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STOCKTON — The city will plan for a subdivision north of Eight Mile Road , despite a protest by preservationists who said the project was timed to avoid scrutiny.

The slow-growth group Campaign for Common Ground said the city should not plan development north of Eight Mile Road until upcoming hearings are held on the city‘s General Plan, its 30-year blueprint for growth. Common Ground claimed even the preliminary blessing of such a project would signal that officials prematurely have decided on a General Plan endorsing sprawl.
The City Council disagreed, voting 6-1 on Tuesday to begin planning for 3,800 homes on 771 acres of farmland east of Thornton Road . Developer Matt Arnaiz and city officials said the vote was only preliminary and would not circumvent the General Plan. 
The Arnaiz project is just east of a 2,231-acre project proposed last month by developer A.G. Spanos Cos.
“It makes a mockery of the General Plan process," Common Ground member Eric Parfrey said. “The blood is on council members‘ hands."
Both the Spanos and Arnaiz projects are outside the city but within Stockton‘s sphere of influence, an area the city has designated for future development.
The Sierra Club and the city settled a lawsuit in January in which the club claimed the city illegally added land north of Eight Mile Road to its sphere. The club dropped the lawsuit in exchange for an agreement that developers would pay a fee to preserve farmland elsewhere in San Joaquin County .
“The Arnaiz project is well within the sphere," Vice Mayor Gary Giovanetti said. “I think we‘ve all come to an agreement as to what the boundaries are" for inclusion in the General Plan.
Community Development Director Michael Niblock told the council its vote Tuesday would not commit the council to approving Arnaiz‘s final plan but would allow the city to plan comprehensively for future development.
The council is not expected to approve the final Arnaiz plan until after the General Plan is adopted, likely by midsummer. The Arnaiz project complies with a draft version of the General Plan.
Officials said they did not ignore Common Ground in the development of that draft. The vice mayor, for example, said the decision to allow development north of Eight Mile Road came only after dozens of meetings and years of debate in which preservationists pleaded not to expand north.
“They‘ve had plenty of input," Giovanetti said.
Councilwoman Rebecca Nabors, the lone dissenter, said it does not make sense to be “chipping away" at development before adoption of the General Plan.
Common Ground‘s Rosemary Atkinson said the council‘s vote proved it is “too late to apply new smart-growth policies to the approved projects," and she said the credibility of the General Plan process itself was at stake.
The council largely disagreed. Councilmen Steve Bestolarides and Clem Lee said the General Plan is no done deal, and the public will be heard next year before the council considers the plan. 
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