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Written Comments Following Wasco County Planning Commission Hearing on                
November 6, 2018 

File Number 921-18-000017-PLNG 
Applicant: Jon Heltzel 

Owners: Solo Properties LLC, Mark Fuentes and Carrie Fuentes 

 
 

Submitted by Edward McCabe, MD, PhD, and Linda McCabe, PhD, 953 Quartz Drive, 
Immediately North of the Fuentes Property; Kevin McCabe, PhD, 960 Quartz, Immediately 

Northeast of the Fuentes Property; Scott Jensen, AICP Candidate, Planner; 
Other Parties in Opposition to this Project 

 
 

We wish to thank the Commissioners and the staff for the care you have taken in evaluating 
this proposal for development of a commercial horse boarding facility for 5 horses in the 
Columbia Gorge National Scenic Area (NSA).  This commercial venture is proposed on a 20.59 
acre lot zoned A-2 (80), Small Scale Agriculture in the General Management Area of the NSA.   
 
We will not reiterate points that we have already made in our appeals and the written 
comments submitted before the Hearing except to challenge points made by the Applicant and 
Owners at the Hearing, and to respond to the Applicant’s and Owners’ comments. 
 
 
General Concern 
 
The current application remains incomplete and should be denied.  The planning process has 
identified numerous serious deficiencies and gaps in the application that we hope the Applicant 
will properly address according to the NSALUDO before applying again.   
 
It appears that agency comments regarding the number of horses appropriate for the property 
have been based on the entire 20 acres.  This is incorrect because at least 6 of those acres are 
not suitable for pasturing, and 20 acres is far more than the largest possible fenced area based 
on drawings and “approximately 3,000 linear feet of fence”.  These agency comments should be 
updated to reflect the actual area devoted to pasturing, not simply the parcel size.   
 
We understand the Planning Commission can require periodic reports from the Applicant and 
Owners describing compliance with the conditions.  While we believe the application should be 
denied, if you do choose to approve the application it will be important for the public, staff, and 
the applicant that any conditions of approval are clear, objectively measurable, and have an 
enforcement mechanism that does not depend on complaints made by neighbors.  It should be 
up to the Applicant and the County to ensure compliance, not the neighbors.   
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Carrie Fuentes asserted at the Hearing that she (and she may have included in this statement 
Mark Fuentes and/or Jon Heltzel) offered to meet with the neighbors on Rocky Prairie about 
the proposed development and the neighbors refused to meet with her.  
 
Ms. Fuentes’s assertion that she offered to meet with us before the application was submitted 
and we refused to meet is simply not true.  There was no offer to meet with all of the neighbors 
before the application was submitted, after it was submitted, or at any time prior to the 
Hearing. 
 
Mr. Heltzel did send an email to Kevin McCabe, dated July 24, 2018, in which he said, “I would 
like to provide you a brief summary of my application for your records to help explain the 
appearance of incompletion.” (PC 1-129)  This email was sent at the suggestion of Dawn Baird 
according to email she sent to Kevin McCabe (PC 1-128)  Kevin McCabe responded to Mr. 
Heltzel on July 25, 2018 with an email in which he said, “I would prefer communications move 
through the official channels following the proper processes laid out by the County, State, and 
National Scenic Area. This way the official record of the proceedings will include all potentially 
relevant information.” (PC 1-129)  The email from Mr. Heltzel to Kevin McCabe was the only 
outreach to the neighbors by the Applicant or Owners, and occurred more than four months 
after the application was submitted. 
 
At the Hearing, Mr. Heltzel in rebuttal noted that he and Pacific Power employees crossed the 
boundary between the Fuentes property and that of Amy Conroy, immediately southwest of 
the Fuentes property, to evaluate the power box, and justified not contacting Ms. Conroy, 
because they used a 10 foot Pacific Power right of way (ROW).  This may be a legitimate use of 
the ROW, but it does not suggest a position of open communication with a highly impacted 
neighbor. 
 
 
Ms. Fuentes assertion at the Hearing that she will have at most one class per day remains 
ambiguous. 
 
The Applicant and Owners “Request for clarification of Notice of Decision – Conditions of 
Approval,” subheading “Clients,” reference the Staff Report (PC 1-142), “The proposed 
operation will offer one class for horse owners only per day.”  (This sentence has been struck 
through in the Staff Report in the packet prepared for the Hearing, though it was present in the 
original Staff Report, page 6).  We support the limitation of “one class for horse owners only per 
day.” 
 
The Applicant and Owners appear to be questioning the phrase “…horse owners only…”, but 
they state “the income from stabling a few horses is only a small part of the overall income that 
is required to be viable” (PC 1-137) and that it is not “a financially viable operation in a facility 
with such few (5) boarders.” (PC 1-142)  In other words, it is not financially viable without 
addition of more horses, or more clients/students for education in their school or by increasing 
the number of sessions per day and/or opening their school to students other than boarders.        
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This issue raises the question of the true purpose of this project.  It is being considered (PCV 1-
26) as “a commercial horse boarding facility” with buildings, 3,000 linear feet of fence, gates 
and underground utilities.  But the Applicant and Owners state that it is not fiscally viable as a 
commercial horse boarding facility.   
 
Therefore, their business plan requires increased educational activities in the school they are 
building.  But the original proposal said nothing about these educational activities and only 
came to light because of an article about Ms. Fuentes and her work (“From the Wisdom of 
Horses: Equine-Assisted Learning is the heart of Triskele Rivers,” Summer 2018 issue of The 
Gorge Magazine, pages 70-73).  This facility might also be a yoga studio, since the article shows 
a picture of youth on yoga mats “practicing mindfulness,” and the article talks about 
mindfulness exercises, mindful eating, and breathing exercises involving the “downward facing 
dog pose.”  While some specifically horse related educational activities such as horse riding or 
horse care may be commonly associated with a commercial horse boarding facility, these other 
activities do not seem to fit as a part of the commercial horse boarding use despite the 
Applicant’s assertions.      
 
If the Planning Commission is to entertain approval of this project the definition of “class” as in 
one class per day needs to be specified.  Is a class given that designation when: working with 
one horse boarder; a group of horse boarders; a group that contains boarders and non-
boarders; or a group that contains only non-boarders?  The Gorge Magazine article stated that 
they currently offer “mindfulness programs and workshops for both kids and adults… (and) 
individual one-on-one programs.”  Which programs or workshops would be considered a 
“class”? 
 
Ms. Fuentes said at the Hearing that they do not provide therapy.  However, at the end of the 
article in the Gorge Magazine (page 73) it is stated, “Triskele Rivers offers classes for kids and 
adults, as well as people who have experienced trauma.”  The latter says they will help 
traumatized individuals, which could reasonably be interpreted as a kind of therapy. 
 
Staff indicated in the Hearing that it had been very hard to learn what was actually going to be 
occurring at this commercial horse boarding facility.  We do not think we yet understand the 
full nature, use and scope of activities planned on this site.   
 
The lack of clarity in purpose and use of the facility, the shifting responses of the Applicant and 
Owners in the course of the application, the violation of the use of a commercial horse 
boarding facility with the added use of a school and/or yoga studio, and the lack of financial 
viability of the commercial horse boarding facility are grounds for denial of their application for 
a commercial horse boarding facility by the Planning Commission.  It is important to remember 
that this is a conditional use, in other words the Applicant is asking for permission to do 
something other than an outright permitted use.  In any application it is the Applicant’s 
responsibility to demonstrate compliance with all relevant code sections.  The Planning 
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Commission has no obligation to approve a conditional use application that fails to address all 
code sections to the satisfaction of the Commission.   
 
 
Ms. Fuentes said sand surfaces will not be a problem for the horses, since they use feeders 
and do not feed on the ground. 
 
In our written comments prior to the Hearing, we noted (page 14) regarding use of sand where 
horses feed: 

We anticipate that the applicants will respond that they will use feeders and will not 
feed on the ground; however, anyone with experience with horses will know that they 
will spill food from the feeder onto the ground and will ingest the spilled feed from the 
ground.  As lovers of horses, we are concerned with the apparent lack of knowledge 
about or disregard of the applicant for the health and well-being of the horses under 
their care. 

What we anticipated is exactly what Ms. Fuentes said at the Hearing. 
 
We understand that the Wasco County Planning Commission is not an arbiter for the health of 
horses.  However, it shows a considerable level of arrogance to ignore a very specific 
recommendation from OSU that sand should not be used in “livestock feeding areas (especially 
horses).”  We are concerned this approach will also impact the Applicant’s and Owners’ 
interpretations of the restrictions placed on the development. 
 
 
The Applicant and Owners are building a school/yoga studio on agricultural land under the 
guise of a commercial horse boarding business; they say they need other money making 
activities, since the commercial horse boarding facility is not financially viable. 
 
It is extremely concerning to us and should be to the Commission that the Applicant and 
Owners state that their commercial horse boarding facility is not financially viable (PC 1-137, 1-
142), since a commercial horse boarding facility is the stated purpose of their application.  
Therefore, they argue that they need to add components that they state are part of any 
commercial horse boarding facility (verbal comments from Ms. Fuentes at the hearing and PC 
1-132-133) for the project to be fiscally viable.  But these components are not part of other 
commercial horse boarding facilities we have observed in our experience as horse boarders and 
owners.  We have addressed this in our written comments submitted before the hearing (pages 
7-8). 
 
One key aspect of a “horse boarding facility” is the provision of services to the boarded horses 
and their owners.  But the Applicant and the Owners state (PC 1-133), “Just like any equine 
facility, training and workshops are open to the public as well as boarders.”  This is stated as 
fact, but, is not our experience.  If the Applicant and Owners wished to demonstrate that their 
proposal is in line with typical commercial horse boarding facilities, then they have had ample 
opportunity to submit evidence to support their position.  There is a very good reason why 
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these facilities are not open to the public and why boarders would not want their horses used 
by the public: liability.  The rate of serious injury to horseback riders/riding hour is higher than 
for motorcycle riders or auto racers 
(https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/00001626.htm), and the rate of non-fatal 
horse related injuries is over 100,000 per year 
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2564310/).  Any boarder would need to be 
sure that they had substantial insurance to protect them from this liability if their horse was to 
be used by the public.  Linda and Ed McCabe had an umbrella insurance policy for their horse 
operation in Colorado and developed an LLC to protect personal resources from liability even 
though they did not work with the public; people feed apples, carrots, etc. over fences and 
horses escape through fences, and the public can be harmed.  For a family with one horse, the 
potential liability would not be worth the risk.  Liability is another reason why there may not be 
more boarding facilities in the area (written comments submitted before the Hearing, pages 19-
20). 
 
If the commercial horse boarding facility cannot be financially viable as such, then the Applicant 
and Owners are building this complex of structures for reasons other than commercial horse 
boarding.  If it is not a viable operation as just a commercial horse boarding facility, then is this 
truly a commercial horse boarding use?  Or is there some other use to which the commercial 
horse boarding is an accessory?  Without adequate evidence to support that this is indeed a 
commercial horse boarding use we do not see how the Planning Commission could approve the 
application as it stands.      
 
 
ADTs were not resolved at the hearing 
 
The number of average daily trips to this property was not resolved satisfactorily at the Hearing 
and remains a serious concern.  Staff noted that this may not impact the road, but it will impact 
the neighbors.  As we noted in our written comments before the Hearing (page 8), the 
calculations specified have not been provided (PC 1-134).   
 
In addition, the material on PC 1-134 is contradicted by statements by the Applicant and 
Owners in the Hearing and in their written comments.  They say that horse owners will come at 
different times of the day, but they have said that many of the owners will be school age, and 
school age owners will come after school.  The Applicant and Owners need to be consistent in 
their own statements.  That lack of consistency means that the specifics of what is being 
approved are unclear. 
 
This lack of detail and consistency represents a ground for denial at this time.  
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/00001626.htm
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2564310/
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Hours of operation  
 
If the Commission decides to approve this application, then we support Condition E.1. (PC 1-29) 
“Hours of Operation: Hours of operation for training of horses and their owners are limited to 8 
a.m. – 8 p.m., Monday – Saturday.  Feeding and care of horses can occur outside of these 
hours.”  The Applicant and Owners have appealed this condition (PC 1-137), arguing that they 
need the income from Sunday to be financially viable. 
 
As noted above, the application is for a commercial horse boarding facility with a limit of five 
horses.  If the project is not viable with those limitations, then it is unclear why the Applicant 
and Owners are pursuing this plan.  The Applicant and Owners propose to make the project 
financially viable through money making activities outside of the limits of a commercial horse 
boarding facility. 
 
 
Summary   
 
There are numerous grounds for denial of this application that we have summarized above and 
in previous submissions.  We recommend denial of the current application.  If the Applicant and 
Owners still believe this to be a viable project, then they can submit a new application clearly 
addressing all the applicable criteria. 
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