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3 PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

This Recirculated Draft Program Environmental Impact Report (RDPEIR) evaluates the 
environmental effects of the implementation of the 2030 Merced County General Plan.  Other than 
those policy alternatives set forth below, no changes to the proposed project have occurred since 
publication of the previous (Draft PEIR or DPEIR) on November 29, 2012. 

The Draft PEIR assessed a version of the 2030 General Plan that had inadvertently excluded an 
alternative policy regarding the minimum allowable parcel size in the Foothill Pasture and 
Agricultural land use designations as set forth in Policy AG-2.13 of the Agricultural Element of the 
2030 General Plan.  As presented in the Draft 2030 General Plan released in November 2012 and as 
assessed in the Draft PEIR, Policy AG-2.13 reads: 

Policy AG-2.13: Minimum Agricultural Parcel Size Requirement 
Require 40 acre minimum permitted parcel size in areas designated Agricultural to 
discourage land divisions for rural residential purposes and maintain parcels large 
enough for efficient commercial agriculture production. Require 160 acre minimum 
permitted parcel size in areas designated Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.   

As directed by the Board of Supervisors, a second, alternative Policy AG-2.13a should have been 
included in the Draft 2030 General Plan and assessed in the Draft PEIR to permit the Board to 
choose between the two: 

Policy AG-2.13a: Minimum Agricultural Parcel Size Requirement 
Require 20 acre minimum permitted parcel size in areas designated Agricultural to 
discourage land divisions for rural residential purposes and maintain parcels large 
enough for efficient commercial agriculture production. Require 160 acre minimum 
permitted parcel size in areas designated Foothill Pasture and in grassland areas.   

Additionally, the boundary of the University Community Plan has been modified as shown on 
Figure 3-3 to reflect the campus boundary adopted by the University of California Regents in the 
2009 Long Range Development Plan for the campus. 

No other changes to the 2030 General Plan are proposed. 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The project analyzed in this Recirculated Draft Program Environmental Impact Report (RDPEIR) 
is the proposed 2030 Merced County General Plan (2030 General Plan), which consists of a 
comprehensive update of the County’s current General Plan, including the continuation of many 
existing policies, the modifications of others, and the addition of new policies. To help describe the 
proposed project, this chapter provides background information regarding the location and setting 
of the county; identifies the project area covered by the 2030 General Plan; describes what 
comprises a General Plan in California; outlines the project objectives and the policy development 
process; identifies the key themes/components of the 2030 General Plan; and describes the 
development scenario consistent with the 2030 General Plan to be used in evaluating environmental 
impacts in this Recirculated Draft PEIR. Alternatives to the proposed project are summarized in this 
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document’s Executive Summary (Chapter 2), and are more fully described in Chapter 21, Alternatives 
Analysis, of this Recirculated Draft PEIR. 

This Recirculated Draft PEIR provides an assessment of the Public Review Draft 2030 General 
Plan, published in February 2011, as modified by the Merced County Board of Supervisors on July 
12, 2011. The 2030 General Plan would supersede the current 2000 Merced County General Plan. 
The 2030 General Plan is intended to provide the control and regulation necessary to ensure that 
growth in Merced County occurs in an orderly fashion, and the county’s natural and agricultural 
resources are protected. 

In compliance with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), this Recirculated Draft 
PEIR describes the potential environmental impacts associated with the adoption and 
implementation of the 2030 General Plan. Section 15125 of the State CEQA Guidelines establishes 
that the physical environmental conditions at the time of the issuance of the Notice of Preparation 
constitute the baseline conditions by which it is determined whether an impact is significant. The 
Notice of Preparation for the 2030 General Plan Draft PEIR was published on April 20, 2011 (State 
Clearinghouse No. 2011041067). The Merced County Community and Economic Development 
Department is the Lead Agency for the environmental review of the proposed project.   

As required by state law, the Public Review Draft 2030 General Plan has been available for public 
comment, and this Recirculated Draft PEIR will be circulated for a review period at least 45 days in 
length. During this time the public will be allowed to submit comments on the 2030 General Plan 
and this Recirculated Draft PEIR. All of the comments received will be taken into consideration at 
the public hearings held before the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors prior to 
certification of this PEIR and adoption of the 2030 General Plan. In considering the 2030 General 
Plan, the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors will review the comments received and 
this accompanying Draft PEIR1. 

3.2 LOCATION AND ENVIRONMENTAL SETTING 

Merced County comprises 1.2655 million acres, and is located in the heart of California’s San 
Joaquin Valley, the world’s most productive agricultural region (see Figure 3-1). The county, 
extending from the Coast Ranges to the foothills of the Sierra Nevada, is bordered by Stanislaus 
County to the north, Fresno and Madera Counties to the south, Mariposa County to the east, and 
Santa Clara and San Benito Counties to the west.  

The county is served by Interstate 5, which runs north/south through the western portion of the 
county, and Highway 99, which runs north/south through the eastern area of the county. The 
county is also served by State Routes (SR) 140 and 152, both of which run east/west through the 
county, and State Routes 33, 59, and 165, which run north/south.  

                                                
1  The PEIR to be considered by the Board for certification will consist of the Draft PEIR, Recirculated Draft PEIR, 

and Final PEIR. 
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Agricultural uses (including cultivated agriculture, grazing, dairy, and poultry) account for the single 
largest existing use of land, with approximately 1.16 million acres (92 percent of the total land area) 
within the county.  The county consistently ranks as one of California’s top five producers of milk 
and cream, chickens, almonds, alfalfa, cattle and calves, silage, and tomatoes. Looking over the past 
15 to 20 years, the county’s agricultural sector has adapted to major shifts in markets, including 
shifts in production away from other urbanizing areas of California and into the county, and swings 
in market demand for various products. 

In western Merced County, about 87,500 acres of grassland marsh provide valuable wetland habitat, 
combining marsh, open water, and grasslands in a mix of characteristics especially important for 
migratory waterfowl. This area represents approximately 27 percent of the inland freshwater marsh 
area in the state of California, and 6.9 percent of the total area within Merced County. 
Approximately 63,000 acres of these grasslands are permanently protected by conservation 
agreements as part of the Grasslands National Wildlife Management Area (approximately 5 percent 
of the county).  The County has lost much of its original natural habitat to agricultural conversion 
and development. Only 13 percent of the freshwater marsh habitat that existed in the county before 
1800 is left today, primarily along the Merced River and the San Joaquin River floodplains.  Merced 
County still supports natural habitat for over 24 special status plant and wildlife species.  More than 
101,000 acres in Merced County (8 percent of the total land area) are protected in federal and state 
wildlife areas. 

Air quality within Merced County, as in other areas of the San Joaquin Valley, is poor.  Existing air 
quality exceeds federal 8-hour ozone, state ozone, state PM10, and federal and state PM2.5 standards. 
This is a result of the topography and climate creating inversion layers, and the high volumes of air 
pollutant emissions from Merced County’s and the San Joaquin Valley’s major sources: urban uses, 
on- and off-road vehicles, confined animal facilities, and other agricultural and industrial activities. 

Groundwater overdraft is a recurring problem in areas of the county. The Merced Groundwater 
Subbasin is in a mild long-term state of overdraft from pumping and drought conditions. Several 
water agencies and local irrigation districts have moved towards supplementing groundwater with 
surface water sources, groundwater recharge basins, and increasing emphasis on conservation 
practices in order to help alleviate the problem.  

Two soil fumigants (dibromochloropropane [DBCP] and ethylene dibromide [EDB]), two organic 
solvents (trichloroethylene [TCE] and tetrachloroethylene [PCE]), and inorganic arsenic, iron, 
manganese, and nitrate are the most widespread contaminants in the county’s groundwater. Total 
Dissolved Solids (TDS, a measure of salt) is also a concern, and nitrate levels often exceed drinking 
water standards. Pesticides and volatile organic compounds (VOC) are often detected, although for 
most locations, concentrations have yet to exceed drinking water standards.  Groundwater sensitivity 
to contamination varies regionally within the county depending upon depth to groundwater, and soil 
type and permeability. Shallow groundwater conditions with sandy, highly permeable soils have the 
highest sensitivity, particularly to agricultural runoff from irrigated fields and confined animal 
facilities. The area of the county with the greatest sensitivity to potential contamination based on a 
topsoil permeability greater than 2.2 inches per hour and a depth to water of less than 50 feet is the 
north-central portion, including the Hilmar area. The pattern for estimated sensitivity to 
groundwater contamination is similar to the areas reported for nitrate and DBCP contamination.  
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Surface water quality varies on a regional level with higher quality water originating in the Sierra 
Nevada to the east, and deteriorating as it moves towards and through the valley via diversions and 
controls that decrease flow and input pollutants from agricultural runoff. Activities that impact 
surface water quality in the region include agricultural irrigation and animal confinement operations, 
forest management, municipal and industrial uses, storm water, mineral exploration and extraction, 
hazardous and non-hazardous waste disposal, and dredging. According to a water quality assessment 
by the United States Geological Survey (USGS) of the San Joaquin Valley, water quality is generally 
poor compared to other areas in California due in part to the following factors: 1) a large variety of 
pesticides occur in the San Joaquin River and its tributaries, with some at high enough 
concentrations to adversely impact aquatic organisms; 2) long-banned organochlorine insecticides 
continue to be transported to streams via erosion of contaminated soils; and 3) nitrate and ammonia 
levels exceed criteria in some of the tributaries but not yet in the main stem of the San Joaquin 
River. Sixteen water bodies throughout Merced County are, or have been, listed as impaired 
pursuant to Section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act.  These water bodies include several reaches of 
the San Joaquin and Merced Rivers, as well as the Grasslands Marsh and Mud Slough.  These 
reaches are subjected to various chemical pollutants, primarily from agricultural sources.  

Despite regional and local flood control systems, large areas of Merced County are subject to 
inundation during floods, with approximately 380,010 acres in the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency (FEMA) 100-year floodplains. 

3.3 PROJECT AREA 

The 2030 General Plan Planning Area (Planning Area) contains all land within the county outside of 
the six incorporated cities (Atwater, Dos Palos, Gustine, Livingston, Los Banos, and Merced). The 
county encompasses approximately 1.2655 million acres, of which 1.2 million acres or 95 percent is 
unincorporated. Approximately 24,128 acres, or 1.9 percent of the total land area, lies within one of 
the six incorporated cities. All lands outside the jurisdictional boundaries of the six incorporated cities 
comprise unincorporated Merced County, and constitute the geography of the 2030 General Plan.   

Land inside the city limits of incorporated municipalities is not under Merced County’s jurisdiction, 
nor is land managed by federal or state agencies. Therefore, this Draft PEIR focuses on the analysis 
of potential environmental impacts on lands only within unincorporated Merced County, including 
land inside each municipality’s Sphere of Influence (SOI), but not inside municipal (city) limits. This 
area is referred to as “Merced County” or the “Planning Area” in this document, and is shown in 
Figure 3-2. 

The boundaries of Merced County’s six incorporated municipalities and their SOIs are described below: 

Atwater. The city of Atwater is located approximately six miles northwest of the city of Merced on 
Highway 99. In 2000, the City adopted its 2020 General Plan. At that time there were approximately 
3,360 acres of land within the Atwater City limits (Atwater 2000). In 2002, the City expanded its 
existing 7,040-acre SOI by an additional 8,640 acres within Atwater’s 28,540-acre Planning Area 
(Merced LAFCo 2002). 
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Dos Palos.  Dos Palos is located in southwest Merced County on SR 33 near the Fresno County 
border, approximately 23 miles south/southwest of the City of Merced.  The current city 
encompasses an area of 954 acres. In 2007, the boundaries between Merced and Fresno Counties 
changed, and 4,160 acres were added to Merced County near the southeast side of the Dos Palos 
city limits, which could qualify this area to be included in the City’s SOI and subsequently annexed 
to the City. However, the City has not requested consideration from Merced LAFCo for 
amendment of the City’s SOI or annexation.   

Gustine. Gustine, located in west Merced County, is located near the crossroads of SR 33 and 
Interstate 5. Based on the 2002 General Plan, the City of Gustine encompassed 993.1 acres, while 
the City’s SOI encompasses 1,088.7 acres (Gustine 2002). In September 2007, the Merced LAFCo 
adopted and expanded the SOI by 1,932 acres (Merced LAFCo 2007).  

Livingston.  The City of Livingston is located northwest of the City of Merced on Highway 99, 
approximately halfway between Atwater and Delhi. The City of Livingston is comprised of 2,329 
acres. The City’s SOI consists of 923 acres located directly adjacent to the City’s boundaries, in 
addition to the land currently within City limits (Merced LAFCo 2005).  In 2008, the City requested 
an annexation of 2,931 acres, increasing the area of the City to 3,229 acres. The recent SOI 
amendment was evaluated as part of the City’s 2025 General Plan, which was litigated and is 
currently (2012) undergoing revision.  Because of this, no application to amend the City’s SOI is 
pending before the Merced LAFCo. 

Los Banos.   The City of Los Banos is located in the western part of Merced County, near the 
communities of Dos Palos, Gustine, and Santa Nella. State Route 152 transects the City, and serves 
as a major connection between Highway 101 to the west and Highway 99 to the east and links the 
city to Interstate 5. The City’s existing jurisdiction covers approximately 5,146 acres. The City’s SOI 
covers an additional 5,760 acres, making the total area of the City’s SOI approximately 10,880 acres 
(Merced LAFCo 2004).  The City’s 2030 General Plan, adopted in 2009, established a planning area 
for the City of approximately 20,401 acres (Los Banos 2009).  The City proposed to expand the SOI 
by approximately 3,511 acres to a total of approximately 14,600 acres. The City’s request to amend 
the SOI is pending based on processing of the City’s application to Merced LAFCo, and LAFCo’s 
consideration (Elm pers. comm. 2012).  

Merced.  The city is located approximately six miles south of the city of Atwater and 20 miles north 
of the city of Chowchilla, at the crossroads of Highways 59, 99, and 140. The City adopted its new 
2030 General Plan in January 2012. The City’s current SOI contains approximately 33,700 acres. The 
proposed SOI included in the City’s adopted General Plan contains 28,576 acres, although the City 
has not made application to the Merced LAFCo to reduce the size of the City’s SOI (City of Merced 
2012).  
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3.4 INTRODUCTION TO GENERAL PLANS 
PURPOSE OF THIS GENERAL PLAN 
The 2030 General Plan is a legal document that serves as Merced County’s “blueprint” or 
“constitution” for all future land use, development, preservation, and resource conservation 
decisions. General Plans must be comprehensive and long-term.  

• Comprehensive. General Plans are comprehensive both in their geographic coverage and in 
the range of subjects they cover. In the case of the 2030 General Plan, the geographic 
coverage is the county’s Planning Area as defined above. 

• Long-Term. General Plans are long-term in perspective. General Plan time horizons vary, 
but typically range from 15 to 25 years into the future.  In the case of this General Plan, the 
County has established the year 2030 as the plan’s time horizon. 

LEGAL AUTHORITY AND REQUIREMENTS 
State law requires each county and city to prepare and adopt a General Plan for its physical 
development (Government Code Section 65300). This General Plan must address seven required 
topics (referred to as “elements”): land use, circulation, housing, open space, conservation, safety, 
and noise. As identified in state law (Government Code Section 65302), these elements must be 
addressed to the extent that the topics are locally relevant. In addition, the cities and counties within 
the jurisdiction of the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District must address air quality in 
their General Plans. This topic may be addressed as a separate Air Quality Element, or as additional 
policies included in several elements. 

The General Plan may address other topics that the community deems relevant to its development, 
such as economic development, historic preservation, and agriculture. The format and structure of 
the General Plan is also left to local discretion, but regardless of the format or issues addressed, all 
substantive parts of the plan must be consistent with one another (i.e., internally consistent).  For 
instance, the policies in the Land Use Element must be consistent with those of the Housing 
Element, and vice versa. 

In addition to the mandatory elements described above, the Merced County General Plan addresses 
five additional topics: economic development, agriculture, public facilities and services, recreation 
and cultural resources, and water. Under state law, once included in the General Plan, these elements 
carry the same weight of law as those that are legally mandated. Correlation between the 2030 
General Plan elements and the legally required General Plan topics are shown in Table 3-1. 
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Table 3-1 Merced County General Plan Elements and State Requirements 

General Plan Elements Required by State Law 
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Economic Development Element         X 

Land Use Element X         

Agricultural Element    X      

Circulation Element  X        

Public Facilities and Services Element X        X 

Natural Resources Element    X X     

Recreation and Cultural Resources Element X   X     X 

Health and Safety Element      X X   

Air Quality Element        X  
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Water Element    X     X 

* Air Quality is mandatory for cities and counties within the jurisdiction of the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution 
Control District. 

Source: Merced County, 2011. 

3.5 OBJECTIVES AND PROCESS 

COUNTY OBJECTIVES IN PREPARING THE 2030 GENERAL PLAN 
The primary objective of the updated 2030 General Plan is to provide new policy guidelines for 
future physical development, preservation of agricultural lands, and conservation of natural 
resources in Merced County, and to reflect new issues that have emerged since the preparation of 
the previous document. The objectives of the 2030 General Plan, based upon regulatory 
requirements, the vision established within the community workshops, and the County’s guiding 
principles as set forth in the 2030 General Plan, are as follows: 

1. Adopt a General Plan that complies with state law; 
2. Promote a development strategy for city- and unincorporated community-centered growth 

that locates urban growth in the incorporated cities and unincorporated communities with 
existing urban services, and allows for consideration for new towns; 

3. Protect and support agriculture as an integral component to the County’s economic vitality 
and quality of life; 

4. Sustain and enhance the County’s natural environment, including all critical habitat areas, 
watersheds, wildlife corridors, and other natural communities;  
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5. Identify methods to expand and diversify the County’s local economy in order to create and 
sustain employment and business opportunities that enable existing and future residents to 
improve their quality of life; 

6. Protect the County’s natural resources, including air, water, energy, wildlife, and scenery, to 
ensure a high quality of life for current and future residents; 

7. Require new growth and development to have adequate access to all essential public facilities 
and services, including water, sewer, storm water drainage, roadways, schools, government 
centers, and recreation; and 

8. Coordinate, network, and maintain a multi-modal countywide transportation system, 
including freeways, highways, streets, bicycle and pedestrian pathways, mass transit, airports, 
and rail to meet the needs of residents and businesses.  

2030 GENERAL PLAN PROCESS 
In late 2006, the County initiated an update to the existing 2000 General Plan.  The plan was 
updated using a systematic process involving the general public, technical experts, issue advocates, 
and elected and appointed officials, to (1) identify the existing conditions of the county and the legal 
requirements of regional, state, and federal agencies, and (2) to determine issues of interest and 
opportunity for the community.  During the process, several alternative policy and land use 
approaches to the General Plan were drafted and analyzed for public debate and acceptance by 
decision makers.  Upon selection of a preferred General Plan approach, the County prepared a draft 
General Plan for review by the public, agencies, and County-elected and appointed officials.  It is 
this Draft General Plan that is the subject of the evaluation contained within this Recirculated Draft 
PEIR.  After completion of the Draft PEIR, the Merced County Planning Commission and Board 
of Supervisors will consider the 2030 General Plan for approval. 

The succeeding sections discuss the reports prepared during the plan preparation process, and the 
outreach activities completed by the County in developing the proposed 2030 General Plan. 

General  Plan Reports  Prepared During Update Process  

As part of the General Plan update program, and in coordination with the public outreach activities 
cited below, the County prepared several supporting documents to help guide the update process. 
These documents served as the building blocks for the 2030 General Plan. These documents, 
however, are advisory in nature and will not be adopted by the Board of Supervisors as part of the 
2030 General Plan.  The documents are: 

• Issues and Opportunities Report (June 2007). This report provided a means of focusing 
community attention on key issues and opportunities that were identified in the Background 
Report, Stakeholder Interviews, and Community Workshops. The report summarized major 
policy implications for Merced County to consider related to accommodating future growth 
while protecting valuable resources. The report purposely did not reach conclusions or 
suggest the manner in which the County should proceed in the development of the General 
Plan. Rather, it provided a forum to facilitate discussion on important issues. 

• Preliminary Review Draft Alternatives Report (May 2008). This report identified three 
growth alternatives and various policy options for decision-maker and community 
consideration. The report also identified the various pros and cons of each scenario.   
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• Alternatives Report Policy Options (July 2008). This report provided a summary of the 
results from a survey of the Board of Supervisors, the Planning Commission, and Focus 
Groups on each policy option described in the Preliminary Review Draft Alternatives 
Report. 

• Final Alternatives Report (August 2008). The County published a revised version of the 
Preliminary Review Draft Alternatives Report. It included a detailed outline of policy 
options and four growth alternatives for the County. The four growth alternatives included: 
Alternative A: City-centered growth, Alternative B1: Unincorporated community growth 
(existing communities), Alternative B2: Unincorporated community growth (existing + new 
communities), and Alternative C: Resource protection/ infrastructure availability. The 
Alternatives Report provided an overview of each alternative, population growth 
assumptions for each alternative, and the strengths and weakness of each alternative. 

• Revised Alternatives Report (October 2009). The County released a Revised Alternatives 
Report to reflect issues, discussions, and the direction received from the Board of 
Supervisors. The report compared two new growth alternatives, referred to as Alternatives D 
and E, which were both refinements of the original four alternatives. Alternative D 
represented a refinement of Alternative B2 with a focus on new town and city-centered 
growth intended to increase the protection of productive farmland. Alternative E 
represented a combination of Alternatives A and C, with a focus on city-centered growth 
and growth in Specific Urban Development Plan (SUDP) areas that have adequate 
infrastructure, but residential densities between Alternatives A and C (e.g., average of four 
dwelling units per gross acre vs. eight dwelling units per gross acre). The revised report also 
provided a comparative analysis for the refined alternatives. 

• Draft 2030 General Plan (February 2011). The County released a Planning Commission 
Review Draft 2030 General Plan setting forth proposed goals, policies, and implementation 
measures, as well as draft Land Use and Circulation Diagrams. The potential environmental 
effects of implementing this proposed Draft 2030 General Plan are being evaluated in this 
Recirculated Draft PEIR and in the Draft PEIR dated November 2012. 

Community Outreach and Publ i c  Hearings  

Since Merced County initiated the comprehensive General Plan update in 2006, public participation 
has played an important role in the preparation of the Draft General Plan. Citizen input has been 
essential to identify issues and formulate goals. Community outreach and involvement during the 
General Plan update process has been extensive, and has included numerous opportunities for the 
public to participate, including the following outreach efforts: 

• In June 2006, the County conducted 25 interviews with several key stakeholders. These 
interviews helped the County gain perspectives and insights into the issues to be addressed 
during the General Plan update process. 

• Forty-five community workshops have provided a public forum for discussion of various 
visions for the future in the County. 

• Four rounds of six Focus Group meetings attended by agency representatives and members 
of community organizations that have expertise and background on the topical areas 
organized for discussion. Focus Groups discussed and commented on agriculture, open 
space/habitat, public infrastructure, circulation, economic development, and water resources 
policy issues. 
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• Joint General Plan Study Sessions of the County Board of Supervisors (BOS) and the 
Planning Commission (PC). Study sessions began in June 2007 and a total of eight sessions 
have been held to date. These public BOS/PC meetings involve discussions on issues and 
opportunities, existing conditions, the vision, and goal, policy, and land use alternatives.  

• A series of newsletters prepared during the General Plan preparation process to provide an 
overview of the progress being made and the direction being pursued by the County.  

• Local Municipal Advisory Council (MAC) advisory meetings held during the General Plan 
preparation process to gain input from the various MACs on General Plan documents and 
proposals with respect to communities within the county.  

• General Plan documents, including meeting agendas and summaries, background reports, 
draft goals and policies, draft alternatives reports and revised draft land use alternatives 
posted since 2006 for public access on the Merced County General Plan website at 
http://www.co.merced.ca.us/gpu. 

• Upon completion of the Final PEIR, including responses to all comments received on the 
DPEIR and RDPEIR, the County will hold formal public hearings with the Planning 
Commission and Board of Supervisors to consider the General Plan, and the Draft PEIR and 
RDPEIR.   

3.6 MAJOR COMPONENTS OF THE 2030 GENERAL PLAN  

Section 15378 (a) of the State CEQA Guidelines defines a “project” to mean the whole of an action, 
which has a potential to result in either a direct physical change in the environment, or a reasonably 
foreseeable indirect physical change in the environment. This definition precludes an agency from 
evaluating only those aspects of a project under its jurisdiction or for which it has regulatory 
responsibility.  The 2030 General Plan is defined to include all actions necessary to provide a 
comprehensive update of the existing 2000 Merced County General Plan (adopted in 1990). The 
purpose of the proposed 2030 General Plan is to revise and replace the existing General Plan, 
including all of the elements2, the Land Use and Circulation Diagrams, and other existing goals, 
policies, and implementation plans as needed to reflect current law and the changing matters of 
public interest and concern. The 2030 General Plan establishes and implements new goals and 
policies for regulating development projects and for balancing population growth with infrastructure 
availability, agricultural preservation, and natural resource protection.  Other goals and policies are 
directed to resource protection, ensuring the timely availability of public infrastructure and services, 
and encouraging a well-balanced economy.  The plan will also integrate new planning concepts 
endorsed by the County Board of Supervisors, and translate the updated goals and policies into 
implementation programs (such as amendments to the County’s code, zoning ordinance, and 
subdivision regulations) to assure that the County’s vision is implemented. 

The following provides a summary of the major components of the 2030 General Plan. 

                                                
2  Except for the Housing Element, which has already been revised and adopted in 2010 as a separate project in 

accordance with state requirements.  On June 22, 2010, a Negative Declaration and the updated Housing Element 
were adopted by the Merced County Board of Supervisors.  Because the Housing Element was updated and 
adopted in 2010 as a separate project, it is not part of the 2030 General Plan project being evaluated in this PEIR.  
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2030 GENERAL PLAN CONTENTS AND ORGANIZATION 
The 2030 General Plan consists of two major parts – the policy document and the Background 
Report. For purposes of this Recirculated Draft PEIR, the project under review consists of the 2030 
General Plan policy document, and the associated Land Use and Circulation Diagrams.  Where this 
Recirculated Draft PEIR refers to the 2030 General Plan, the reference is to the policy document.  

A companion document to the 2030 General Plan is the 2030 General Plan Background Report.  
The report provides a detailed description for a wide range of topics within the Planning Area, such 
as demographic and economic conditions, land use, public facilities and services, and environmental 
resources. The report provides decision-makers, the public, and local agencies with context for 
making policy decisions. Unlike the Policy Document, the Background Report is policy-neutral. Its 
purpose is to create a foundation or context for making policy decisions.  It makes no judgments, 
establishes no policies, and does not govern any land uses.  For this reason, the Background 
Report’s information is not under review in this Recirculated Draft PEIR. The Background Report 
does, however, serve as the environmental and regulatory setting of the Draft PEIR.  In this role, 
the The Background Report is appended to this Recirculated Draft PEIR as Appendix C. 

The contents of the 2030 General Plan are grouped into five major divisions:   

• Part I includes an overview of the role and purpose of the 2030 General Plan, discusses how 
key issues were identified and the Plan has been prepared, summarizes public participation in 
the planning process, sets forth the County’s vision of itself and common values, identifies 
opportunities for action, and sets forth the uses and organization of the 2030 General Plan.  
Since it does not consist of any programs or actions that could result in any potential 
environmental effects, Part I will not be discussed further in this description of the project 
to be evaluated in the Draft PEIR. 

• Part II identifies countywide goals, policies and programs.  As set forth in greater detail 
below, this portion of the 2030 General Plan is further divided into 11 separate elements that 
establish goals, policies and actions. The elements cover the topics required by California 
State Government Code Section 65302.  Because Part II contains the 2030 General Plan 
policies, the Land Use Diagram, and the Circulation Diagram, it will be the primary focus of 
the environmental evaluation documented in this Draft PEIR. 

• Part III includes adopted Community Plans for each Urban Center in the unincorporated 
parts of Merced County. These Community Plans provide specific policy direction for their 
area, together with a Community Plan Land Use Map and Circulation Diagram. Community-
specific policies supplement the countywide goals and policies contained in Part II of the 
2030 General Plan.  The 2030 General Plan does not include updates to the County’s 
adopted Community Plans, nor does it propose any modifications of land uses or policies 
within areas subject to the Community Plans. In addition to the adopted Community Plans, 
contemporaneously with the 2030 General Plan, the County is updating several Community 
Plans, under separate processes from the General Plan update.  The Draft PEIR for the 
2030 General Plan will not evaluate any changes to land uses or policies related to these 
Community Plans that are currently in progress.  The potential environmental effects of any 
updated Community Plans will be evaluated in environmental documents prepared for those 
plans; however, any environmental impacts related to the buildout of community plan areas 
under existing Community Plans will be evaluated in the Draft PEIR. 
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• Part IV includes an outline of the process for reviewing and updating the 2030 General Plan 
and programs for monitoring its implementation. This part also outlines requirements for 
implementing the County’s 2030 General Plan consistent with its goals, policies, standards, and 
programs; it provides an overview of the types of actions or tools the County will use to 
implement the 2030 General Plan. This Part concludes with tables that list specific 
implementation programs, broken down by 2030 General Plan element. 

• Part V of the 2030 General Plan text concludes with a glossary of terms used within the plan. 

2030 GENERAL PLAN GOALS, POLICIES, AND ACTIONS 
Part II includes all of the required elements of the 2030 General Plan, in addition to new air quality 
and water elements. Goals and policies within the various elements flow directly from the vision and 
guiding principles that were developed during the 2030 General Plan update process. They address a 
broad range of topics required by state law, and those that address unique local concerns. Part II is 
divided into eleven topical elements. 

Each 2030 General Plan element is summarily described below, and the draft goals are listed.  In 
addition to goals, each element includes policies and implementation measures.  The detailed policies 
and implementation measures of each element are set forth in the Draft 2030 General Plan (policy 
document) and are appended to this Draft PEIR as Appendix D. 

Goals, policies, and implementation measures were reviewed and evaluated by the public, focus 
group members, and by the Merced County Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors during 
preparation and circulation of this Draft PEIR.  The Draft PEIR evaluates the potential effects of 
the 2030 General Plan goals, policies, and implementation measures as they were modified by the 
Board of Supervisors in their review of the draft 2030 General Plan on July 12, 2011.   

Economic Development Element 

This element includes policy direction to promote future economic development, job creation, and 
prosperity. The major focus of this element is the identification of ways Merced County can 
diversify its economy and attract new industries, while expanding the agricultural industry. Goals and 
policies are organized under the following headings: general economic development; economic base 
diversification; existing business expansion and retention; new business attraction and recruitment; 
partnerships; workforce training and education; and tourism.   

The draft goals of the Economic Development Element are: 

ED-1 Support and promote growth and diversification of the County’s economy.  
ED-2 Support the existing agricultural economy while expanding infrastructure and 

existing/new industries in order to increase employment opportunities and attract new 
investment.  

ED-3 Support and promote the retention and expansion of existing businesses.  
ED-4 Support and promote new business development and employment growth, including 

local-serving, high-technology, and sustainable businesses.  
ED-5 Increase the effectiveness of countywide economic development activities through 

public and private partnerships.  
ED-6 Improve the skills of the current workforce in order to attract new investment and 

ensure economic growth.  
ED-7 Strengthen the tourism industry through the development of natural resource 

attractions and investment into the agritourism industry.  
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Land Use Element 

This element sets forth detailed standards for future land use, development, community design, 
energy efficiency, and agriculture/resource protection in the unincorporated areas of Merced 
County. Goals and policies are organized under the following headings: countywide growth and 
development; agricultural and foothill pasture; rural centers; urban centers; highway interchange 
centers; new towns; incorporated cities and unincorporated fringe areas; energy efficient design; 
development review and inter-agency coordination; and General Plan maintenance.   

The draft goals of the Land Use Element are: 

LU-1 Create a countywide land use pattern that enhances the integrity of both urban and 
rural areas by focusing urban growth towards existing or suitably located new 
communities.  

LU-2 Preserve, promote, and expand the agricultural industry in Merced County.  
LU-3 Provide limited areas for suburban residential land uses in a manner that minimizes 

conflicts with surrounding agricultural and open space uses.  
LU-4 Provide for the continuation of areas designated for rural and agricultural support uses 

in a manner that minimizes agricultural and environmental impacts while benefiting 
the surrounding agricultural community.  

LU-5.A  Preserve and enhance the character of Merced County by focusing future 
unincorporated development towards Urban Communities.  

LU-5.B  Preserve and enhance the design, heritage, historic character, and quality of life of 
Urban Communities in Merced County.  

LU-5.C  Provide adequate, efficient, and high quality residential development that accommodates 
the housing needs of all income groups expected to reside in Merced County.  

LU-5.D  Maintain economic vitality and promote the development of commercial uses within 
Urban Communities that are compatible with surrounding land uses, and meet the 
present and future needs of County residents, workers, and visitors.  

LU-5.E  Designate adequate land for, and promote development of, industrial uses to meet the 
present and future needs of County residents for jobs and to maintain economic vitality.  

LU-5.F  Provide for the establishment of new Urban Communities in order to accommodate 
future growth in the unincorporated parts of Merced County that are located off 
productive agricultural land or the valley floor.  

LU-6 Provide dedicated commercial areas that serve the needs of the traveling public while 
balancing countywide circulation and other County needs.  

LU-7 Ensure that development in county/city fringe areas is well planned and adequately 
serviced by necessary public facilities and infrastructure.   

LU-8 Recognize pre-existing isolated areas designated for urban land uses as limited 
exceptions to the “Urban Centered Concept” of the 2030 General Plan.  

LU-9 Support and promote energy efficiency through innovative building design and land 
use patterns.  

LU-10  Cooperate with other local, regional, state, and federal jurisdictions and agencies in the 
San Joaquin Valley to achieve mutually-beneficial development, environmental, and 
economic goals.  

LU-11  Provide a clear framework for the ongoing administration, maintenance, and 
implementation of the 2030 General Plan.	  	  
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Agricultural Element 

This element includes policy direction for protecting, preserving, and expanding the productive 
agricultural industry in Merced County. Goals and policies are organized under the following 
headings: agricultural land preservation; agricultural and urban area compatibility; confined animal 
facilities; agricultural research and education; and agricultural recreation.   

The draft goals of the Agricultural Element are: 

AG-1 Maintain the financial viability of the agricultural sector by encouraging expansion of 
commercial agriculture, attracting new agricultural support and value added industries, 
and promoting locally-grown commodity sales.  

AG-2 Ensure the long-term preservation and conservation of land used for productive 
agriculture, potentially-productive agricultural land, and agricultural-support facilities.  

AG-3 Minimize conflicts between productive agricultural areas and urban land uses, and 
discourage the parcelization and conversion of large agricultural holdings into rural 
residential parcels or urban uses.  

AG-4 Anticipate the future needs of the agricultural sector in order to improve agricultural 
competitiveness, efficiency, and employment.  

AG-5 Further develop and expand the agricultural tourism and recreation industry in Merced 
County.  

Housing Element 

The Housing Element has been updated as a separate project and is not part of the 2030 General 
Plan being studied in the Draft PEIR. The adopted goals are: 

HE-1 To provide for a broad range of housing types and densities to meet the needs of all 
residents of the unincorporated area. 

HE-2 To encourage the construction and maintenance of affordable housing in Merced 
County, with an emphasis on meeting the needs of extremely low-, very low-, and low-
income households. 

HE-3 To prevent foreclosures, protect affected families, and stabilize neighborhoods 
impacted by foreclosures.  

HE-4 To provide a range of housing types and services for special needs groups.  
HE-5 To preserve the existing character and integrity of residential neighborhoods and 

conserve and improve the existing housing stock. 
HE-6 To provide decent housing and quality living environment for all Merced County 

residents regardless of age, religion, race, ethnicity, creed, sex, sexual orientation, 
marital status, ancestry, national origin, disability, economic level, and other arbitrary 
factors. 

HE-7 To ensure energy efficiency and appropriate weatherization for all new and existing 
housing units.  

HE-8 To ensure that Housing Element programs are implemented on a timely basis and 
progress of each program is monitored and evaluated annually. 

Transportation and Circulation Element 

This element includes policy direction regarding improving the mobility of both persons and goods 
throughout Merced County, including a comprehensive update to the Circulation Diagram. The 
element addresses ways the County can reduce greenhouse gas emissions and promote alternative 
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forms of transportation (e.g., transit, bicycle, pedestrian). The element also includes specific policy 
direction for bicycle, pedestrian, and transit circulation on roadways in Urban Centers. Goals and 
policies are organized under the following headings: roadway system; parking; transit; bicycle and 
pedestrian circulation; rail transportation; and air transportation.  

The draft goals of the Transportation and Circulation Element are: 

CIR-1 Maintain an efficient roadway system for the movement of people and goods that 
enhances the physical, economic, and social environment while being safe, efficient, 
and cost-effective.  

CIR-2 Provide and manage parking to accommodate auto usage while minimizing the impacts 
of excessive parking supply.  

CIR-3 Maintain a public transit system that provides an alternative to automobile travel, 
supports ridesharing, and meets the needs of the entire community.  

CIR-4 Maintain and expand a safe, continuous, and easily accessible bicycle and pedestrian 
circulation system. 

CIR-5 Maintain and expand a rail transportation system that provides safe, efficient, and 
reliable movement of freight and passengers within and through Merced County.  

CIR-6 Ensure that air transportation systems provide safe, efficient, and reliable movement of 
passengers and freight.  

Public Facilities and Services Element 

This element includes guidance for the logical and efficient expansion and/or upgrading of services 
and facilities in Merced County to meet existing and planned public needs. Goals and policies are 
organized under the following headings: public facility and service funding; wastewater; storm 
drainage and flood control; solid and hazardous waste; utilities; law enforcement; fire protection and 
emergency medical services; schools and libraries; and childcare.   

The draft goals of the Public Facilities and Services Element are: 

PFS-1 Ensure adequate funding for new, expanded, and upgraded public facilities and 
services.  

PFS-2 Ensure adequate wastewater collection, treatment, and disposal within the County.  
PFS-3 Ensure the management of stormwater in a safe and environmentally sensitive manner 

through the provision of adequate storm drainage facilities that protect people, 
property, and the environment.  

PFS-4 Ensure the safe and efficient disposal and recycling of solid and hazardous waste 
generated in the County.   

PFS-5 Ensure the provision of adequate utilities to the residents of Merced County.  
PFS-6 Ensure the provision of timely and adequate law enforcement through proper 

management and staffing of the Sheriff’s Department in Merced County.  
PFS-7 Provide adequate fire and emergency medical facilities and services to protect County 

residents from injury and loss of life, and to protect property from fire.   
PFS-8 Coordinate with school districts, colleges, and universities to provide for the 

educational and literary needs of Merced County residents.  
PFS-9 Encourage the development of quality childcare services and facilities throughout the 

County.  
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Natural Resources Element 

This element sets forth policy direction for the management and preservation of natural resources in 
Merced County. The preservation and protection of these resources is vital to the continued benefit 
and enjoyment of current and future residents. Goals and policies are organized under the following 
headings: biological resources; energy resources and efficiency; soil and mineral resources; and scenic 
resources.   

The draft goals of the Natural Resources Element are: 

NR-1 Preserve and protect, through coordination with the public and private sectors, the 
biological resources of the County.  

NR-2 Provide adequate and efficient energy supplies by increasing renewable energy 
production and energy conservation.  

NR-3 Facilitate orderly development and extraction of mineral resources while preserving 
open space, natural resources, and soil resources, and avoiding or mitigating significant 
adverse impacts.  

NR-4 Protect scenic resources and vistas.  

Recreation and Cultural Resources Element 

This element includes policy direction to expand recreation opportunities and protect cultural 
resources in Merced County. Goals and policies are organized under the following headings: parks 
and recreation; and cultural, archeological, and historical resources.  

The draft goals of the Recreation and Cultural Resources element are: 

RCR-1 Preserve, enhance, expand, and manage Merced County’s diverse system of regional 
parks, trails, recreation areas, and natural resources for the enjoyment of present and 
future residents and park visitors.  

RCR-2 Protect and preserve the cultural, archeological, and historic resources of the County in 
order to maintain its unique character.  

Health and Safety Element  

This element establishes policy direction for protecting residents and properties from unreasonable 
risks associated with hazards. This includes potential harm from natural forces, such as flooding and 
earthquakes, as well as from human-caused hazards such as noise and aviation. Goals and policies 
are organized under the following headings: geologic and seismic hazards; flood hazards; fire 
hazards; airport safety; hazardous materials; adaptation to climate change; noise; and environmental 
justice.  

The draft goals of the Health and Safety Element are: 

HS-1 Minimize the loss of life, injury, and property damage of County residents due to 
seismic and geologic hazards.  

HS-2 Minimize the possibility of loss of life, injury, or damage to property as a result of 
flood hazards.  

HS-3 Minimize the exposure of County residents and public and private property to the 
effects of urban and wildland fires. 
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HS-4 Promote the safe operation of airports and the safety of Merced County residents by 
requiring that any new development within the airport area of influence be consistent 
with the requirements of the Merced County Airport Land Use Commission’s 
compatibility plan, and compliant with Federal Aviation Administration regulations.  

HS-5 Protect Merced County residents, visitors, and property through providing for the safe 
use, storage, transport, and disposal of hazardous materials and wastes.  

HS-6 Plan for the eventual impacts of climate change through adaptive management 
strategies and responses in order to mitigate climate change impacts while protecting 
the quality of life for current and future County residents.  

HS-7 Protect residents, employees, and visitors from the harmful and annoying effects of 
exposure to excessive noise.   

HS-8 Ensure the fair treatment of all visitors, residents, employees, and property owners, 
regardless of age, race, culture, and income with respect to land use and environmental 
decisions.  

Air Quality Element  

This is a new element in the 2030 General Plan; it includes goals, policies, and feasible 
implementation strategies to improve air quality and address climate change. In addition to 
regulating point-source pollution, such as industrial sources of pollution, the element includes 
policies and strategies regarding land use patterns, energy conservation, and automobile travel 
reduction. This element is closely linked to the Land Use, Circulation and Transportation, and 
Agricultural Elements.  Goals and policies are organized under the following headings: greenhouse 
gas reduction and climate change; environmental assessment and mitigation; public facilities and 
operations; congestion management and transportation control measures; toxic and hazardous 
emissions; fugitive dust (PM10 and PM2.5).   

The draft goals of the Air Quality Element are: 

AQ-1 Reduce air pollutants and greenhouse gas emissions, and anticipate adaptation due to 
future consequences of global and local climate change.  

AQ-2 Mitigate local and regional significant air quality impacts of projects through the 
CEQA process.  

AQ-3 Improve air quality through improved public facilities and operations and serve as a 
model for the private sector.  

AQ-4 Reduce traffic congestion and vehicle trips through more efficient infrastructure and 
support for trip reduction programs.  

AQ-5 County residents are protected from toxic air pollutants and noxious odors from 
industrial, manufacturing, and processing facilities, and agricultural operations.  

AQ-6 Improve air quality in Merced County by reducing emissions of PM10, PM2.5, and other 
particulates from mobile and non-mobile sources. 

Water Element 

This is a new element in the 2030 General Plan that addresses the multiple uses of water, including 
urban, agricultural, and environmental. This includes water resources, such as water supply, water 
quality, and watershed management. Both surface water and groundwater supplies are important 
determinants of future growth and agricultural production in the County. The element also 
addresses water quality in areas where contaminating sources have degraded water. Goals and 
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policies are organized under the following headings: water supply; water quality; water reuse and 
conservation; watershed management; and interagency coordination.   

The draft goals of the Water Element are: 

W-1 Ensure a reliable water supply sufficient to meet the existing and future needs of the County.  
W-2 Protect the quality of surface and groundwater resources to meet the needs of all users.  
W-3 Maximize the efficient use and reuse of water supplies through water conservation, 

water recycling, and public education.  
W-4 Enhance and protect County watersheds through responsible water and land use 

management practices that address water bodies, open spaces, soils, recreation, habitat, 
vegetation, groundwater recharge, and development.  

W-5 Promote interagency communication and cooperation between local governments, 
irrigation districts, and water agencies in order to optimize use of resources and 
provide the highest level of dependable and affordable service, while respecting 
individual entities’ water rights and interests.   

LAND USE BOUNDARIES, DESIGNATIONS, AND STANDARDS 
The Land Use Element includes a description of the Land Use Diagram and the related land use 
designations and standards (see Figure 3-3). The Land Use Diagram identifies the various urban 
boundary designations, the City Planning Areas, and areas designated for Agricultural and Foothill 
Pasture uses.  Table 3-2 further describes land use designations and assigns a key color identifying 
each designation as illustrated in Figure 3-3. 

Urban Area Boundaries 

A major change in the 2030 General Plan is that the Land Use Element and Diagram have replaced 
the Specific Urban Development Plan designation used by the County in the 2000 General Plan with 
the new designations of Rural Center, Urban Center, and City Planning Area. The Land Use 
Diagram includes the five different Urban Area Boundaries as listed below and illustrated in Figure 
3-3. Each of these boundaries has a unique purpose and specific policies guiding their future growth 
and development. These goals and policies are described previously in this project description. The 
five boundaries include: 

• City Planning Area. Includes land located within the sphere of influence of the cities of 
Atwater, Dos Palos, Gustine, Livingston, Los Banos, and Merced. Land use and 
development within the city limits of the cities is regulated by each city’s General Plan; the 
unincorporated fringe area outside the city limits is governed by the 2030 General Plan and 
individual land use agreements with each city. 

• Urban Community. Includes areas in unincorporated Merced County that have a range of 
housing densities, commercial uses, public sewer and/or water infrastructure, public services, 
and employment-generating land uses. (Note: These areas were known under the 2000 
General Plan as “Specific Urban Development Plans.”) 

• Rural Residential Center. Includes areas in unincorporated Merced County that contain 
concentrations of suburban housing, typically on one acre lots, that lack full urban services. 
These areas are typically located adjacent to or near incorporated cities, and do not include 
commercial uses. 
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Figure 3-3

2030 Merced County General Plan Land Use Diagram
SOURCE:  Merced County, 2013
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• Rural Center. Includes areas in unincorporated Merced County that are isolated and have 
either a stable or declining population. These areas contain some commercial uses that 
support adjacent rural and agricultural uses, such as feed stores, truck/tractor repair, gas 
stations, and limited public services. 

• Highway Interchange Center. Includes areas in unincorporated Merced County that are 
intended to accommodate commercial uses oriented to highway travelers. They are typically 
located at freeway interchanges or intersections of state and interstate highways.  

The individual Community Plans generally include some or all of the fifteen land use designations 
described in Table 3-2, although some individual Community Plans include some unique 
designations specific to that community.   

 

Table 3-2 Land Use Designations 

	   Foothill Pasture (FP) 
This designation provides for non-cultivated agricultural practices that typically require larger areas of land 
due to poor soil quality, limited water availability, and steeper slopes. This designation is typically applied to 
areas in the Sierra Nevada foothills and the Diablo Range on the east and west sides of the County.  

	   Agricultural (A) 

This designation provides for cultivated agricultural practices that rely on good soil quality, adequate water 
availability, and minimal slopes. This is the largest County land use designation by area in the County and is 
typically applied to areas on the valley floor.  

	   Agricultural Residential (AR) 
This designation provides for single-family dwellings on large lots in a semi-rural environment with limited 
public services. This designation is typically applied to Rural Centers or at the edge of urban areas. This 
designation is often used as a buffer between urban and rural land uses.  

	   Very Low-Density Residential (VLDR) 

This urban designation provides for single-family dwellings on larger lots. This designation is typically 
applied to areas considered appropriate for the construction of single-family dwellings within Rural Centers 
and Urban Communities.  

	   Low-Density Residential (LDR) 
This designation provides for single-family dwellings on medium to large lots. This designation is typically 
applied to areas considered appropriate for the construction of single-family dwellings within Urban 
Communities. 

	   Medium-Density Residential (MDR) 
This designation provides for either single-family dwellings on smaller lots or multi-family housing units. 
This designation may be applied to areas located near commercial centers within Urban Communities. 

	   High-Density Residential (HDR) 
This designation provides for high density multi-family housing units. This designation is typically applied to 
areas located near the center of Urban Communities. 
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Table 3-2 Land Use Designations 

	   Mixed-Use (MU) 

This designation provides for higher-density residential development to be located on the same parcel or 
block as either commercial or office uses in order to provide denser, pedestrian and transit oriented 
development in urban areas. The mix of uses can be either horizontal or vertical. This designation is typically 
applied in central areas of Urban Communities.  

	   Neighborhood Commercial (NC) 

This designation provides for commercial uses within Urban Communities that serve the daily needs of the 
local community. This designation is typically applied within or near residential neighborhoods. Smaller 
Rural Centers may use this designation as their main commercial area. 

	   General Commercial (GC) 
This designation provides for general retail commercial uses, personal and professional services, and 
institutional uses in Urban Communities and Highway Interchange Centers. This designation is typically 
applied to areas near the center of a community to encourage grouping of commercial activities in a central 
business district or core, possibly with other nonresidential uses.  

	   Business Park (BP) 

This designation provides for clean, low-impact land uses such as professional offices, research and 
development facilities, warehouse and distribution centers, mini storage, light manufacturing and fabrication 
(limited to indoor activity), and other similar uses located in Urban Communities.  

	   Institutional/Quasi-Public (I/P) 
This designation provides for public and quasi-public facilities and services such as schools, fire stations, 
hospitals, sanitariums, libraries, museums, government offices and courts, churches, meeting halls, 
cemeteries and mausoleums, public facilities, and similar and compatible uses. This designation is found 
throughout the County. 

	   Industrial (IND) 
This designation provides for manufacturing, research and development, processing, distribution, storage, or 
the wholesale trade of various materials and products. This designation is typically applied to areas adjacent 
to major transportation routes and/or towards the fringe area of Urban Communities and Highway 
Interchange Centers.  

	   Recreation and Open Space (RE) 

This designation provides for active and passive recreational uses, habitat protection, watershed 
management, areas that contain public health and safety hazards such as floodways, and areas containing 
environmentally-sensitive features. This designation may be applied throughout the County. 

	   Urban Reserve (UR) 
This designation is applied to areas within Urban Communities that are considered appropriate for intensive 
urban land use activities at some future date depending upon community growth needs and availability of 
urban services, utilities, and facilities. These areas are intended to remain rural until they are redesignated at 
some future date. 

Source:  Merced County, Draft 2030 General Plan, 2011. 
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Land Use Standards 

Consistent with state law, the General Plan includes standards of population density and building 
intensity for each of the land use designations appearing on the Land Use Diagram and as described 
in Table 3-2. Table 3-3 identifies these standards, and outlines the applicable Urban Area Boundary 
for each designation shown on the Land Use Diagram.  Table 3-4 lists the acreage of the County 
allocated to each land use type. 

Resident ial  Use Standards 

Standards of population density for residential uses are stated as the allowable range of dwelling 
units per gross acre. The term “gross acre” includes all land (including streets and rights-of-way) 
designated for a particular residential use, while net acreage excludes streets and rights-of-way. In 
urban areas, net acreage is normally 20 to 25 percent less for a given area than gross acreage. In rural 
areas, the difference between net and gross can be as low as 5 percent. Net acreage is the standard 
typically used in zoning, while gross acreage is more commonly used for General Plans. 

Standards of population density for residential uses can be derived by multiplying the maximum 
allowable number of dwelling units per gross acre by the average number of persons per dwelling 
unit assumed for the applicable residential designation. Standards of building intensity for residential 
uses are stated as the allowable range of dwelling units per gross acre. 

Non-Resident ial  Use Standards 

Standards of building intensity for non-residential uses are stated as maximum floor-area ratios. 
Floor-area ratio (FAR) is the ratio of the gross building square footage on a lot to the net square 
footage of the lot. For example, a FAR of 1.00 will 
allow 10,000 square feet of gross building floor area to 
be built, on a lot with 10,000 net square feet of land 
area, regardless of the number of stories in the 
building (e.g., a single-story building of 10,000 square 
feet or a two-story building with 5,000 square feet for 
each floor). On the same lot a FAR of 0.50 would 
allow 5,000 square feet of floor area, and a FAR of 
0.25 would allow 2,500 square feet. The diagram to 
the right illustrates conceptually how buildings of one, two, three, and four stories could be 
developed on a given lot with FARs between 0.5 and 1.0. 
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Table 3-3 Land Use Standards 

Dwelling Units Per 
Gross Acre 

Land Use Designations 
Minimum 

Lot or Parcel 
Size Min. Max. 

Non-
Residential 
Floor Area 

Ratio 

Average 
Persons Per 
Household 

Average 
Employee 
Density2 

Applicable 
Urban Area Boundary3 

Foothill Pasture (FP)1 160 acres 0 0.0125 0.10 3.2 800 - 

Agricultural (A) – Alternative Policy 40 acres 0 0.025 0.10 3.2 800 CPA5 

Agricultural (A) – Alternative Policy 20 acres 0 0.05 0.10 3.2 800 CPA5 

Agricultural Residential4 (AR) 1/3 acre 0 0.33 - 3.2 - RRC, RC 

Very-Low Density Residential (VLDR) 0.25 acre 1.0 4.0 - 3.2 - RRC, RC, UC 

Low-Density Residential (LDR) 5,000 s.f. 4.0 8.0 - 3.2 - UC 

Medium-Density Residential (MDR) 3,000 s.f. 8.0 15.0 - 3.2 - UC 

High-Density Residential (HDR) None 15.0 33.0 - 3.2 - UC 

Mixed-Use (MU) None 4.0 33.0 0.60 3.2 500 UC 

Neighborhood Commercial (NC) None - - 0.50 - 500 UC 

General Commercial (GC) None - - 0.50 - 600 UC, HIC 

Business Park (BP) None - - 0.60 - 300 UC, HIC 

Institutional/Quasi-Public (I/P) None - - 1.00  - RC, UC, HIC 

Industrial (IND) None - - 1.00 - 400 UC 

Recreation and Open Space (RE) None - - 0.10 - - RC, UC 

Urban Reserve (UR) None - - - - - UC 

Notes: 
1 Foothill Pasture (FP) areas are allowed to have 20 to 40 acre minimum lot size if the existing (pre 2010) Zoning is either A-1 or A-1-40. 
2 Equals the amount of square feet of floor area per one employee.  
3 RRC = Rural Residential Center, RC = Rural Center, UC = Urban Community, HIC = Highway Interchange Center, CPA = City Planning Area. 
4 Minimum lot size of one acre and maximum density of one dwelling per net acre unless public sewer and water is available. 
5 While the Agricultural designation is primarily applied to non-urban areas of the county, this designation is also applied within City Planning Areas as an interim land use designation 

until the land is annexed to a city or re-designated by the County. 
Source:  Merced County, 2011, 2013. 
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Table 3-4 Acreage by Land Use Type 

Land Use Designations Acreage 

Rural 1,191,935 

 Foothill Pasture  394,100 

 Agricultural 797,835 

Urban 105,319 

Urban Communities 23,020 

Urban Communities Study Area (Yosemite Lake Estates) 656 

City Planning Areas 69,334 

Rural Centers 1,403 

Rural Residential Centers 5,614 

Highway Interchange Centers 5,079 

Isolated Urban Designations 213 

Sources: Interpretation of Merced County GIS Data, Merced County, 2011; Mintier Harnish, 2011. 

 
URBAN AREAS 
Part III of the 2030 General Plan establishes urban area boundaries for both incorporated and 
unincorporated communities within the county.   

City Planning Areas 

Within the City Planning Areas of incorporated cities in areas outside of the existing city limits, the 
goals and policies of the 2030 General Plan Land Use Element apply, especially those such as Goal 
LU-7 that act to ensure coordination of city and county land use planning, the preferential and 
timely expansion of existing cities rather than urbanization of unincorporated areas, and the 
provision of necessary public facilities and infrastructure.  The City Planning Area boundaries shown 
on the maps in Part III of the 2030 General Plan contain land within each city’s Sphere of Influence 
(SOI).  SOIs are those areas identified by each city and the Merced Local Agency Formation 
Commission as being an area that is capable of being urbanized within a 20-year period.  The 2030 
General Plan, in its identification of the City Planning Area, merely reflects the adopted SOI and 
does not confer any additional policies or land use designations that would enhance or hinder urban 
development under each city’s adopted General Plan. 

The following cities have identified City Planning Areas:  Atwater; Dos Palos; Gustine; Livingston, 
Los Banos, and Merced.  Policies and implementation measures under Goal LU-7 of the 2030 
General Plan address unincorporated areas on the fringes of the six cities within the county. 

Urban Communit ies  

Part III of the 2030 General Plan provides maps of Urban Communities within unincorporated 
areas of the county.  Urban Communities within the county may have a range of housing densities 
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and commercial uses, and are often served by public wastewater and/or water infrastructure.  In 
urban functions, these areas serve as small cities although they continue to be under the jurisdiction 
of Merced County, which continues to provide law enforcement and fire protection services.   

Community Plans, or Community Specific Plans, for areas designated in the 2000 Merced County 
General Plan as Specific Urban Development Plans (SUDP), have been prepared for the following 
communities: 

• Castle Air Force Base Reuse Plan3 (1996) 
• Delhi Community Plan (2006) 
• Fox Hills Community Specific Plan (2006) 
• Franklin/Beachwood Community Specific Plan (1983) 
• Hilmar Community Plan (2008) 
• LeGrand Community Specific Plan (1983) 
• Planada Community Plan (2003) 
• Santa Nella Community Plan (2001) 
• University Community Plan (2004) 
• Villages of Laguna San Luis Community Plan (2008) 
• Winton Community Specific Plan (1981) 

Yosemite Lake Estates is additionally identified as an Urban Community Study Area.  Upon 
preparation and approval of a Community Plan, the Yosemite Lake Estates area may be redesignated 
to an Urban Community. 

The 2030 General Plan proposes no changes in land uses or community-specific policies with 
respect to these urban communities with adopted Community Plans, although the 2030 General 
Plan sets forth policies and implementation measures that address land uses within urban 
communities under Goal LU-5 in the Land Use Element of the 2030 General Plan.  However, the 
boundary of the University Community Plan has be modified to reflect the campus boundary 
adopted by the University of California Regents in the 2009 Long Range Development Plan for the 
campus. 

Rural Centers  

Rural centers are small urban areas in unincorporated areas of Merced County that have limited 
urban uses and services.  Such areas may or may not be provided with community water and 
wastewater services.  None of these Rural Centers have adopted Community Plans, although several 
are currently being prepared or revised. The Rural Centers include: 

• Ballico • El Nido • Tuttle 
• Cressey • Snelling • Volta 
• Dos Palos “Y” • Stevinson   

Policies and implementation measures that address Rural Centers are set forth under Goal LU- 4 in 
the Land Use Element of the 2030 General Plan. 

                                                
3  The Castle Air Force Base Reuse Plan, adopted in 1996, serves as the Community Plan for the Castle Commerce 

Center. 
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Rural  Resident ial  Centers  

Rural Residential Centers are small areas in unincorporated areas of Merced County that have been 
developed with suburban residential uses, typically on one-acre lots or larger.  They typically have 
limited or no urban uses and services.  Such areas typically are not provided with community water 
and wastewater services.  None of these Rural Residential Centers have adopted Community Plans, 
and the anticipated long-term land use is large lot residential housing and institutional uses like 
churches and schools. Rural Residential Centers include: 

• Delhi 
• Franklin-Beachwood 
• McSwain 

• East Merced 
• Snelling West 
• Snelling East 

Policies and implementation measures that address Rural Residential Centers are set forth under 
Goal LU-3 in the Land Use Element of the 2030 General Plan. 

Highway Interchange Centers  

Highway Interchange Centers are small areas in unincorporated areas of Merced County that are 
located at the intersections and interchanges of state and interstate highways.  They are designed to 
provide limited commercial services to travelers.  Highway Interchange Centers include: 

• Interstate 5/State Highway 152 
• Interstate 5/Mercey Springs Road 
• Interstate 5/Nees Road 
• Interstate 5/Sullivan Road 
• Highway 99/Collier Road 

Policies and implementation measures that address Highway Interchange Centers are set forth under 
Goal LU-6 in the Land Use Element of the 2030 General Plan. 

Iso lated Urban Land Uses  

Isolated urban uses occur in several areas of unincorporated areas of Merced County, and were 
designated and developed prior to the requirement that all urban development had to be located 
within a designated urban boundary or urban center.  Policies and implementation measures set 
forth under Goal LU-8 in the Land Use Element of the 2030 General Plan address these isolated 
urban uses. 

CIRCULATION SYSTEM 
Based on the goals and policies of the Transportation and Circulation Element set forth above, and 
the land use patterns described in the 2030 General Plan, the County has developed a planned 
circulation network to provide for the appropriate movement of persons and goods.  The proposed 
Circulation Diagram is illustrated in Figure 3-4.   
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Figure 3-4

2030 Merced County General Plan Circulation Diagram
SOURCE:  Merced County, September 2011
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3.7 INTENDED USES OF THE GENERAL PLAN DRAFT PEIR 

As indicated at the beginning of this chapter, this programmatic Draft PEIR is intended to review 
potential environmental impacts associated with the adoption and implementation of the 2030 
General Plan, and to determine any necessary mitigation measures. Subsequent projects will be 
reviewed by the County for consistency with the 2030 General Plan and this EIR, and adequate 
project-level environmental review will be conducted as required by CEQA. Projects successive to 
this Draft PEIR could include the following: 

• Approval and funding of major projects and capital improvements.  
• Issuance of permits and other approvals necessary for implementation of the 2030 General 

Plan. 
• Future Specific Plan, Planned Unit Development, and Community Plan approvals. 
• Property rezoning consistent with the 2030 General Plan.  
• Development Plan approvals, such as tentative maps, variances, conditional use permits and 

other land use permits. 
• Permit issuances and other entitlements necessary for public and private development 

projects. 
• Development Agreement and community benefit agreement processing and approvals. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


