County of Merced
Notice of Preparation (NOP) of an
Environmental Impact Report on the
Vega Solar Project (CUP 10-012)
Date:

February 6, 2013

To:

State Clearinghouse and Interested Parties

From:

Merced County Planning Department

Subject:

Notice of Preparation of a Draft Environmental Impact Report for the Vega Solar Project

The County of Merced will be the Lead Agency and will prepare an Environmental Impact Report
(EIR) for the project identified below.
The County of Merced (County) is the Lead Agency in charge of environmental review of the VEGA
SOLAR PROJECT (project) as proposed by the project applicant in its application for Conditional
Use Permit 10-012. The County has determined that a project level Environmental Impact Report
(EIR) will be prepared. The County is soliciting comments from reviewing agencies and the public
regarding the scope and content of the environmental information. For reviewing agencies, Merced
County requests comments that are germane to your agency’s statutory responsibility as related to the
proposed project. Your agency may need to use the EIR when considering relevant permits or other
approvals for the project. The County is also seeking the views of residents, property owners, and
concerned citizens regarding issues that should be addressed in the EIR.
COMMENT PERIOD: Comments may be sent anytime during the 30-day NOP review period. The
NOP review and comment period begins February 6, 2013, and ends March 6, 2013, at 5:00 p.m.
All comments must be received within the comment period. Please include the name of a contact
person for your agency, if applicable. All comments should be directed to:
Merced County Planning Department
Attention: David Gilbert, Planner III
2222 M Street, 2nd Floor
Merced, CA 95340
Comments may also be emailed to dgilbert@co.merced.ca.us.
LEAD AGENCY: Merced County Planning Department
SCOPING MEETING: Oral comments may be provided at the Scoping Meeting to be held on
Wednesday, February 20, 2013 at 2:00 p.m. at the Santa Nella County Water District, 12931 S.
Highway 33, Gustine, California 95322 in the community of Santa Nella.

Environmental Impact Report on the Vega
Solar Project (CUP 10-012)
County of Merced

Notice of Preparation

VEGA SOLAR PROJECT
1.1 - PROJECT LOCATION
The proposed project is located in the western portion of the San Joaquin Valley in unincorporated
Merced County, California (Exhibit 1). The proposed project is located east of the Interstate 5 (1-5)
and State Route 165 (SR-165) intersection and Dos Amigos Pumping Plant; south of the DeltaMendota Canal; and north of the San Luis Canal/California Aqueduct and Pole Line Road,
approximately 9 miles southeast of the City of Los Banos, near S. Woo and W. El Campo Roads
(Exhibit 2). The Laguna Seca Hills are located southwest of the proposed project site. The proposed
project consists of two possible project site scenarios (Scenario 1 and Scenario 2) that overlap
geographically (Exhibit 2). Each project site scenario consists of approximately 165 acres (Exhibit 3a
and Exhibit 3b). Project site Scenario 1 is located on a portion three parcels (Assessor’s Parcel
Numbers [APN] 088-180-049 and portions of 090-130-036 and 090-130-037). Project Site Scenario 2
is located on a portion of two parcels (APN 090-130-037 and 090-130-036). The project sites are
located within a portion of Section 6 Township 12 South, Range 11 East, and a portion of Section 31,
Township 11 South, Range 11 East, Mount Diablo Base and Meridian (MDBM).
1.2 - EXISTING CONDITIONS
Onsite elevation for the proposed project site varies between 170 and 240 feet above mean sea level
(msl), and slopes slightly towards the northeast. The project sites have historically been used for
agriculture purposes; however, neither site is under a Williamson Act contract. The proposed project
sites have a Merced County General Plan land use designation of Agricultural and a zoning
designation of Exclusive Agricultural (A-2), and currently lie within a County Agricultural Preserve.
The project site ultimately selected would be removed from the Agricultural Preserve as part of the
project. The project sites are designated as Prime Farmland and Farmland of Statewide Importance
by the California Department of Conservation’s Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program.
No structures exist on the project sites; the only onsite improvements are segments of unpaved roads
traversing the proposed project site, including W. El Campo Road and minor irrigation canals.
The California Aqueduct and Pole Line Road traverse the adjoining property to the southwest, and
Interstate (I-5) is located to the west of the proposed project site. The Dos Amigos Pumping Plant, a
part of the California Aqueduct, is located to the west of the project site. The nearest residence lies
approximately 0.15 mile north of the proposed project site. Surrounding agricultural uses in the
project vicinity include alfalfa, rotating annual crops such as tomatoes and cotton, and orchards.
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1.3 - PROPOSED PROJECT DESCRIPTION
The project applicant is requesting a Conditional Use Permit to allow the development of a 20megawatt (MW) photovoltaic (PV) solar array at one of two proposed project sites consisting of
approximately 165 acres of land each. The exact project site layout is unknown at this time, and
therefore, both project site scenarios are considered herein and will be evaluated in the EIR (Exhibit
3a and Exhibit 3b). The proposed project would utilize solar PV technology and integrate the
electrical output of the project into the electrical grid. PV technology converts sunlight into direct
current (DC) electricity and, therefore, does not consume fossil fuels or emit pollutants during
operations.
Electricity generated by the Vega project would interconnect with the existing Pacific Gas and
Electric (PG&E) Los Banos-Canal-Oro Loma 70-kilovolt (kV) Line via an interconnection line to the
west of the proposed project site. Five separate interconnection line options (including associated
substation and switch station) are proposed, of which, only one will be implemented (Exhibit 2). Any
of the five interconnection line options (Options A, B, C, D, and E) could be implemented for the
Scenario 1 project site. Only Options A, D, or E could be implemented for the Scenario 2 project site.
Each option will be evaluated in the EIR.
The electricity produced would be provided to Southern California Edison through a 30-year Power
Purchase Agreement (PPA) that has been approved. Upon completion of the 30-year PPA term, a
subsequent PPA may be arranged, or the solar array would be decommissioned, removed, and the
land returned to agricultural use. Following decommissioning, the only remaining structure would be
the switching station.
The proposed project is expected to begin construction in the first quarter of 2014, with delivery of
energy produced by the proposed project planned to start within the fourth quarter of 2014.
Construction of the solar facility is expected to last approximately 12 months. The primary access
route for construction would be via I-5 to State Route 165 (SR-165), continuing to Pole Line Road.
1.3.1 - Generating Facilities
The solar PV array system would consist of groups of solar PV modules mounted on a horizontal
single axis tracking structure, supported by vertical steel posts that would be driven into the ground.
The proposed Vega project would have the following project components:
1) A substation where the electrical output is combined and transformed to a 70 kV loop line;
2) A storage room;
3) A Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition (SCADA) system;
4) An onsite Solar Meteorological Station (SMS);
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5) Infrastructure, including the drilling of up to three domestic wells, driveways, and fencing;
6) A solar field of approximately 77,000 PV modules mounted on steel structures;
7) An electrical collection system that aggregates the output from the PV arrays and converts the
electricity from direct current (DC) to alternating current (AC); and
8) A Gen-tie line
1.3.2 - Generation Onsite Substation
The proposed Vega project’s substation would contain one step-up transformer to step up the voltage
from the collection voltage level (34.5 kV) to the utility transmission voltage (70 kV), the switchgear
building, standard substation equipment, and a microwave tower for utility communications (if
deemed necessary). The location of the onsite substation would depend upon the project site scenario
chosen and the location of the interconnection line and switching station. Location options are
discussed below under Section 1.3.4 - Interconnection.
1.3.3 - Switching Station
The proposed Vega project would include a switching station to be built, owned, and operated by
PG&E. The switching station would receive electricity from the onsite substation and would send
electricity to the existing PG&E Los Banos-Canal-Oro Loma 70-kV transmission line located directly
adjacent and to the west of the project site. The 70-kV overhead transmission line would be installed
by PG&E from the proposed switching station to the electrical grid through interconnection, by
looping into the Los Banos-Canal-Oro Lorna 70-kV Line.
1.3.4 - Interconnection
There are currently five options for the location of the substation, switching station and
interconnection line. Each is illustrated on Exhibit 2 and described as follows:
Option A (Preferred) would locate both the substation and switching station in the southwestern
corner of project site Scenario 1 (northwestern corner of project site Scenario 2). A short
interconnection line would run between the stations. Option A could be implemented under project
site Scenario 1 or Scenario 2.
Option B would locate the substation in the northwestern corner of the northern portion of project site
Scenario 1. An interconnection line would run from the substation west along Lobue Road and the
Delta Mendota Canal and then south along a gravel road to the switching station. The switching
station would be located 500 feet to the northwest of Scenario 1’s southwestern corner. Option B
could be implemented under project site Scenario 1 only.
Option C would place the substation in the same location as Option B, in the northwestern corner of
the northern portion of the project site. A similar interconnection line would run from the substation
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west along Lobue Road and the Delta Mendota Canal and then south along a gravel road to the
switching station. However, under Option C, the switching station would be located closer to project
site at approximately 300 feet to the northwest. Option C could be implemented under project site
Scenario 1 only.
Option D would place the substation in the northwest corner of the southern leg of the Scenario 1
project site (the northwestern corner of the Scenario 2 project site). An interconnection line would
run from the substation north to a switching station located approximately 500 feet to the northwest.
Option D could be implemented under project site Scenario 1 or Scenario 2.
Option E would also place the substation in the northwest corner of the southern leg of the project site
(the northwestern corner of the Scenario 2 project site). An interconnection line would run from the
substation north to a switching station located approximately 300 feet to the northwest. Option E
could be implemented under project site Scenario 1 or Scenario 2.
The potential environmental impacts associated with each of these options will be evaluated in the
EIR.
1.3.5 - Storage Room
The proposed project would contain a storage room. The design and construction of the structure
would be consistent with Merced County building standards.
1.3.6 - Plant Control System
The proposed Vega project would have a Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition (SCADA) system
that would allow for remote monitoring and control of inverters and other project components. The
SCADA system would monitor project output and availability, and run diagnostics on the equipment.
The proposed Vega project would also have a local overall plant control system (PCS) that provides
monitoring of the solar field as well as control of the balance of facility systems. The
microprocessor-based PCS would provide control, monitoring, alarm, and data storage functions for
plant systems as well as communication with the Solar Field SCADA systems. Redundant capability
would be provided for critical PCS components so that no single component failure would cause a
plant outage. PCS components would be located throughout the project site. All field instruments and
controls would be hard-wired to local electrical panels. Local panels would be hardwired to the plant
PCS. Wireless technology would be considered a potential alterative during final project design.
Two to three full time personnel would work onsite for operation, maintenance, and security
purposes.
1.3.7 - Onsite Meteorological Station
The proposed Vega project would contain up to two onsite Solar Meteorological Stations (SMSs) that
would consist of solar energy (irradiance) meters, as well as an air temperature and wind meter. The
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equipment onsite would be installed either on stand-alone driven poles or directly on the PV module
mounting structures, up to 12 feet in height.
Power for each SMS would be provided by the plant auxiliary power system or a dedicated PV
module with a small battery; data would be communicated directly to the PCS. The SMS would be
located within the solar array field or adjacent to the switchgear building as required to qualify the
solar resource for electrical generation predictions and coordination with the California Independent
Systems Operator (CAISO).
1.3.8 - Operations and Maintenance Building
The site would contain an Operations & Maintenance (O&M) building that would measure 25 by 40
feet and would be 20 feet high. The warehouse would contain a battery room and be located next to a
parking area with 10 parking spaces. The design and construction of the structures would be
consistent with Merced County building standards.
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1.4 - AREAS OF POTENTIAL IMPACT
The County has determined that an EIR is required for this project. Therefore, as allowed under
Section 15063(a) of the CEQA Guidelines, the County has not prepared an Initial Study and will
instead begin work directly on the EIR, as allowed under CEQA Guidelines Section 15081. The EIR
will focus on the potentially significant and significant effects of the project and will document the
reasons for concluding that other effects will be less than significant. The topics listed below will be
further analyzed in the EIR. However, certain criteria within the topics listed below have been
scoped out of further analysis, as detailed in the next section.
 Aesthetics, Light, and Glare

 Hydrology and Water Quality

 Agricultural and Forest Resources

 Land Use

 Air Quality and Greenhouse Gases

 Noise

 Biological Resources

 Public Services

 Cultural Resources

 Transportation

 Geology, Soils, and Seismicity

 Utility and Service Systems

 Hazards and Hazardous Materials

1.5 - EFFECTS FOUND NOT TO BE SIGNIFICANT
Based on the site or project characteristics, it is not anticipated that impacts will occur within the
following environmental topic areas and therefore these specific environmental impact criteria will be
scoped out and included in the Effects Found Not Be Significant section of the EIR. A brief
description of why each topic or impact area was found not to be significant, and therefore scoped
out, is provided below.
Aesthetics, Light, and Glare
 I.b) Substantially damage scenic resources, including, but not limited to, trees, rock

outcroppings, and historic building within a state scenic highway? There are no state
scenic highways near the project site. The project site is not visible from a state scenic
highway. The nearest designated state scenic highways are portions of I-5 and State Route 152
(SR-152) located more than 12 miles to the northwest of the project site. The designated
scenic routes begin at the intersection of I-5 and SR-152 and continue north and west on each
roadway, respectively. The portion of I-5 that is located approximately 1,500 feet from the
project site is not designated as a state scenic highway. In addition, there are no rock
outcroppings or historic buildings located on the project site. Therefore, no potential impacts
associated with damaging scenic resources within a state scenic highway would occur.
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Agricultural and Forestry Resources
 II. c) Conflict with existing zoning for, or cause rezoning of, forest land (as defined in

Public Resources Code section 12220(g)), timberland (as defined by Public Resources
Code section 4526), or timberland zoned Timberland Production (as defined by
Government Code section 51104(g))? The project site is not zoned as forest land, timberland,
or timberland production and does not meet the requirements of a timberland zone as defined
by Public Resource Code section 4526. Therefore, no potential impacts associated with
rezoning or causing rezoning of forest land or timberland would occur.
 II. d) Result in the loss of forest land or conversion of forest land to non-forest use? The

project site is currently used for agricultural purposes and does not contain forest land or forest
land uses. Therefore, no potential impacts associated with the loss or conversion of forest land
would occur.
Air Quality
 III. e) Create objectionable odors affecting a substantial number of people? Solar array

facilities are not sources of objectionable odor. Construction activities would result in
equipment exhaust odors that may be considered objectionable by some; however, there are
few sensitive receptors in the area and construction activities would be temporary. Therefore,
no potential impacts associated with creating objectionable odors that would affect a
substantial number of people would occur.
Geology, Soils, and Seismicity
 VI. a) i) Rupture of a known earthquake fault, as delineated on the most recent Alquist-

Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Map issued by the State Geologist for the area or based
on other substantial evidence of a known fault? The project site does not contain, nor is it
located near, a defined Alquist-Priolo zone. The nearest zone is located more than 10 miles to
the east. Therefore, the project site is not subject to rupture of a known earthquake fault, as
delineated on the most recent Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning map. No potential
impacts associated with fault rupture would occur.
Hazards and Hazardous Materials:
 VIII. c) Emit hazardous emissions or handle hazardous or acutely hazardous materials,

substances, or waste within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed school? Solar
arrays do not emit hazardous emissions; however, construction activities would include the use
of hazardous materials such as gasoline, diesel, and solvents. Charleston Elementary is the
school nearest to the project site, located approximately 3.75 miles to the north. As such, the
project is not located within one-quarter mile of an existing or proposed school. Therefore, no
potential impacts associated with emission of hazardous materials or substances within onequarter mile of an existing or proposed school would occur.
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 VIII. d) Be located on a site which is included on a list of hazardous materials sites

compiled pursuant to Government Code Section 65962.5 and, as a result, would it create
a significant hazard to the public or the environment? The project site is not included on a
list of hazardous materials sites compiled pursuant to Government Code Section 65962.5. The
nearest listed sites are associated within the Eagle Army Airfield and Airport, located near the
corner of Russell Avenue and Athea Avenue, approximately 7.25 miles to the east. Therefore,
no potential impacts associated with hazardous sites would occur.
 VIII. e) For a project located within an airport land use plan or, where such a plan has

not been adopted, within two miles of a public airport or public use airport, would the
project result in a safety hazard for people residing or working in the project area? The
project site is not located within two miles of an airport. The nearest airport is the Eagle
Airfield, located approximately 7.25 miles to the east. Therefore, no potential impacts
associated with aviation safety hazards at the project site would occur.
 VIII. f) For a project within the vicinity of a private airstrip, would the project result in a

safety hazard for people residing or working in the project area? The project site is not
located within two miles of a public or private airport or airstrip. The nearest airport is the
Eagle Airfield, located approximately 7.25 miles to the east. Therefore, no potential impacts
associated with aviation safety hazards at the project site would occur.
 VIII. g) Impair implementation of or physically interfere with an adopted emergency

response plan or emergency evacuation plan? The project site is located in a rural,
relatively uninhabited area of unincorporated Merced County. There are no identified
emergency response plans or evacuation routes delineated within the project site, nor would the
project site likely be used for emergency evacuation, since there are no substantial populations
nearby. Therefore, no potential impacts associated with emergency response or evacuation
plans would occur.
Hydrology and Water Quality
 IX. g) Place housing within a 100-year flood hazard area as mapped on a federal Flood

Hazard Boundary or Flood Insurance Rate Map or other flood hazard delineation map?
The project site is not located within a 100-year flood hazard area as delineated on Merced
County General Plan Update Figure 13-6, FEMA 100-year Floodplains in Merced County.
Furthermore, the proposed project does not include the construction of housing. Therefore, no
potential impacts associated with placing housing in a 100-year floodplain would occur.
 IX. h) Place within a 100-year flood hazard area structures which would impede or

redirect flood flows? The project site is not located within a 100-year flood hazard area as
delineated on Merced County General Plan Update Figure 13-6, FEMA 100-year Floodplains
in Merced County. Therefore, no potential impacts associated with placing structures in a 100year floodplain would occur.
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 IX. j) Inundation by seiche, tsunami, or mudflow? The project site would not be exposed to

hazards associated with seiche, tsunami, or mudflow, because the project site is not located
near large bodies of water, an ocean, or a hillside. Therefore, no potential impacts associated
with seiche, tsunami, or mudflow would occur.
Land Use
 X. a) Physically divide an established community? The project site is located in a rural,

unincorporated area of Merced County that lacks any established community. Therefore, no
potential impacts associated with the division of an established community would occur.
Mineral Resources
 XI. a) Result in the loss of availability of a known mineral resource that would be of value

to the region and the residents of the state?; and b) Result in the loss of availability of a
locally important mineral resource recovery site delineated on a local general plan,
specific plan or other land use plan? The project site does not contain any known mineral
deposits or active mineral extraction operations. The project site is not identified as having a
high likelihood of significant sand and gravel resources as indicated on Figure 8-10 of the 2030
Merced County General Plan Revised Draft Background Report dated November 30, 2012.
Furthermore, the proposed solar array would be decommissioned at the end of the 30-year PPA
term (or at the end of the secondary PPA term should one be established) thereby allowing
future access to any onsite minerals should they be determined to be onsite. This condition
precludes the possibility of the loss of important mineral resources as a result of project
development.
Noise
 XII. e) For a project located within an airport land use plan or, where such a plan has not

been adopted, within two miles of a public airport or public use airport, would the
project expose people residing or working in the project area to excessive noise levels?
The project site is not located within two miles of a public or private airport. The nearest
airport is the Eagle Airfield, located approximately 7.25 miles to the east. Therefore, no
potential impacts associated with aviation noise at the project site would occur.
 XII. f) For a project within the vicinity of a private airstrip, would the project expose

people residing or working in the project area to excessive noise levels? The project site is
not located within two miles of an airport. The nearest airport is the Eagle Airfield, located
approximately 7.25 miles to the east. Therefore, no potential impacts associated with aviation
noise at the project site would occur.
Population and Housing
 XIII a) Induce substantial population growth in an area, either directly (for example, by

proposing new homes and businesses) or indirectly (for example, through extension of
roads or other infrastructure)?; b) Displace substantial numbers of existing housing,
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necessitating the construction of replacement housing elsewhere?; and c) Displace
substantial numbers of people, necessitating the construction of replacement housing
elsewhere? The project site does not contain any residential uses and no residential uses are
included in the proposed project. Therefore, the proposed project would not have the potential
to displace people or housing. The proposed project would generate temporary construction
jobs that would be expected to be filled by the local workforce. Therefore, the proposed
project would not have the potential to cause substantial direct or indirect population growth,
displace housing or people, or require the construction of housing elsewhere.
Public Services
 XIV. Would the project result in substantial adverse physical impacts associated with the

provision of new or physically altered governmental facilities, need for new or physically
altered governmental facilities, the construction of which could cause significant
environmental impacts, in order to maintain acceptable service ratios, response times or
other performance objectives for any of the following public services:
- c) Schools: Construction and operation of the proposed project would not result in

substantial direct or indirect population growth that would increase the school-aged
population in the region and, thus, would not require the construction or expansion of
school facilities. Therefore, the project would result in less than significant impacts
associated with schools.
- d) Parks: Construction and operation of the proposed project would not result in

substantial direct or indirect population growth that would increase the use of parks in the
region and, thus, would not require the construction or expansion of recreational facilities.
Therefore, the project would result in less than significant impacts associated with parks.
- e) Other Public Facilities: Construction and operation of the proposed project would not

result in substantial direct or indirect population growth that would increase the use of
other public facilities, such as libraries, in the region and, thus, would not require the
construction or expansion of public facilities. Therefore, the project would result in less
than significant impacts associated with other public facilities.
Recreation
 XV. a) Would the project increase the use of existing neighborhood and regional parks or

other recreational facilities such that substantial physical deterioration of the facility
would occur or be accelerated?; and b) Does the project include recreational facilities or
require the construction or expansion of recreational facilities which might have an
adverse physical effect on the environment? The proposed project would not result in a
substantial direct or indirect population growth that would increase the use of existing
neighborhood and regional parks or other recreational facilities such that substantial physical
deterioration of the facility would occur or be accelerated. Furthermore, the project does not
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include the construction or expansion of recreational facilities. These conditions preclude the
possibility of the proposed project resulting in impacts related to recreational facilities.
Transportation
 XVI. c) Result in a change in air traffic patterns, including either an increase in traffic

levels or a change in location that results in substantial safety risks? The nearest airport is
the Eagle Airfield, located approximately 7.25 miles to the east. The project would not include
structures extending into aviation airspace, would not change air traffic patterns and would not
increase air traffic levels. Therefore, the project would not have the potential to cause impacts
related to air traffic patterns.
 XVI. d) Substantially increase hazards due to a design feature (e.g., sharp curves or

dangerous intersections) or incompatible uses (e.g., farm equipment)? The proposed
project would not include or result in any roadway hazards or incompatible uses. The solar
array would passively generate electricity and would not disrupt existing traffic patterns or
roadway uses in the surrounding vicinity. Therefore, the project would not have the potential
to cause impacts related to roadway hazards or incompatible uses.
 XVI. f) Conflict with adopted policies, plans, or programs regarding public transit,

bicycle, or pedestrian facilities, or otherwise decrease the performance or safety of such
facilities? The project is located in a rural unincorporated area of Merced County that is not
served by public transit, bicycle, or pedestrian facilities nor does the area contain a population
that would require such services. There are no bicycle or pedestrian facilities located in the
vicinity of the project area. The proposed project would not generate public transit users,
bicyclists, or pedestrians requiring such facilities. Therefore, the project would not have the
potential to cause impacts related to public transit, bicycle, or pedestrian facilities.
Utilities and Service Systems
 XVII. e) Result in a determination by the wastewater treatment provider which serves or

may serve the project that it has adequate capacity to serve the project’s projected
demand in addition to the provider’s existing commitments? The proposed project’s
wastewater would be served either by portable restroom facilities or by an onsite septic system.
Therefore, the project would not have the potential to cause impacts related to wastewater
treatment capacity.
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Source: Sun Edison, LLC, 2013.
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Site Plan - Scenario 2
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Source: Sun Edison, LLC, 2013.
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