Comment 1

Notice No. 43

Thank you for the opportunity to address the proposed expansion of the Livermore Valley AVA (Notice No. 43, in May 19, 2005, Federal Register).

I have some personal knowledge of the area, both as a local resident (Fremont, California, since 1975), as a consumer, and as a former part-time employee of the former owners of one of the wineries in the proposed expansion area -- Elliston Vineyards in Sunol -- where I ran their tasting room on the weekends & other odd jobs over a couple of years in the mid-80's.  However, I have had no no employment or business connection with the current owners of that winery, or any of the other petitioners since then, other than assisting the prior owners with a petition for a proposed Sunol Valley AVA which was dropped in 1991.  

Between working for the winery, and researching the abortive AVA proposal, I did gather a fair amount of knowledge re: local winegrowing conditions.  I would like to express strong support for the current proposed expansion of the Livermore AVA, at least as to the southern and western expansion areas (I have no particular knowledge of the northern and eastern expansion areas).  

The old Livermore AVA, and the proposed southern and western expansion, are and have been distinctive and valued by winegrowers and consumers for two major reasons which make them distinctive from the surrounding area and most other winegrowing areas - geography (topography, geology and soils), and climate.  The proposal, as published in the Federal Register of May 19, 2005, pretty well summarizes the geographical and climatic evidence for the expansion.  My brief comments are intended merely to supplement the published proposal.  

The Sunol Valley and surrounding upland areas, including smaller canyons such as Kilcare Canyon north of Sunol (where the Elliston winery is situated) are geologically similar to Livermore - generally deep gravel-filled canyons, overlain with generally similar alluvial soils extending part way up the surrounding slopes.  [Note that there are commercial gravel pits in the Sunol Valley, to exploit the underlying deep gravel beds.]  These soils and underlying gravel beds allow for deep root systems and provide excellent drainage, both in the current Livermore Valley AVA and in the proposed southern and western expansion areas.  These viticulturally similar features, similar to the Graves region of France, are and always have been the hallmark of Livermore Valley viticulture, both to winemakers and knowledgeable consumers.  

The valley floors and lower slopes, in both the old and new Livermore AVA's, are surrounded and interrupted by quite steep ridges and hillsides which, while dissimilar to the valley floor & lower slopes, are also poorly suited to cultivation, and especially for grape growing on any practical commercial scale.  Thus in both the old and proposed new AVA's, the geology and soil conditions of the land suitable for commercial grape growing - valley floors and lower slopes - are similar and merit inclusion in the same expanded AVA.  The dissimilar higher slopes and ridges, while covering a fair amount of space, can be ignored as viticulturally irrelevant; they are only used for, and useful for, grazing cattle and as wild park lands.

The other major factor is climate.  The published proposal summarizes the data correctly.  I would only add that the southern expansion area - essentially the Sunol Valley - is also cooled by airflow through Mission Pass, where Interstate Highway 680 runs towards Fremont.  This opening in the range of hills to the southwest (between Fremont and the Sunol portion of the proposed expanded AVA) serves the same purpose as the other airflow openings cited in the proposal (Niles Canyon, Hayward Pass, and Crow Canyon).  The climatic conditions that characterize the original Livermore AVA also apply to the proposed western and southern expansion areas.

 (My emphasis on the southern and western expansion areas does not indicate any disagreement with the rest of the expansion areas to the north and east, I just don't know much about them.)

Again, thanks for the opportunity to comment in support of the proposal.  Please feel free to email me if you have any questions.  
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