FAQ regarding Measure N (Strada Verde)
People say that if Measure N were to pass, it would have less CEQA scrutiny than if it did not pass and had to go through the county’s regular planning process. Is this true? 
Yes - if Measure N passes, the decision to modify the General Plan and enact a Specific Plan will not undergo CEQA scrutiny, period. The primary purpose of CEQA is to "look before you leap" and that purpose will be defeated as to these changes to the General Plan, which can be regarded as the Constitution of the county.

County staff are claiming they have started and will do an EIR for a subdivision map that Measure N says is "required" for the project, but this involves far less scrutiny for three reasons:

1. As described above, the General Plan is changed and that change will not be examined.

2. Contrary to the staff statements, Strada Verde could be built, operated, and even sold without a subdivision, so whatever CEQA review is done for a subdivision (assuming the EIR is completed - they might not) could be ignored as long as the owner doesn't subdivide the property. I also believe although I'm not certain that the owner could offer long-term leases on parts of the property without subdividing - that could use some double-checking. While Measure N says a subdivision is "required" it doesn't say that building/operating/etc. is prohibited in the absence of a subdivision. 
3. The subdivision and its EIR will be required to conform to Measure N's Specific Plan, so a CEQA mitigation measure that conflicts with Measure N - say, cutting the building footprint in half - would almost certainly be found infeasible and discarded. County staff like to refer to a subdivision being necessary "as a practical matter, but as a practical matter the EIR seems likely to only point out environmental impacts from the project without proposing conflicting mitigations, and it will basically just offer an up-or-down decision on the subdivision where the Supervisors are highly unlikely to vote against Measure N. There maybe some new mitigations that don't conflict with Measure N, but most of the flexibility to protect the environment will be lost.

Are there examples of this happening in other counties?
Yes - 2018's Measure B in San Jose was an effort to impose sprawl development outside the eastern developed edge of the city and to weaken affordable housing laws. The City Council unanimously opposed it, and we all defeated it despite being massively outspent by the developers.

Is it at the discretion of the county whether they give it the same vetting if the measure were to pass? 
No, as discussed above, the Specific Plan and the General Plan changes are locked into place for 20 years absent another vote of the people. The only discretion would be for uses labeled "conditional" in Measure N, and the vast majority are not conditional, they're permitted.

Why are environmental groups from Santa Clara County (Green Foothills, Audubon Society of Santa Clara County, and Gilroy Growing Smarter) so concerned with Strada Verde? 
There are a lot of reasons, but here are three in particular: First, this is the nucleus of a new city on the border with Santa Clara County. The developer is supposedly building warehouses and a business center with this step (and it's primarily a warehouse project by building footage), but given the developer’s history of promoting residential development, we can expect residential development proposals will be next - either on the project land itself after 20 years, or on adjacent property at any point. As this happens, we think it's quite possible the same thing will happen with Gilroy residential development expanding south. It's a terrible precedent.

Second, a vote of the people works properly as a final safeguard for environmental protection, but Strada Verde is abusing the law to turn a vote into a loophole that evades the public control and oversight that happens in the normal planning process. Requiring a vote of the people prior to a massive sprawl project after it's undergone the full planning process is good - it's one more safeguard against the system breaking down. Measure N is the opposite. We opposed Measure B in San Jose in part for this reason and we hope voters reject Measure N for the same reason.

Third, Measure N supposedly provides "permanent" protection to new parkland along the Pajaro, but that is incorrect for two reasons. The first phase of the two phases of the development can be constructed and operated without the park, so the developer can get to that point without providing a park, and then never get further along. Also, dedication of parkland is listed only as a possibility and not required - that means they could choose to not dedicate any ownership rights to the County, and then after 20 years when Measure N expires, give the County Supervisors some excuse or incentive for deciding the "permanent" protection component needs to be removed or amended in the Specific Plan. This supposed environmental protection is not at all guaranteed.

