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Kern County Chief Administra-
tive Officer Ryan Alsop lashed out 
at a new state policy that artifi-

cially inflates 
a county’s 
COVID-19 
case rate if 
the average 

number of tests given out over a 
seven-day period falls below the 
state’s threshold.

The county is currently in 
the purple tier of the state’s 
color-coded four-tier system, 

and subject to the most severe 
economic restrictions in Califor-
nia. While coronavirus metrics 
have been improving, the state’s 
artificial increase of the county’s 
COVID-19 case rate puts Kern 
potentially months away from 
moving into the second most re-
strictive tier, the red tier.

“We’re making strong progress 
on our case rate numbers and 
our testing positivity rate and 
we are looking to move into the 
state’s red tier as soon as possi-
ble,” Alsop said. “This arbitrary 
directive only makes an already 

very slow process for additional 
limited reopening of businesses 
and getting our kids back in 

school even 
slower. We don’t 
know what it 
is intended to 
achieve other 
than to keep our 
economy locked 
down the way 
it is for a longer 
period of time 

and to keep parents out of work 
and their children out of the 
classroom longer.”

He said the state had been con-
stantly “moving the goalposts” 
on counties with little advance 
warning on changes that are 
abruptly made.

“Counties up and down 
the state are literally being 
whipsawed by these constant 
changes,” he said, “changes being 
dictated by the governor and his 
public health team, with very lit-
tle to no involvement of counties 
in the decision-making process.”

As of Tuesday, the number of 
Kern County residents testing 
positive for coronavirus over a 

seven day period was 7.8 per 
100,000, according to the Califor-
nia Department of Public Health. 
The state requires counties to be 
under 7 per 100,000 in order to 
move into the red tier, meaning 
Kern had been inching closer to 
that goal.

However, because the number 
of tests conducted over a sev-
en-day period in Kern County 
equaled 126 per 100,000, far be-
low the state average of 217.9 per 
100,000, the state adjusted Kern’s 

Kern administrator demands change 
after state infl ates local virus rate

Alsop
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T
hursday marked 
the grand opening 
of Mountain View 
Village, the first 
affordable hous-

ing complex in Lamont in 
the last decade, officials 
said. Within two weeks, 
tenants will begin moving 
into the 40-unit apart-
ment complex at 11316 
Main St. in Lamont, and 
it couldn’t come soon 
enough, residents say.

“The buzz has been 
around town,” said Jose 
Gonzalez, the president 
of the Lamont Chamber 
of Commerce. “I get com-
ments every day, ‘When is 
that going to open?’”

Community groups, 
including the Comite 
Progreso de Lamont, 
the Lamont Boys and 
Girls Club and Building 
Healthy Communities, 

had been pushing for the 
project ultimately devel-
oped by Kern County’s 
Housing Authority. Those 
groups and other com-
munity members weren’t 
able to come to the event 
because of the coronavi-
rus pandemic.

“We miss them to-
day because they’re the 
reason that we’re here,” 
Stephen Pelz, executive 
director of Kern County’s 
Housing Authority. “They 
provided the inspiration 
and provided a lot of 
input.”

Pelz pointed to two 
ongoing crises that have 
made having a home to 
call their own even more 
crucial for families: the 
coronavirus pandemic 
and the poor air quality 

A Kern County groundwater bank 
proposal just at the starting blocks 
has been hit with 1,2,3-TCP 

contamination.
Irvine Ranch Water District and Rosedale-

Rio Bravo Water Storage District had just 
begun the environmental review process for 

their joint banking 
project this past April 
when TCP reared its 
head.

“It doesn’t appear 
TCP is an existential 
threat to the pro-
gram,” said Todd 
Robins, an attorney 
representing both 
Rosedale-Rio Bravo 
and Irvine Ranch. 
“But there is a likeli-

hood there will be damages. Either wells will 
need to be replaced or the water will need 
to be treated to fully restore flexibility for the 
project.”

TCP (trichloropropane) is a carcinogenic 
leftover from a nematode pesticide made by 
Shell Oil and Dow Chemical companies that 
was liberally applied to Central Valley farm-
land from the 1950s through the 1980s.

The chemical is now rife in valley 
groundwater.

‘A glimmer of hope’

Invited guests participate in a ribbon-cutting for the Housing Authority of the 
County of Kern grand opening ceremony for Mountain View Village in Lamont.

ALEX HORVATH / THE CALIFORNIAN

Mountain View Village features 40 zero net energy two-bedroom apartment homes affordable to households 
with income less than 50 percent of the median in the area. Each home features vinyl plank wood flooring, 
refrigerator, dishwasher, stove and microwave. Guests tour the facility at a grand opening ceremony for 
Mountain View Village, a new 41-unit affordable housing development, in Lamont on Thursday morning.

Lamont gets its fi rst new affordable housing complex in a decade
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Proposed 
$171 million 
groundwater 
bank faces TCP 
contamination

LOIS HENRY
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U.S. Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement has begun 
moving detainees into one of 
two former state detention 
centers in McFarland, capping 
a long legal battle to expand its 
capabilities in Kern County.

In an email to The Califor-
nian, ICE confirmed the former 

Golden State Modified Com-
munity Correctional Facility 
— now called the Golden State 
Annex as it is being used as an 
annex of the Mesa Verde ICE 
Processing Facility — was be-
ing used to house its detainees. 
Spokesman Jonathan Moor did 
not answer a follow-up ques-
tion about how many detainees 
were being held at the site, nor 

did he respond to a question 
about the neighboring Central 
Valley Annex, the former Cen-
tral Valley Community Correc-
tional Facility also planned to 
be used to detain immigrants.

Both the Golden State Annex 
and the Central Valley Annex 
significantly increase the 

ICE expands into former McFarland 
prisons, drastically increasing capabilities

In this file 
photo, a 
group of GEO 
supporters 
gathers 
outside a 
McFarland 
Planning 
Commission 
meeting.
SAM MORGEN 
THE CALIFORNIAN
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case rate higher.
That adjustment turned Kern 

County’s 7.8 into a 9.2, far above 
the state’s requirements.

“We simply cannot force peo-
ple to go get tested even though 
we have the availability that we 
do,” Alsop said, adding that the 
unadjusted rate put Kern County 
on the precipice of moving into 
the red tier.

The county’s testing positivity 
rate — the ratio of tested people 
who receive positive results — is 
9.9 percent according to the state, 
when it needs to be less than 8 
percent.

The state updates each coun-
ty’s numbers every Tuesday, with 
a seven-day lag.

When he announced the 

change last Friday, Gov. Gavin 
Newom said the state needed to 
do more to address the lingering 

coronavirus pandemic.
“We have made notable prog-

ress over recent weeks, but the 

disease is still too widespread 
across the state,” he said in a 
statement. “COVID-19 will be 
with us for a long time and we 
all need to adapt. We need to live 
differently. And we need to min-
imize exposure for our health, 
for our families and for our 
communities.”

Previously the state had 
required counties to have a 
certain percentage of hospital 
and intensive care unit beds 
available in case of a coronavirus 
surge. The county subsequently 
devoted resources to increasing 
hospital capacity, even going so 
far as to spend $12 million to 
bring in nurses from outside the 
area to expand the number of 
people who could be cared for 
locally.

However, under the new sys-
tem, the state eliminated the hos-
pital capacity requirement, lead-

ing to some frustration among 
county officials.

For Alsop and other counties, 
changes must be made.

“Governor, Kern County joins 
other counties in demanding that 
you stop moving the goalposts on 
us,” he said during the meeting. 
“We demand that you work more 
closely with us. We are demand-
ing that you not arbitrarily assign 
a penalty because our population 
is not going in to get weekly tests. 
We are demanding that you not 
continue to make this situation 
any harder on our business com-
munity and on our kids than it 
already is. We are demanding that 
you reevaluate and change this 
course of action to reflect our ac-
tual numbers.”

Sam Morgen can be reached at 
661-395-7415. Follow him on 
Twitter: @smorgenTBC.
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The Kern County Public 
Health Services Department 
reported 10 new deaths and 69 

new cases 
of coro-
navirus 
Thursday.

Total 
confirmed cases in Kern now 
stand at 30,450. There have 
been 307 confirmed corona-

virus-related deaths since the 
first COVID-19 case was an-
nounced in Kern on March 13.

The state reports that 94 
people are hospitalized with 
COVID-19 in Kern, 25 of whom 
are in intensive care units.

The public can find more 
data on the county’s COVID-19 
dashboard at https://
kernpublichealth.com/
covid-19_dashboard/.

Kern health officials report 
10 new coronavirus deaths, 
69 new cases on Thursday

wrought by wildfires. But 
he said many Kern County 
families can’t afford a basic 
apartment, so they end 
up living in overcrowded 
homes, substandard hous-
ing or paying more than 50 
percent of their income in 
rent, putting them at risk 
of homelessness.

“Mountain View Village 
will change that narrative 
in Lamont for 40 fami-
lies,” Pelz said. “This is 
providing quality housing 
for affordable rent at 
hundreds of dollars less 
than they would get on 
the private market.”

The two-bedroom 
units will rent out to Lam-
ont residents for $398 
to $667 per month, de-
pending on their income. 
To qualify, a family must 
make less than 50 percent 
of the median income for 
the area; in Lamont for a 
family of four that num-
ber would be $34,950.

Electric bills are ex-
pected to be extremely 
low — $5 to $10 per 
month per tenant on 
average — thanks in large 
part to solar panels on 
the roofs of the two-story 
buildings but also the 
“zero net energy” units 
themselves built with en-
ergy efficiency in mind.

Each apartment comes 
equipped with a refrig-
erator, stove, dishwasher 
and microwave. The 
floors are made of a vinyl 
plank wood. Communal 
areas include laundry 
facilities, 21 bike storage 
lockers, a picnic area 
and a playground. There 
are also two community 
rooms where people 
can gather or where ser-
vices can be offered to 
residents. The units and 
parking lot are gated and 
secured, and there will be 
an on-site manager.

Trying to get the proj-
ect financed was a strug-
gle, said Thomas Lingo, 
of Americana Commu-
nity Development, who 
worked with the county 
to develop the project. He 
said anything involving 
affordable housing in 
California has been tough 
since redevelopment 
agencies were snuffed 
out by Gov. Jerry Brown 
in 2011. Mountain View 
took stringing together 
funding from a variety of 
sources, especially com-
petitive grant funding 
that took a few rounds of 
applications.

The project was funded 
by Kern County’s HOME 
program, Pacific West-
ern Bank and PNC Real 
Estate. But one of the 
key grants was from the 
state’s Strategic Growth 

Council. It hinged on 
the sustainability of the 
project — not just the 
vaunted “zero net energy” 
units themselves but the 
transportation infrastruc-
ture residents will rely on.

Parking spots are not 
just for residents’ cars 
but the state’s CalVans 
program. Residents and 
those who live nearby 
can carpool together 
to local employers, like 

Grimmway Farms, Tejon 
Outlets and Bolthouse. 
There are bike lockers, 
and also plans to help 
residents with bike re-
pairs on site and offer 
periodic bike rodeos to 
teach residents about 
safety, Pelz said.

The infrastructure 
will extend beyond the 
units, too. There will be 
a new bus stop out front 
for Kern Transit, and res-

idents will be receiving 
discounts on bus passes. 

And though they hav-
en’t been completed, the 
county will be building 
new bike lanes and side-
walks that extend for miles 
beyond Mountain View, 
so residents can ride their 
bikes or walk to school or 
into town. Pelz says the 
timeline for completing 
those is early 2021.

Gonzalez says these are 
all good signs for Lamont 
residents, who often feel 
like they have to fight for 
basic needs in their com-
munity. Many houses are 
bursting at the seams, 
with several families 
piling in just to have an 
affordable place. Many 
of them are agricultural 
workers who make little 
and want to live close 
to their employers. The 
community has been 
demanding more, and 
they’re starting to feel like 
leaders are listening.

“This is a glimmer of 
hope that investment is 
coming to Lamont,” Gon-
zalez said.

So far half of the units 
have been rented, but the 
others are still available, 
Pelz said. People inter-
ested in applying can 
call 846-2117 or email 
alemus@kernha.org. You 
can visit the Kern Hous-
ing Authority website at 
https://kernha.org.

HOUSING
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Invited guests tour the community room for the Housing Authority of the County of Kern grand opening ceremony for Mountain View 
Village, a new 41-unit affordable housing development in Lamont on Thursday morning.

Nancy Melgoza and Olivia Trujillo tour one of the 
apartments at Mountain View Village.

Consequently, imported water stored in 
valley aquifers is coming back tainted with 
TCP.

TCP contamination has already caused 
Metropolitan Water District of Southern 
California to abandon water it has stored 
in the Arvin-Edison Water Storage District 
south of Bakersfield and instead retrieve 
those supplies via exchange.

The pervasiveness of the chemical has 
Metropolitan rethinking future banking 
operations in the valley overall.

“This may make storage for ag and ur-
ban uses less viable, no doubt,” Jeff Kight-
linger, general manager of Metropolitan, 
said last week.

The issue could be far-reaching as water 
managers have turned to groundwater 
banking as their main solution to the state’s 
mandate that California’s depleted aquifers 
come into balance by 2040 under the Sus-
tainable Groundwater Management Act.

Building groundwater banks and buying 
water to fill them isn’t cheap and several 
ag water agencies have sought funding 
through partnerships with municipalities 
and other private investors.

It’s unclear what effect TCP may have on 
those plans.

Dow and Shell have declined to com-
ment on this subject.

Drinking water agencies have been deal-
ing with TCP since the state set the maxi-
mum level at five parts per trillion (about 
five grains of sand in an Olympic pool) in 
2017.

But this is the first dry year when munic-
ipal banking partners have had to call on 
their stored supplies from valley ground-
water banks.

While drinking water standards don’t ap-
ply to agricultural water, they come into play 
when that water is slated for municipal uses 
or is moved through mixed-use canals.

Which is why TCP in Rosedale-Rio Bra-

vo’s groundwater could pose a problem for 
its project with Irvine Ranch, known as the 
Kern Fan Groundwater Storage Project.

The water must be moved through the 
California Aqueduct and the Cross Valley 
Canal in Kern County.

Both of those canals require water being 
pumped in to adhere to drinking water 
standards, including for TCP, which could 
limit how and when Kern Fan can move 
water. Or it could require the banking part-
ners to find other sources for blending.

Either way, it’s an added wrinkle.
The $171 million project was approved 

for $67.5 million in Proposition 1 funding 
by the California Water Commission in 
2018.

It won approval, in part, based on the 
project’s “public benefits,” including re-
serving some of its water for ecological 
interests in the Sacramento-San Joaquin 
Delta, according to Eric Averett, general 
manager of Rosedale-Rio Bravo.

“It gives regulatory agencies the ability 
to call on this water and use it to meet 
quality and temperature standards,” Av-
erett said. “Maybe there’s a salinity stan-
dard they need to meet by releasing more 
water. Under this program, that water 
won’t come out of (State Water Project) 
contractors’ allotment, it will come out of 
this project.”

Irvine Ranch will bring water in to Kern 

County during wet periods through vari-
ous outside purchases and exchanges, ac-
cording to a statement from Irvine Ranch. 
A portion of that water will stay in Kern for 
use locally. Both entities stressed the proj-
ect will increase valley water supplies, de-
spite concerns that it will do the opposite.

“Principally, this project will be captur-
ing and storing high flow Article 21 water 
(excess water on the State Water Project,” 
Averett said. “That’s new water, new to the 
basin.”

In order to get the $67.5 million from 
the state, the Kern Fan project has to com-
plete its environmental review, a feasibility 
study, get permits and funding commit-
ments for the remainder of the project not 
covered by the state.

And it has to do all that by Jan. 1, 2022, 
according to a California Water Commis-
sion spokesman.

Though TCP contamination is a prob-
lem, attorney Robins said in a statement 
that both Rosedale-Rio Bravo and Irvine 
Ranch felt the project would hit the Water 
Commission deadline.

Lois Henry is the CEO and editor of SJV Wa-
ter, a nonprofit, independent online news 
publication dedicated to covering water 
issues in the San Joaquin Valley. She can 
be reached at lois.henry@sjvwater.org. The 
website is sjvwater.org.
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A recharge pond in Rosedale-Rio Bravo 
Water Storage District in 2019.

number of individuals who can 
be held in Kern County. ICE’s only 
previous presence in the county 
was Mesa Verde in Bakersfield, 
which had the ability to hold 400 
people at full capacity. Both the 
Central Valley and Golden State 
annexes can hold 700 people 
each, potentially more than qua-
drupling ICE’s detention abilities.

Both facilities will be operated 
by the private prison company 
that runs Mesa Verde, GEO Group 
Inc. The company referred The 
Californian’s questions to ICE.

The city of McFarland has been 
sued twice by immigrant advo-
cates over its City Council vote 
approving the permit changes 
that allowed GEO to convert the 
two state prisons into immigrant 
detention centers.

In one of the lawsuits, in which 
GEO is included, Freedom For 
Immigrants and Immigrant Legal 
Resource Center claimed the 
city and company violated the 
Dignity Not Detention Act by not 
meeting certain public participa-
tion requirements of the law.

The American Civil Liberties 
Union Foundation of Southern 
California and attorney Paul 
Nicholas Boylan also sued McFar-
land over alleged violations of the 
state’s Brown Act, which governs 
public access to government 
business.

In the first lawsuit, a federal 
judge granted a temporary re-
straining order to the plaintiffs, 
stopping ICE from moving into 
the two facilities. The restraining 
order, however, was overturned 
on appeal. Just this week, a Kern 
County judge rejected the ACLU’s 
attempt to obtain a restrain-
ing order. Both cases remain 
ongoing.

“This matter is far from over,” 
said Grisel Ruiz, a supervising 
attorney at ILRC. “We still think 
this flies in the face, and is an 
affront to, the will of the people in 
McFarland.”

Large crowds attended both 
McFarland’s Planning Com-
mission meetings and the City 
Council meeting in which the 
permits were discussed, with 
dozens speaking against approval 
in public comments.

In February, the Planning 
Commission rejected GEO’s 
request to approve the permit 
changes, only for the City Coun-
cil to overturn the decision on 
appeal.

“We saw farmworkers come 
out in the hundreds,” Ruiz said. 
“So the community there has 
spoken loud and clear that this is 
not something that they want in 
their community.”

Yet, one of the detention 
centers is operating within the 
community. As the two lawsuits 
proceed, it remains to be seen 
if either will be successful in 
overturning the City Council’s 
decision.

GEO GROUP
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