 

In addition, when the US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) proposed to establish the Guadalupe-Nipomo 

Dunes National Wildlife Refuge (which succeeded in 2000), it included the Buffer Area in the boundaries, 

due to the area’s important role in supporting the larger dunes region and in conserving “the central 

California coastal dune and associated wetland habitats and assist in the recovery of native plants and 

animals that are federally listed as threatened or habitats.” FWS added that “[d]evelopment along the 

central coast has reduced the coastal dune scrub community to less than 10 percent of its historic 

distribution. Significant stands of this habitat are located within the proposed Refuge, and establishment 

of the Refuge would help protect this rare and relatively intact ecosystem.” 

(https://ceqanet.opr.ca.gov/2000014006) 

 

The conservation of the Buffer Area would be consistent with precedent in adequately mitigating for 

impacts identified in land-use projects.  In the nearby Diablo Canyon Power Plant, for example, land 

conservation has been approved to mitigate for impacts related to the construction of a training building 

(resulting in the in-perpetuity designation of the Pecho Coast Trail), the establishment of the dry cask 

storage site for spent nuclear fuel (resulting in the in-perpetuity designation of the Point Buchon Trail), 

and the replacement of the plant’s Steam Generator (resulting in the permanent conservation of 1200 

acres at Point San Luis).  Indeed, in the recently released draft EIR for the decommissioning of the Diablo 

Canyon Power Plant, SLO County identified the establishment of a public coastal trail as appropriate 

mitigation for that decommissioning project. 

 

Thank you for your thoughtful work on the draft EIR for the Santa Maria Refinery’s Demolition and 

Remediation project.  We hope you will use this opportunity to mitigate for the project’s many impacts 

through the conservation of the ecologically unique and significant 630-acre Buffer Area, which is 

supported by the community and the undersigned, and consistent with relevant, local precedent.  Thank 

you for your consideration.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

Center for Biological Diversity 

Friends of Oso Flaco Lake 

Friends of Wild Cherry Canyon 

 

Encl:   Guadalupe-Nipomo Dunes Preserve Management Program (1999): 

  Cover and Introduction Pages 

  “Buffer Area” Description (Page 20) 

  Area Map (Page 22 - two pages) 
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