
 

 

 

 

 
 
Date  October 5, 2017 
 
 
MEMO TO: Stanislaus County Planning Commission 
 
FROM:  Department of Planning and Community Development 
 
SUBJECT: FOLLOW-UP REPORT - USE PERMIT APPLICATION NO. 2016-0055 -

RECOLOGY BLOSSOM VALLEY ORGANICS - NORTH  
 
 
On August 31, 2017, a Special Committee of the Planning Commission (Commissioners 
Etchebarne, Orvis, and Buehner) visited the Recology Blossom Valley Organics composting 
facility at 3909 and 3432 Gaffery Road, in the Vernalis area.  The visit was scheduled in 
fulfillment of Condition of Approval Number 17 of Use Permit Application No. PLN2016-0055, 
(See Attachment 1 - Notice of Administrative Conditions and Restrictions for UP PLN2016-
0055.) 
 
The project approval included a number of conditions of approval and mitigation measures to 
address nuisance complaints identified in the December 15, 2016, Planning Commission 
agenda report   A few area residents expressed objection to the project due to the following 
concerns: 
 

• Bird and Vector control  

• Odors 

• Fires and Air Quality 

• Fugitive debris (litter) 

• Fugitive dust 

• Hazardous materials 

• Truck traffic and road impacts 

• Storm water runoff 

• Impacts to neighboring agricultural operations and products 
 
The purpose of the site visit by the Special Committee of the Planning Commission was to 
inspect the site conditions and business operations to determine whether implementation of the 
approved conditions of approval and mitigation measures were effective in addressing project 
concerns. 
 
The site visit followed the same path of travel utilized by the Planning Commission on its 
December 1, 2016, site visit.   (See Attachment 2 - Site Visit Map.) 
 
I. Improvements Completed and Review of Operational Concerns 
 
The following is an overview of improvements completed since the approval of the Use Permit 
on December 15, 2016, and the evaluation of the observed site operations during the August 
31, 2017, site visit.  
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A. Fencing 
 

An additional 22-foot high netted fence was installed along the property’s northern 
boundary and along a portion of the project’s western boundary.  The 22-foot high netted 
fencing incorporated a cantilevered mesh to help keep air borne waste debris from 
leaving the site.  Additional fencing of similar design was installed in the interior of the 
site by the western entrance to the site.   
 
The waste-stream still includes some level of contaminants (plastic bags); however, 
there was little evidence of pollutants on Gaffery Road, in the adjacent orchard, or in the 
neighboring canal.  The applicant continues to use a vacuum truck and crews to pick-up 
litter that leaves the site.  Screening and processing operations are suspended on days 
of high winds. 

 
B. Aerated Static Pile (ASP) – Pilot Project 
 

The composting process incorporates the use of windrows to allow the breakdown of 
organic feedstock consisting of food and green waste.  The windrow systems require the 
frequent turning of material to facilitate composting and to keep temperatures below 
certain thresholds.   
 
A small area of the site was utilized for a test area of an aerated static pile (ASP) 
system.  This system allows the feedstock to remain static on a wide area, while allowing 
air and water to be pushed or pulled into it to facilitate the composting process.  After a 
few pilot tests, the operator reported it identified an optimum operating system to 
maximize the efficiency of the ASP composting process.  Expansion of the ASP was 
under construction at the time of this visit.  The whole operation at the site is scheduled 
to be converted from a windrow composting operation to an ASP system within six years 
of the Use Permit approval.  
 
The ASP system is intended to address odor, vector control and to minimize the 
generation of dust and airborne debris. According to Staff and Planning Commissioners 
present, the odor on the premises was of an earthy aroma and it was not detected off of 
the site.  The operator has obtained the services of a pest control company, which 
services the site on a weekly basis.  The generation of flies is attributed to the presence 
of new feedstock.  The presence of flies was not detected off site and there appeared to 
be a noticeable reduction of flies on site from the visits in 2016.  There were no seagulls 
observed on site during the visit. 
 
A second receiving and sorting line has been added to address any accumulation of 
incoming feedstock per the operator and as observed.  When one line is down for 
repairs, the other line is operated through the night to allow continued sorting and 
transfer of material into the windrows.  
 

C. Storm Water Basin 
 

The two storm water detention basins were completed in accordance with State 
requirements.  The basins are lined and the water is recycled into the composting rows 
and ASP to keep the temperature and dust down.  During this visit, the basins did not 
have much water and there was no noticeable smell detected from them. 
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D. Landscaping 
 
New landscaping was installed along Gaffery Road.  The interior landscaping was not 
installed at the time of the site visit, but has since been installed in front of the second 
row of interior fencing.  The plants that had been installed at the time of the visit 
appeared to be watered and healthy. 
 

E. Truck Wash and Conversion of Agricultural Building  
 

Construction plans for the development of the truck wash on the parcel south of Gaffery 
Road have been submitted to the County and are under review.  In addition, the 
conversion or change of use of the agriculture building to a service shop is underway. 
 

F. Fires On-Site 
 
There were reports from one of the neighbors of three fires on-site (June 4, June 10, and 
June 13, 2017.)  The fires occurred in the windrows as the internal temperatures ignited 
the composting material.  The fires were put out and per the operator; the windrows are 
routinely monitored, turned, and watered to prevent fires from occurring on-site. 
 

G. Neighborhood Complaints 
 
Staff is aware of four complaints; one being anonymous and three from Traci and David 
Thoming.   
 
The first complaint reported, March 8, 2017, for waste being moved from the storage 
pond to the other places on-site.  This complaint was investigated by Department of 
Environmental Resources and was determined by the County Solid Waste Division to be 
in compliance with operating procedures.   
 
The second complaint from the Thoming’s was reported on June 11, 2017, relating to 
smoke damage and offensive odors detected along Welty Road, located a little over a 
mile away from the site.  This complaint of smoke damage and odor was relayed to the 
Recology General Manager who apologized for the fire and smoke damage experienced 
at the Welty Road property and requested that the homeowners file a claim with the 
operator’s insurance company.  The operator has incorporated a new fire 
extinguishment system and also utilizes thermal imaging equipment to address fire 
concerns.   
 
As previously mentioned, the odor detected on the premises the day of this visit was of 
an earthy aroma and this odor was not detected off of the site.   
 
The third complaint was reported on June 27, 2017, Mr. Thoming complained of dust 
plumes coming from the Recology site.  This complaint regarding dust emanating from 
the site was attributed to steam generated during the turning of the windrows per the 
operator.  The complaint was relayed to the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control 
District (SJVAPCD) for further investigation and enforcement.  To date, the County has 
not been notified of the investigation results.  
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The fourth complaint was reported on June 29, 2017; Mr. Thoming reported the 
presence of garbage in the composting operations.  This complaint relating to the 
presence of garbage in the feedstock reflects the waste-stream that includes 
contaminates.  The operator is working with the feedstock source generators to reduce 
the use of plastic bags by increasing the cost to receive the waste-stream on-site, or to 
reject the load all together.    
 

H. CalRecycle Inspections 
 
The State of California’s regulatory and enforcement agency for composting facilities is 
CalRecycle.  It conducts regular site inspections of composting operations and inspected 
the site on May 16, 2017 and on July 21, 2017.  A copy of the inspection reports are 
attached; (See Attachment 3 – Composting Materials Handling Operation and Facility 
Inspection Reports (93)).  The report identified occurrences when turning equipment was 
down due to repairs, resulting in windrows not being turned enough to keep 
temperatures at or below 131 degrees Fahrenheit.  The operator is using a thermal 
imaging of windrows to identify hot spots to prevent and control the potential of fires at 
the site.  

 
II. Review of Conditions of Approval 
 
Staff believes that implementation of the current conditions of approval have been adequate, 
along with the operator’s improvements, to address concerns from neighboring residents.  
Commissioners that were in attendance at the site visit may wish to comment on their 
observations and recommendations.   
 
The Planning Commission may consider amending conditions of approval if it believes that it is 
necessary to address nuisance concerns.  If the Commission desires to amend the conditions of 
approval of the Use Permit, then staff will schedule the matter for consideration at a future 
Planning Commission meeting.   
 
Attachments: 
 

1 Notice of Administrative Conditions and Restrictions for UP PLN2016-0055 
2 Site Visit Map 
3 Composting Materials Handling Operation and Facility Inspection Reports (93) dated 

5/16/2017 and 7/21/2017 
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