NOT ICE OF PREPARATION OF AN
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT
TO:

State Clearinghouse

FROM:

Merced County Planning Department

Responsible Agencies

2222 M Street, 2nd Floor

Trustee Agencies

Merced, CA 95340

Members of the Public

SUBJECT:

CONT ACT: David Gilbert, Senior Planner
Email: dgilbert@co.merced.ca.us
Phone: (209) 385-7654, ext. 4578

NOTICE OF PREPARATION OF AN ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT

REPORT FOR THE QUINTO SOLAR PHOTOVOLTAIC PROJECT
Introduction: The County of Merced will be the Lead Agency and will prepare an
environmental impact report (EIR) for the project identified below. To help ensure that the EIR
is thorough, informative and consistent with the requirements of the California Environmental
Quality Act (CEQA), the County would like the input of agencies, organizations and individuals
as to the scope and content of the EIR. Responsible and trustee agencies are asked to specify
the scope and content of the environmental information that is germane to their respective
statutory responsibilities in connection with the proposed project.
A listing of environmental issues for which potentially significant impacts are anticipated is also
included below. Other issues that will be evaluated, but for which significant environmental
impacts are not anticipated at this time, are also summarized below. An initial study has not
been prepared to focus the range of issues to be addressed in the EIR. It is anticipated that the
EIR will address the full range of potential environmental impacts associated with the proposed
project.
Due to the time limits mandated by State law, your response must be sent at the earliest possible
date but not later than 30 days after receipt of this notice. Please send your response to David
Gilbert at the address shown above. All agencies submitting comments should include the name
of the contact person for all agency correspondence concerning this project.

Project Title: Quinto Solar Photovoltaic Project
Project Applicant: River West Investments
Project Location: The project site is located approximately .5 miles west of Interstate 5, two to
four miles north of State Route 152, and 1.5 miles northwest of the unincorporated community
of Santa Nella. Direct access to the site is available via McCabe Road (off State Route 33 north
of Interstate 5), which generally bisects the project site into northeast ("north") and southwest
("south") parts. Portions of the project site are located adjacent to both the California Aqueduct
and the Delta Mendota Canal. The project site is comprised of Assessor Parcel Numbers 069240-28, 30, 31, 32, 36, 37, and 39, and 069-220-54. Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4 show the regional
location, project vicinity, Assessor parcels, and aerial photograph, respectively.
Existing Setting:
Physical Features. The majority of the approximately 1,000-acre project site is level, although
the southern-most portion (about 80 acres) has slopes of up to nine percent. The project site is
generally in open space and agricultural use and is crossed by several utility easements.
The northern portion of the project site is partly in almond orchard and partly fallow (recently in
almond orchard). Romero Creek runs northeasterly through the north part of the project site and
has been channelized at the east. A row of eucalyptus trees lines the southern edge of Romero
Creek at the west. The south part is currently non-irrigated grassland used for grazing. Dirt roads
provide access within the site. The California Aqueduct cuts through the south part of the project
site, and the Delta Mendota Canal borders the eastern edge of the north part. Three oil pipelines
cross the north part, and 500 kV power transmission lines and several smaller electric lines cross
the south part.
Surrounding Land Uses. In addition to the aqueduct and canal, adjacent uses include additional
agricultural land (grazing to the north, west, and south and orchards to the northeast), the
Veterans Administration San Joaquin National Cemetery to the west, and the San Luis
Reservoir State Recreation Area (which includes O'Neill Forebay) to the south.
Planning Designations. The project site is within Merced County and has a General Plan land
use designation of Agricultural, as does land to the north and east, and immediately to the south.
Land to the west of the project site and land south of O'Neill Forebay is designated Foothill
Pasture. The project site is zoned A-I. Permitted uses include any agricultural use, agriculturallyrelated manufacturing or retail, recreation, and energy production, among others. Energy
production for off-site use requires a conditional use permit.
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Project Description: The proposed Quinto Solar PV project includes approval of a conditional

use permit (CUP) to allow for the construction and operation of a 110 megawatt (MW) solar
photovoltaic (PV) electrical generating facility and associated infrastructure with related site
access and on-site connection to the electricity transmission grid. The project would produce
enough energy to power approximately 35,000 households. The technology would consist of
crystalline silicon solar panels mounted on single-axis trackers. The silicon solar cells are covered
by anti-reflective glass. PV technology converts sunlight into direct current (DC) electricity and
therefore does not consume fossil fuels or emit pollutants during operations.
Generating Facilities. The proposed Quinto Solar PV project facilities would include a series of
individual PV panels mounted to sunlight tracking assemblies with small motors, support beams,
inverters, transformers, buried electrical cables, circuit breakers, switchyards, overhead collector
lines (with associated poles), a substation, and overhead lines from the substation to the PG&E
interconnection point on site (with associated poles). Figure 5 shows the preliminary array
layout as well as the location of ancillary improvements and access as discussed below.
The project would use crystalline silicon solar panels on 440 to 750 single-axis sunlight trackers
mounted about four to six feet above the ground. The number of trackers needed will depend on
the size of the PV panels utilized; the larger the panels (up to a maximum size of80 inches by 40
inches), the fewer the trackers required. Each tracker would be configured as an array of northsouth oriented rows of PV panels that rotate from east to west to follow the sun. The panel
height would reach eight feet when angled a maximum of 45 degrees from level. A small tracker
motor (0.5 horsepower) is typically mounted on a six by six foot concrete pad in the center of the
tracker array. The metal structural elements are constructed of corrosion-resistant galvanized
steel. PV panels consist of silicon solar cells that are assembled into panels. The PV panels
absorb sunlight to maximize electrical output and use anti-reflective glass, resulting in about half
the reflectance of standard residential and commercial glass.
Individual PV panels are connected together in series to create a "string" to carry direct current
(DC) electricity. Multiple strings are routed back in cable trays following the tracker drive struts
to combiner boxes mounted on tracker motor pads. From the combiner boxes the DC cabling
then runs underground to 110 inverter and transformer containers that are mounted on concrete
pads (approximately 30 by 12 feet) distributed across the site. The inverters convert the DC
outputs to alternating current (AC) electricity. The transformers will step up the AC voltage
from the inverters to a medium level voltage that can be efficiently transmitted to the project
substation. The substation will be on a concrete pad of approximately 30,000 to 40,000 square
feet in size. Each medium voltage circuit will be mounted above ground on poles (35-80 feet tall)
and carry about 20 to 30 MW of the project's capacity. All the medium voltage circuits will tie in
at a substation that will be located at the south end of the project site adjacent to the existing
transmission lines. A short transmission intertie line (with associated poles approximately 100 to

11

120 feet tall) may be required that would run overhead from the substation to a connection point
on the existing transmission line at the south end of the site.
Support Facilities. The proposed project would include a permanent approximately 10,000
square-foot operations and maintenance (O&M) building of about 16 feet in height located on
the south part of the project site directly off McCabe Road. An outdoor temporary staging area
for materials and equipment that will be used only during construction would also be located in
this area as would up to 15 parking spaces. The driveway providing access to the parking lot and
the O&M building are the only areas that would be paved. Hazardous materials such as oil or
lubricants to maintain the motors and bearings of the trackers would be securely stored on-site at
appropriate facilities designed for such storage. The O&M building would include restroom
facilities serviced by a private septic system. The O&M building and driveway/parking area
would cover about .5 acres.
Limited lighting would be provided at the O&M building and throughout the site for security.
Lighting would be designed to provide the minimum illumination needed to achieve safety and
security objectives, and would be downward facing and shielded to focus illumination on the
desired areas only. Ranch-style and/or chain-link fencing is planned at the perimeter of the
project site to provide for public safety and security of the facility . Perimeter fencing would be
approximately seven feet tall. Chain link fences will be installed around the high voltage
substation. Controlled access gates would be located at the site entrance located off McCabe
Road. The gated access point would be large enough to accommodate large delivery trucks used
during construction. Improved (earthen or gravel) roads would be located throughout the site to
provide access to the generation facilities.
Operations. The O&M building would be the focus of activity for up to five permanent, full-time
employees. At least initially, there would be overnight security on a full or part-time basis. The
project would be monitored during operation (daylight) hours, even though it is capable of
automatic start up, shutdown, self-diagnosis, and fault detection. The panels may be cleaned up
to two times per year, if necessary to optimize output. Each cleaning would require
approximately .5 acre-feet of water. Total annual project water demand is estimated at six to 10
acre-feet per year. One or more existing on-site wells would be used to provide water supply.
No heavy equipment would be used during normal operations. O&M vehicles would include
trucks (pick-up, flatbed), forklifts, and loaders for routine and unscheduled maintenance. Large
heavy-haul transport equipment may be brought to the site infrequently for equipment repair or
replacement.
Construction. All project construction activities are anticipated to be completed in one phase of
approximately 18 months duration. The goal is to begin construction in mid-2013 and complete
construction in late 2014. Construction phasing is possible. If the project is phased, construction
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would begin at the south part of the project site, where the connection to the regional electrical
grid would be made. Construction activities would be permitted on a 24-hour basis, seven days a
week. As needed, construction hours would be limited to 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. for activities located
adjacent to noise sensitive uses.
The almond orchard would be removed prior to construction on the north part of the project site.
Debris from orchard clearing would be brought to a co-generation energy facility. Low-lying
vegetation would remain undisturbed, to the extent feasible, to minimize dust. A portion of the
site would require minimal grading for leveling. The site would not be mass graded and no
export of soil is proposed. Initial site preparation work would include the use of excavators,
graders, dump trucks, and end loaders, in addition to support pick-up trucks, water trucks and
cranes. Limited amounts of water would be required during construction to support concrete
mixing, dust control, module washing, and sanitary use. Two temporary assembly areas, totaling
approximately 45,000 square feet (each approximately 150 feet by 150 feet) would be established
for staging construction. Compacted dirt or gravel access roads would be developed for ingress
and egress and between the solar array rows to facilitate installation, maintenance, and cleaning
of the solar panels. A stabilized entrance/exit would be provided to limit off-site transport of soil
and dust from vehicle wheels.
The PV panels are manufactured off-site and would be shipped to the site ready for construction.
All panels would rest on a combination of ground screws and driven piers that are 12 to 18 feet
long and typically four to six inches in diameter. The driven piers would be inserted into the
ground to a depth of eight to 16 feet using a vibration technology to reduce noise impacts.
Support posts, electrical wire trays, and trackers would then be installed on the piers. Concrete
pads would be poured using a temporary on-site concrete batch plant and electrical equipment
for each array would be set in place. Underground cables would be placed in trenches about
three feet deep and one to two feet wide. The construction activities described overlap one
another, with grading and access road construction preceding the installation of trackers and
associated equipment within each array area.
A Stormwater Pollution Prevention Plan (SWPPP) incorporating best management practices for
erosion control would be prepared and approved prior to the start of construction. A Notice of
Intent for inclusion in the General Construction Permit would also be filed prior to construction.
During site preparation the SWPPP would be implemented and preliminary erosion control and
sediment control would be installed.
Only non-hazardous waste would be generated during project construction. The following
wastes are anticipated: vegetative debris from site clearing, common household trash, cardboard,
wood pallets, copper wire, scrap metal and wood wire spools. As much of the waste as feasible
will be recycled. Although construction is not expected to generate hazardous waste, field
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equipment used during construction would contain various hazardous materials such as diesel
fuel, hydraulic oil, grease, solvents, adhesives, paints, and other petroleum-based products.
These items would be separated, placed in secure bins or drums, and removed from the project
site for disposal consistent with applicable local and state regulations.
Potentially Significant Project Impacts: The following list of impacts is preliminary and may be

expanded or revised during the preparation of the EIR or in response to comments on the NOP.
Aesthetics. The proposed project will change the existing visual character of the project site. The
segment of Interstate 5 north from State Route 152 to the Stanislaus County line and the
segment of State Route 152 from the Santa Clara County line to Interstate 5 are designated as
state scenic highways. McCabe Road also served as the access road to the San Joaquin National
Cemetery. The aesthetics discussion will focus on an analysis of the project's visual
characteristics relative to significant public view points.
Agriculture. Soils within the eastern portion of the project site are considered to be Prime
Farmland. The conversion of Prime Farmlands to non-agricultural use is considered to be a
significant impact. The service life of the proposed project is expected to be approximately 30
years. The proposed project would not substantially reduce potential for the reclamation of the
site to agricultural use once the solar panels are removed and, therefore, may not be considered a
permanent conversion. This issue will be evaluated to determine the extent to which the project
may be inconsistent with Merced County General Plan policies regarding agricultural land use.
The proposed project would also result in the removal of 1,014 acres from the Agricultural
Preserve. As deemed necessary, the Land Evaluation and Site Assessment model may be used as
a tool to determine whether use of the site for the project has a significant impact on agricultural
land under CEQA, and the EIR will identify any potential mitigation measures to lessen impacts
to agricultural resources.
Air Ouality. Construction of the proposed project may generate emissions from the use of heavy
equipment, bulk materials handling, concrete production and other activities, and will generate
PM JO emissions from grading and other site preparation activities. These activities are subject to
San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District regulations. Operational air quality impacts
are not anticipated. The significance of potential air quality impacts and appropriate mitigation
measures will be reviewed in the EIR.
Biological Resources. The north part of the project site has historically supported orchard based
agricultural production. The south part of the project site has historically been used for grazing.
Several Federal and state listed animal species are known to occur in the area. Romano Creek,
an intermittent creek/ drainage channel, also bisects the site and may provide unique habitat.
The south part of the site is under a habitat conservation easement as described in the Monte
Dorado (ParA.vay) Project: Quinto Farms Phase 1 Conservation Easement Deed and the Monte
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Dorado (ParJ.;vvay) Project: Quinto Farms Phase 2 Conservation Easement Deed documents.

Activities in this area are subject to stipulations identified in these documents. Project
consistency with stipulations governing the conservation easement area will be evaluated in the
ElR. An amendment to the conservation easement may be required.
A detailed biological assessment will be prepared. The assessment will describe existing site
conditions, regulatory framework for biological resource management, potential impacts that
may occur as a result of the proposed project and the significance ofthose impacts, and proposed
mitigation measures to lessen impacts to biological resources.
Impacts Anticipated to be Less-than-Significant. The following environmental topic areas are

anticipated to result in less than significant impacts, but will be addressed in the ElR to the
extent warranted.
•

Climate Change. The proposed project would result in greenhouse gas emissions during
construction, but minimal emissions during operations. The proposed project could
replace energy produced from fossil fuels .

•

Cultural Resources. The project site does not contain known cultural resources. A cultural
resources investigation will be conducted to look for evidence of significant cultural
resources.

•

Geology, Soils, and Mineral Resources. The project site contains known mineral resources
but mineral resource extraction is not proposed as part of the project.

•

Energy. The proposed project would utilize a small amount of energy and could replace
energy produced from non-renewable sources.

•

Hazards and Hazardous Materials. The project site is not known to contain hazardous
materials, and only small amounts of hazardous materials are proposed for use.

•

Hydrology and Water Quality. The proposed project is not expected to increase storm
water run-off from the site. A SWPPP would be prepared for construction.

•

Noise. Project construction would result in temporary noise. Project operations would not
result in significant noise. The project site is not adjacent to residences. Potential noise
sensitive adjacent land uses are the cemetery to the west and a campground to the south.
However, relative to the 18 month construction period for the entire project, construction
activities adjacent to these two locations will be temporary and of short duration.
Construction activities would be permitted on a 24-hour basis, seven days a week. As
needed, construction hours would be limited to 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. for activities located
adjacent to noise sensitive uses.

17

•

Population and Housing. The project may result in a temporary, minor increase in local
population. There are no existing houses on the project site.

•

Public Services. Demands on fire and police services would be low. The proposed project
would not increase the demand for parks or schools. It is anticipated that the solar panels
and support structures would be recycled at the end oftheir useful life.

•

Recreation . The proposed project would not increase the demand for recreational facilities .
The project site is adjacent to the San Luis Reservoir State Recreation Area.

•

Transportation. The proposed project would generate most trips during the construction
phase. Few daily trips are anticipated during operations. A traffic analysis will be
prepared. The project site is immediately south of the proposed high speed rail corridor,
and would not interfere with plans for the rail line.

•

Utilities and Service Systems; Water Resources . The proposed project would use small
amounts of water from on-site wells and dispose of small amounts of wastewater in an onsite septic system. On-site electricity demand would be met through retail service from
PG&E.

Information and analysis contained in the Merced County General Plan, Zoning Code and
background technical documents, as well as other documents prepared for the proposed project
will be used as inputs to the EIR. The EIR will also examine potential alternatives for the
proposed project. Mitigation measures will be identified for significant impacts caused by the
proposed project.
Public Involvement: To ensure that the full range of issues related to this proposed action are
addressed and that all significant issues are identified, comments and suggestions are invited
from all interested parties. As noted previously, written comments or questions concerning the
proposed EIR should be directed to David Gilbert within 30 days of your receipt of this notice,
or approximately January 14, 2010.
Oral and/ or written comments may also be presented at a public scoping meeting. The public
scoping meeting will be held on January 11, 2010 starting at 1:00 p.m. at the following location:
Santa Nella County Water District
1231 State Highway 33
Gustine, CA 95322
Phone: (209) 826-0920
Date

\1. I, ~ /1 0

Signature
Title
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