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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.0 INTRODUCTION
1.1

INTRODUCTION AND REGULATORY GUIDANCE

This document is an Initial Study, with supporting environmental studies, which concludes that a
Mitigated Negative Declaration is the appropriate California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)
document for the Sirius Solar Project. This Mitigated Negative Declaration has been prepared in
accordance with the California Environmental Quality Act Public Resources Code Section 21000
et seq., and the State CEQA Guidelines, California Code of Regulations Section 15000 et seq.
An initial study is conducted by a lead agency to determine if a project may have a significant
effect on the environment. In accordance with CEQA Guidelines Section 15063, an
environmental impact report (EIR) must be prepared if an initial study indicates that the
proposed project under review may have a potentially significant impact on the environment
which cannot be initially avoided or mitigated to a level that is less than significant. A negative
declaration may be prepared if the lead agency also prepares a written statement describing
the reasons why the proposed project would not have a significant effect on the environment
and therefore why it does not require the preparation of an EIR (CEQA Guidelines Section
15371). According to CEQA Guidelines Section 15070, a negative declaration shall be prepared
for a project subject to CEQA when either:
a) The initial study shows there is no substantial evidence, in light of the whole record
before the agency, that the proposed project may have a significant effect on the
environment, or
b) The initial study identifies potentially significant effects, but:
(1) Revisions in the project plans or proposals made by or agreed to by the applicant
before the proposed negative declaration is released for public review would
avoid the effects or mitigate the effects to a point where clearly no significant
effects would occur; and
(2) There is no substantial evidence, in light of the whole record before the agency,
that the proposed project as revised may have a significant effect on the
environment.
If revisions are adopted in the proposed project in accordance with CEQA Guidelines Section
15070(b), including the adoption of mitigation measures included in this document, a mitigated
negative declaration is prepared.

1.2

LEAD AGENCY

The lead agency is the public agency with primary responsibility over a proposed project. Where
two or more public agencies will be involved with a project, CEQA Guidelines Section 15051
provides criteria for identifying the lead agency. In accordance with CEQA Guidelines Section
15051(b)(1), “the lead agency will normally be the agency with general governmental powers,
such as a city or county, rather than an agency with a single or limited purpose.” Based on the
criteria above, the County of Merced (County) is the lead agency for the proposed Sirius Solar
Project.
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1.3

PURPOSE AND DOCUMENT ORGANIZATION

The purpose of this Initial Study is to evaluate the potential environmental impacts of the
proposed Sirius Solar Project. This document is divided into the following sections:
1.0 Introduction – This section provides an introduction and describes the purpose and
organization of the document.
2.0 Project Information – This section provides general information regarding the project,
including the project title, lead agency and address, contact person, brief description of the
project location, General Plan land use designation, and zoning district, identification of
surrounding land uses, and identification of other public agencies whose review, approval,
and/or permits may be required. Also listed in this section is a checklist of the environmental
factors that are potentially affected by the project.
3.0 Project Description – This section provides a detailed description of the proposed project.
4.0 Environmental Checklist – This section describes the environmental setting and overview for
each of the environmental subject areas, evaluates a range of impacts classified as “no
impact,” “less than significant,” “less than significant with mitigation incorporated,” and
“potentially significant” in response to the environmental checklist.
5.0 References – This section identifies documents, websites, people, and other sources
consulted during the preparation of this Initial Study.

1.4

EVALUATION OF ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS

Section 4.0, Environmental Checklist, is the analysis portion of this Initial Study. The section
provides an evaluation of the potential environmental impacts of the project. Section 4.0
includes 18 environmental issue subsections, including CEQA Mandatory Findings of Significance.
The environmental issue subsections, numbered 1 through 18, consist of the following:
1. Aesthetics

10. Land Use and Planning

2. Agriculture Resources

11. Mineral Resources

3. Air Quality

12. Noise

4. Biological Resources

13. Population and Housing

5. Cultural Resources

14. Public Services

6. Geology and Soils

15. Recreation

7. Greenhouse Gases

16. Transportation/Traffic

8. Hazards and Hazardous Materials

17. Utilities and Service Systems

9. Hydrology and Water Quality

18. Mandatory Findings of Significance

Each environmental issue subsection is organized in the following manner:
The Environmental Setting summarizes the existing conditions at the regional, subregional, and
local level, as appropriate, and identifies applicable plans and technical information for the
particular issue area.
Sirius Solar Project
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The Checklist Discussion/Analysis provides a detailed discussion of each of the environmental
issue checklist questions. The level of significance for each topic is determined by considering
the predicted magnitude of the impact. Four levels of impact significance are evaluated in this
Initial Study:
No Impact: No project-related impact to the environment would occur with project
development.
Less Than Significant Impact: The impact would not result in a substantial adverse
change in the environment. This impact level does not require mitigation measures.
Less Than Significant With Mitigation Incorporated: An impact that may have a
“substantial, or potentially substantial, adverse change in any of the physical conditions
within the area affected by the project” (CEQA Guidelines Section 15382). However, the
incorporation of mitigation measures that are specified after analysis would reduce the
project-related impact to a less than significant level.
Potentially Significant Impact: An impact that is “potentially significant” but for which
mitigation measures cannot be immediately suggested or the effectiveness of potential
mitigation measures cannot be determined with certainty, because more in-depth
analysis of the issue and potential impact is needed. In such cases, an EIR is required.
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2.0 PROJECT INFORMATION
1. Project title:

Sirius Solar Project

2. Lead agency name and address:

County of Merced
2222 M Street
Merced, CA 95340

3. Contact person and phone number:

Jeff Fugelsang, Planner III
(209) 385-7654

4. Project location:

The proposed project is located at 3550 Santa Fe
Avenue, Le Grand, California, which consists of
two legal lots with two corresponding Assessor’s
Parcel No.’s 053-280-029 (16.1 acres) and 053280-030 (6.9 acres). The project site is located in
an unincorporated area of Merced County
approximately 1 mile south of the community of
Planada. The project site is located east of
Plainsburg Road and is bordered by Santa Fe
Avenue to the east and East Mission Avenue to
the south. The proposed project site is in the
Public Land Survey System of Section 35,
Township 7 South, Range 15 East, Mount Diablo
Base and Meridian (M. D. B. & M.) and can be
found within the Piedra, CA, United States
Geological
Survey
(USGS)
7.5-minute
topographic quadrangle.

5. Project sponsor’s name and address:

Green Light Energy Corporation
604 Sutter Street, Suite 250
Folsom, CA 95630
(916) 672-2025
Jamie Nagel, Project Manager

6. General Plan designation:

Agricultural

7. Zoning:

A-1, General Agricultural

8. Description of project:

Development of a 1.50-megawatt (MW) solar
power generating facility on a currently
undeveloped 9.5-acre portion of 23-acres. The
facility would consist of 5,400 solar photovoltaic
modules mounted on single-axis trackers, three
500-kilowatt inverters, associated transformers
and switch gear, power poles, an access road,
and perimeter fencing. The project would feed
into existing electrical transmission lines and be
decommissioned after 20 years of service.
Approval of the project would also result in the
property being withdrawn from the Agricultural
Preserve as a separate action.

9. Surrounding land uses and setting:

The project site is located in an area of rural
residential and agricultural uses.
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10. Other public agencies whose approval may be required (e.g., permits, financing approval,
or participation agreement):
•
•
•
•
•

California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW)
Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB)
San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District (APCD)
Public Utilities Commission
United States Fish and Wildlife Service

11. Environmental factors potentially affected:
The environmental factors checked below would be potentially affected by this project,
involving at least one impact that is a “potentially significant impact” as indicated by the
checklist on the following pages.
Aesthetics

Agriculture Resources

Air Quality

Biological Resources

Cultural Resources

Geology and Soils

Greenhouse Gases

Hazards and Hazardous
Materials

Hydrology and Water
Quality

Mineral Resources

Noise

Public Services

Recreation

Utilities and Service
Systems

Mandatory Findings of
Significance

Land Use and
Planning
Population and
Housing
Transportation/Traffic
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12. Determination: (To be completed by the lead agency)
On the basis of this initial evaluation:
I find that the proposed project COULD NOT have a significant effect on the
environment, and a NEGATIVE DECLARATION will be prepared.
I find that although the proposed project could have a significant effect on the
environment, there will not be a significant effect in this case because revisions in the
project have been made by or agreed to by the project proponent. A MITIGATED
NEGATIVE DECLARATION will be prepared.
I find that the proposed project MAY have a significant effect on the environment, and
an ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT REPORT is required.
I find that the proposed project MAY have a “potentially significant impact” or
“potentially significant unless mitigated” impact on the environment, but at least one
effect (1) has been adequately analyzed in an earlier document pursuant to
applicable legal standards, and (2) has been addressed by mitigation measures based
on the earlier analysis as described on attached sheets. An ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
REPORT is required, but it must analyze only the effects that remain to be addressed.
I find that although the proposed project could have a significant effect on the
environment, because all potentially significant effects (a) have been analyzed
adequately in an earlier EIR or NEGATIVE DECLARATION pursuant to applicable
standards, and (b) have been avoided or mitigated pursuant to that earlier EIR or
NEGATIVE DECLARATION, including revisions or mitigation measures that are imposed
upon the proposed project, nothing further is required.

Signature

February 20, 2014
Date

Jeff Fugelsang
Printed Name

County of Merced
Lead Agency

Planner III
Title
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3.0 PROJECT DESCRIPTION
3.1

PROJECT LOCATION

The proposed project site occupies a 9.5-acre portion of 23-acres located at 3550 Santa Fe
Avenue south of Planada, California (Assessor’s Parcel No’s. 053-280-029 and 053-280-030). The
site is situated in unincorporated Merced County approximately 14 miles east-southeast of the
City of Merced. Specifically, the project site is located east of Plainsburg Road and is bordered
by Santa Fe Avenue, which runs southeast from the northernmost corner of the parcel to the
southeastern corner of the parcel, and bordered by East Mission Avenue to the south. The
proposed project site is in the Public Land Survey System of Section 35, Township 7 South, Range
15 East, Mount Diablo Base and Meridian (M. D. B. & M.), and can be found within the Piedra,
CA, United States Geological Survey (USGS) 7.5-minute topographic quadrangle. (See Figure
3.0-1, Regional Location Map and Figure 3.0-2 Project Vicinity Map.)

3.2

PROJECT OVERVIEW

The project applicant/sponsor, Green Light Energy Corporation, proposes construction of a 1.50megawatt (MW) solar photovoltaic (PV) energy generating facility on 23 undeveloped acres. At
peak production, the 1.50-MW solar facility would supply enough clean renewable energy to
power up to 1,500 homes.
The project will be constructed over a 3- to 5-month period and is anticipated to operate for a
period of 20 years (with a possible extension to 30 years should PG&E grant an extension of their
PPA). After the 20-year project service life, the project would be decommissioned and the
project site returned to its pre-project condition.
•

Electricity generated by the site will be sold to Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) under a 20year Power Purchase Agreement (PPA). The proposed project includes the following
physical site improvement components:

•

Installation of approximately 5,400 solar PV modules mounted on single-axis trackers

•

PV panel steel support structures and related tracker motors

•

Combiners, electrical inverters, and transformers

•

Overhead and buried electrical conduit, transmission, and collection lines

•

Data monitoring equipment

•

On-site, unpaved drive aisles

•

Security fencing

PROJECT COMPONENTS
The proposed solar facility project would generate electricity by utilizing approximately 5,400
300-watt anti-reflective polycrystalline solar PV modules. Individual PV modules will be
connected together in series to create a “string” to carry direct current (DC) electricity. Multiple
DC strings will be brought together into a combiner box to merge the strings into a single cable
and provide overcurrent protection. Cabling will run underground from the combiner boxes to a
central pad-mounted power station where three 500-kilowatt (kW) inverters would convert the
DC electricity to usable 200-volt (V) alternating current (AC) power. The AC power will then be
County of Merced
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transmitted to a step-up transformer that converts the voltage from 200 volts to 12.47 kilovolts
(kV). The inverters, transformer, and other electrical equipment will be mounted on a concrete
equipment pad.
The medium voltage power will be conveyed underground and aboveground where necessary
to cross over any sensitive site features, which may be identified as a part of this Initial Study, to
an aboveground three-pole interconnection that then ties into the existing PG&E approved
point of interconnection (POI) utility pole on the Wilson 12.47-kV distribution line approximately 50
feet outside the proposed solar facility across East Mission Avenue via an overhead line. The
three poles constituting the interconnection will be located on the project parcel and placed in
a line between the underground connection point on the site and the PG&E point of
interconnection. The first pole closest to the POI will support a 12.47-kV utility-approved air switch
along with utility-grade metering. Additionally, this pole will also support the 12.47-kV generation
tie-in via an overhead line running from this pole to the PG&E point of interconnection, allowing
the project to utilize the existing PG&E distribution infrastructure to deliver the power generated.
The second pole will house a 12-kV recloser (circuit breaker), and the third pole will consist of a
12.47-kV riser, switch, and full dead end. The poles will be spaced between the on-site inverter,
transformer, and switch gear, and the PG&E utility pole located approximately 50 feet outside
the proposed solar facility across East Mission Avenue. Each pole will be approximately 37 feet in
height. All required electrical breaker systems and protective relay systems will be installed as
part of the proposed project. Surge arrestors will be used to protect the project and all auxiliary
equipment from lightning strikes or other disturbances.
The generated power will then be transmitted off-site through existing PG&E distribution lines
located along East Mission Avenue. The power will travel downstream (away from PG&E’s Wilson
Substation) and upstream (toward PG&E’s Wilson Substation), satisfying local neighborhood
residential, agricultural, commercial, and industrial electrical needs. At the point where all of the
electrical demands downstream are satisfied, the power will be pushed back upstream and
delivered to the Wilson Substation, which is located approximately 6.5 miles west of the project
site at the corner of State Route 140 and North Tower Road in Merced. This excess power will be
distributed from the Wilson Substation to other local distribution lines sending the power
downstream and satisfying additional local neighborhood residential, agricultural, commercial,
and industrial electrical demands. The electrical power generated by the proposed project
creates local electrical grid stability at the Wilson Substation, benefitting the community that
receives electrical power from this substation.
The 5,400 PV modules will be mounted in rows of 18 to 36 modules on up to seven single-axis PV
trackers. The trackers will utilize a hydraulic drive motor to rotate up to 45 degrees each direction
from east to west to follow the daily motion of the sun. The trackers will be configured into blocks
(or arrays), with each block comprising up to two trackers. Each array block will be a maximum
of 14 feet tall, 200 feet wide, and 470 feet long (see Figure 3.0-3, Proposed Site Plan, Figure 3.0-4,
Elevations and Details, and Figures 3.0-5a through 3.0-5c, Representative Solar Installation).

PROJECT SITE IMPROVEMENTS
The proposed project will include the development of up to a 22-foot-wide drive aisle, with
access to be provided at East Mission Avenue via a paved driveway approach. The drive aisle
will be gated and keyed to prevent unauthorized access to the project site. The drive aisle will
require minimal grading, and no ground compaction is required. Unpaved or secondary drive
aisles up to 16 feet wide will cross through the solar array field approximately every 250 to 300
feet to facilitate installation, maintenance, and periodic cleaning of the solar modules.
Turnaround areas will be provided around each of the inverters and/or equipment pads.
Sirius Solar Project
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The proposed project site footprint will be enclosed with 5-foot-tall fencing that meets National
Electric Code safety requirements for protective arrangements in electric supply stations. The
fence will not be electrified. Signage bearing warnings against trespassing under 18 USC Section
1366 will be posted along the fence perimeter.
The project development footprint, which considers the net amount of land that would contain
physical structures (such as solar modules, equipment pads, fencing, etc.), will be approximately
9 acres. The balance of the site (14 acres) would be left in open space.
The proposed project does not include the construction or installation of any off-site
improvements. Additionally, the project design does not anticipate any significant changes to
the existing site drainage. The primary water demand during operation would be the washing of
the PV modules to remove dust to maintain power generation efficiency. Washing is anticipated
to occur approximately two to four times per year. The necessary water will be trucked in via a
4,000-gallon water truck. No chemicals or soaps will be used in the cleaning process. Actual
water use will be approximately 4,000 gallons for each washing, resulting in a total water
demand between 8,000 and 16,000 gallons per year.

PROJECT CONSTRUCTION
During the construction phase of the project, the solar facility will be developed over a 3- to 5month period, with many of the components assembled on-site. Any existing site vegetation and
minor improvements in the direct path of the proposed project will be removed. Minimal
grading may be required for leveling, and no exporting of soil is anticipated. Support piles will be
installed using tractor-mounted impact or vibratory hammers similar to those used to install fence
posts. Support poles and the tracker assemblies and PV modules will then be attached and the
wiring installed. Concrete foundations will be poured for the drive motors, equipment pads, and
overhead poles. Concrete will be purchased from a local concrete batch plant. A variety of
equipment and vehicles will be utilized during construction, such as graders, compacters,
trenchers, backhoes, forklifts, pile drivers, skid steers, front-end loaders, and material hauling
trucks, in addition to a 4,000-gallon water truck.
The number of on-site construction workers is not expected to exceed 40 workers at any one
time. On-site parking will be provided for all construction workers. Construction work will
generally be done during daylight hours, Monday through Friday, and will comply with Section
10.06.030, Sound Level Limitations, of the County Code.

PROJECT OPERATION
Once construction is completed, the proposed project will generate electricity 7 days per week,
365 days per year, during hours of sunlight. The approximate start and stop times will generally
be 6 a.m. to 6 p.m., but will vary as a function of the time or season of the year. No employees
will be based at the project site, as the project will be remotely controlled to the largest extent
possible. Primary security-related monitoring will also be done remotely. Security personnel will
conduct routine unscheduled security rounds and be dispatched to the site in response to a
fence breach or other alarm. Site maintenance workers will access the project site
approximately two to four times per year to clean the panels and maintain the equipment and
project area. The public will not have access to the facility. Access to the area will be infrequent
and limited to authorized personnel.

County of Merced
March 2014

3.0-3

Sirius Solar Project
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration

3.0 PROJECT DESCRIPTION
The solar facility will be owned by the project applicant, Green Light Energy Corporation, on
land owned by Frank and Virginia Rodriguez, and leased to the applicant for a period of 20
years (possibly extended to 30 years), after which the equipment will be decommissioned and
the site reclaimed to its native condition or current agricultural use.

3.3

EXISTING AND SURROUNDING LAND USE

The 9.5-acre project site is situated on approximately 23-acres that is developed with a singlefamily dwelling and a variety of outbuildings in the northern corner of the parcel. The project site
consists of an inactive fig orchard that has not been in production for five years. The proposed
project area is in an agricultural area southeast of the farming community of Planada. The lands
surrounding the site are generally irrigated fields and orchards with flat topography and related
single-family homes and outbuildings. The property is designated and zoned for agricultural use
consistent with surrounding properties. The property is divided by Owens Creek, which runs in the
upper portion of the parcel. See Figures 3.0-6a through 3.0-6d for site photos.

3.4

PROJECT APPROVALS

As the lead agency for the project, the County of Merced has the ultimate authority for project
approval or denial. The proposed project would or may require the following discretionary
agency approvals for actions proposed as part of the project:
•

Merced County – adoption of an Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration for the
project

•

Merced County – approval of a Conditional Use Permit

•

Merced County – Withdrawal of the property from the Agricultural Preserve.

•

San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District – District Rule 9510

•

San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District – Authority to Construct (compliance with
district rules and regulations, including Regulation VIII, Rule 4102, Rule 4601, and Rule 4641)

•

California Department of Fish and Wildlife

•

Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board

The project would also require the following ministerial approvals for actions proposed as part of
the project:

3.5

•

Merced County Public Health – filing of a Hazardous Materials Business Plan

•

Merced County Public Works – issuance of an encroachment permit and building permit

RELATIONSHIP OF PROJECT TO OTHER PLANS

COUNTY OF MERCED GENERAL PLAN
The proposed project will be located entirely within the unincorporated area of Merced County.
The project has been reviewed for consistency with the 2030 Merced County General Plan
which was adopted by the Board of Supervisors on December 10, 2013. The Merced County
Sirius Solar Project
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration
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General Plan is the fundamental document governing land use development in the
unincorporated areas of the county. The General Plan includes numerous goals and policies
pertaining to land use, circulation, housing, conservation, open space, parks and recreation,
noise, public health and safety, and public facilities. The proposed project will be required to
abide by all applicable goals and policies included in the adopted General Plan.
Recently Adopted 2030 General Plan Consistency:
The project by design and through mitigation will achieve the following Goals and Policies of
the 2030 General Plan:
Policy ED-2.1:

General Economic Base Diversification (SO/JP) Encourage the development
of a diversified economic base by continuing to promote agriculture, tourism,
and commerce, and by expanding efforts to encourage industrial
development, including the development of energy resources.

Policy LU-2.7:

Rural Energy Production (RDR/SO)Allow the development of ethanol
production, co-generation, solar, and wind facilities in Agricultural and Foothill
Pasture areas that produce renewable energy, support agricultural-related
industries, and/or use agricultural waste, provided that such uses do not
interfere with agricultural practices or conflict with sensitive habitats or other
biological resources.

Goal 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.

Policy LU-10.10:

San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District Consultation (IGC) Consult
with the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District during CEQA review
for discretionary projects that have the potential for causing adverse air
quality impacts. Ensure that development projects are submitted to the
District for CEQA comments and review of air quality analysis.

Policy LU-10.12:

Coordination with State and Federal Agencies (IGC)Continue to coordinate
project review and permitting activities with applicable State and Federal
regulatory agencies.

Policy AG-3.11:

Solar and Wind Energy Production Facilities (RDR) Encourage the installation
of solar and wind energy production facilities in agricultural areas so long as
they do not result in a tax burden to the County, do not result in permanent
water transfers off of productive agricultural land, or do not require
cancellation of Williamson Act contracts. In addition, these facilities should
include dedications of agricultural land and habitat mitigation, measures to
control erosion, and assurances for financing decommissioning activities.

Policy PFS-7.4:

Visible Signage (SO) Ensure that all roads and buildings are properly identified
by name or number with clearly visible signs in order to promote faster
response times.

Goal NR-1:

Preserve and protect, through coordination with the public and private
sectors, the biological resources of the County.
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Policy NR-1.7:

Agricultural Practices (SO) Encourage agricultural, commercial, and industrial
uses and other related activities to coordinate with environmental groups in
order to minimize adverse effects to important or sensitive biological
resources.

Policy NR-1.8:

Use of Native Plant Species for Landscaping (SO) Encourage the use of native
plant species in landscaping, and, where the County has discretion, require
the use of native plant species for landscaping.

Goal NR-2:

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

Policy NR-2.1:

Renewable Energy Use (RDR) Promote the development and use of
renewable energy resources to reduce dependency on petroleum-based
energy sources.

Policy NR-2.2:

Clean Alternative Energy Requirement (RDR) Encourage new electricity
providers to use only clean alternative energy sources (e.g., solar, thermal,
wind).

Policy NR-2.4:

Solar Power (RDR) Encourage on-site solar power use in residential,
commercial, and industrial buildings, and utility-scale solar facilities in rural
locations that do not harm agricultural productivity and habitat values
consistent with Policies AG-3.11 and LU-2.7.

Policy NR-2.9:

Energy Conservation (RDR) Encourage and maximize energy conservation
and identification of alternative energy sources (e.g., wind or solar).

Policy HS-1.1:

Structure Location and Compliance (RDR) Require that all new habitable
structures be located and designed in compliance with the Alquist-Priolo
Special Studies Zone Act and related State earthquake legislation.

Policy HS-8.2:

Equal Public Participation (SP) Ensure that all community residents have
meaningful opportunities to participate in all public decision‐making
processes, including Planning Commission and Board of Supervisor actions.

Goal AQ-1:

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

Goal AQ-2:

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

Policy AQ-2.1:

Air Quality Plan Compliance (RDR) Require all development projects to
comply with applicable regional air quality plans and policies.

Policy AQ-2.4:

Mitigation (RDR) Require that local and regional air quality impacts identified
during CEQA review for projects reviewed and approved by the County are
consistently and fairly mitigated.
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Policy AQ-2.7:

Air District Best Performance Standards (RDR) Require the County to use the
Best Performance Standards adopted by SJVAPCD during the development
review and decision-making process to ensure new projects meet the targets
set by the district.

Goal AQ-6:

Improve air quality in Merced County by reducing emissions of PM10, PM2.5,
and other particulates from mobile and non-mobile sources.
Support the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District’s efforts to reduce
particulate emissions from construction, grading, excavation, and demolition
to the maximum extent feasible and consistent with State and Federal
regulations.

Policy AQ-6.2:

Emissions from County Roads (RDR) Require PM10 and PM2.5 emission
reductions on County-maintained roads to the maximum extent feasible and
consistent with State and Federal regulations.

Policy W-3.2:

Landscape Water Efficiency (SO/PI) Ensure the conservation of water in urban
areas through the implementation of the State Model Water Efficient
Landscape Ordinance as implemented in Section 18.38 (Landscaping
Standards) of the County Zoning Ordinance.
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Project Vicinity Map
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Figure 3.0-4
Elevations and Details
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Figure 3.0-5a
Representative Solar Installation
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Figure 3.0-5b
Representative Solar Installation
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Figure 3.0-5c
Representative Solar Installation
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Figure 3.0-6c
Looking east towards Santa Fe Ave.
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Figure 3.0-6d
Looking south towards East Mission Ave.
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AESTHETICS. Would the project:

a) Have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic
vista?
b) Substantially damage scenic resources, including,
but not limited to, trees, rock outcroppings, and
historic buildings within a state scenic highway?
c) Substantially degrade the existing visual character
or quality of the site and its surroundings?
d) Create a new source of substantial light or glare
that would adversely affect day or nighttime
views in the area?

SETTING
Rural and agricultural landscapes provide the primary scenic resources in Merced County along
with scenic vistas, such as the Sierra Nevada, Coast Range, Los Banos Creek, Bear Creek,
Merced River, and San Joaquin River. Distant views of the Sierra Nevada can be seen from the
project site to the east.
Agricultural uses and associated rural residential development dominate the visual character of
the project site and vicinity. Refer to Figures 3.0-6a through 3.0-6d for photos of the existing
conditions of the project site.

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) No Impact. The project site consists of an inactive fig orchard and does not qualify as a
scenic vista. Further, the Sierra Nevada and the Coast Range are much higher in
elevation than the project site and as a result, proposed improvements would not
obscure views toward these scenic vistas.
b) No Impact. According to the California Scenic Highway Program (Caltrans 2012) and the
Merced County General Plan, portions of State Route 152 and Interstate 5 in the county
are considered to be scenic highways. However, these highways are not located near
the project site. There are no state or locally designated scenic highways in the vicinity of
the project site.
c) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. The existing visual character
and aesthetic quality of the project site are common to the region and lack distinctive
aesthetic value. However, the proposed project would change the existing visual
character of the site from that of agricultural land to a solar power generating facility.
Further, six residences located on East Mission Avenue would have a direct view of the
project. Other residences are in the immediate vicinity of the project site, some of which
would have indirect views of the proposed facility.
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Components of the proposed project would introduce elements into the existing
viewshed that would not be typical of a rural area. The solar panels will be mounted on
array blocks. Each array block would be a maximum of 14 feet tall, 200 feet wide, and
470 feet long. The project would include the placement of three power poles
approximately 37 feet in height. Typical operating height of the panels would be 6 feet 9
inches. The project site would be surrounded by a 5-foot perimeter fence set back from
both East Mission Avenue and Santa Fe Avenue at least 30 feet. The three-pole
interconnection would add three 37-foot-high power poles to the project site as
described in the project description. While these poles represent additional vertical
elements on the project site, visual impacts from the poles would not be significant, as
they would blend in with the other existing aboveground power poles along the project
site’s western border.
Table 18-13 of the County Zoning Code requires opaque screening for public utility uses
such as the proposed project. Opaque screening is defined as follows: Opaque ScreenType A. An opaque screen is intended to exclude all visual contact between uses and to
create a strong impression of spacial separation. This screen is opaque from the ground
to a height of at least six feet, with intermittent visual obstructions from the opaque
portion to a height with landscaping of at least twenty (20) feet. The opaque screen may
be composed of a wall, fence, and/or landscape berm densely planted with
vegetation. Proposed planted screens will be judged on the basis of the average mature
height and density of foliage of the subject species, or field observation of existing
vegetation. The opaque portion of the screen must be opaque in all seasons of the year.
At maturity, the screen should not contain any completely unobstructed openings more
than five feet wide
The proposed project would introduce new visual components into the area which
would alter the existing visual character. As such, mitigation is required to reduce this
impact.
d) Less Than Significant Impact. The proposed project would result in the construction of an
array of photovoltaic modules, solar trackers, and associated equipment on 9.5 acres.
No nighttime lighting is proposed during construction activities, nor would any be utilized
post-construction except for motion-activated security lighting that turns off
automatically after a short period of time.
The solar trackers would be constructed of galvanized steel, as would the frames for the
PV modules. Although galvanized steel is reflective when new, its reflectivity quickly
diminishes as the zinc oxidizes. Further, the modules would substantially shield the trackers
from sunlight, thereby greatly reducing the potential for glare (see Figures 3.0-5a through
3.0-5c). The photovoltaic modules themselves would be constructed with an
antireflective coating in order to absorb as much sunlight as possible and maximize
energy production.
When comparing various types of surfaces, photovoltaic solar panels (or modules) reflect
approximately 4 percent of sunlight, whereas standard glass reflects approximately 22
percent, bare soil reflects approximately 30 percent, and vegetation reflects
approximately 50 percent (FAA 2010). Therefore, the modules themselves would not
produce a significant amount of glare and may actually reduce the amount of sunlight
currently reflected by existing vegetation. As such, the proposed project would not
create a substantial source of light and glare that would adversely affect day or
nighttime views.
Sirius Solar Project
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Mitigation Measures
MM 4.1-1

The applicant shall provide and implement a landscaping plan which will be
designed to meet the screening requirements shown in Table 18-13 and
discussed in Section 18.38.040 of the County Zoning Code. This landscaping
plan shall be submitted to the County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department for approval.
Timing/Implementation:

Prior to tentative map approval

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department
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4.2
AGRICULTURE RESOURCES. In determining whether impacts to agricultural resources are significant
environmental effects, lead agencies may refer to the California Agricultural Land Evaluation and Site
Assessment Model (1997), prepared by the California Department of Conservation as an optional model to use
in assessing impacts on agriculture and farmland. Would the project:
a)

Convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or
Farmland of Statewide Importance (Farmland),
as shown on the maps prepared pursuant to the
Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program of
the
California
Resources
Agency,
to
nonagricultural use?

b)

Conflict with existing zoning for agricultural
use, or a Williamson Act contract?

c)

Involve other changes in the existing
environment which, due to their location or
nature, could result in conversion of Farmland
to nonagricultural use?

d) Conflict with existing zoning for, or cause
rezoning of, forestland (as defined in Public
Resources Code Section 1222(g), timberland (as
defined in Public Resources Code Section
4526), or timberland zoned Timberland
Production (as defined in Public Resources
Code Section 51104(g))?
e)

Result in the loss of forestland or conversion of
forestland to non-forest use?

SETTING
The majority of the site is designated as Prime Farmland, while the northern portion is designated
as Farmland of Local Importance by the California Department of Conservation as shown in the
2030 Merced County General Plan Recirculated Draft Program Environmental Impact Report
(Merced County 2013, Figure 6-2). The project site has been used as a fig orchard but according
to the owner, the figs have not been production for more than five years. Many of the
surrounding properties are actively used for crop production. The project site is not subject to a
Williamson Act contract; however, there are Williamson Act contracted lands adjacent to the
site (Merced County 2013, Figure 6-1). The County has designated and zoned the project site
and surrounding properties for agricultural use. A portion of the site is in Merced County’s
Agricultural Preserve and is required to be removed. The removal of the project site from the
Agricultural Preserve is a separate action that will be considered by the Board of Supervisors if
the project is approved.

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) Less Than Significant Impact. As identified on the Merced County Important Farmland
Map published by the California Department of Conservation’s (2012) Farmland
Sirius Solar Project
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Mapping and Monitoring Program, land within or adjacent to the project site is
considered Prime Farmland or Unique Farmland. See Figure 4.2-1. The conversion of the
site from agricultural uses to the production of solar energy would remove the site from
farming for at least 20 years (the project would have a 20-year lease on the site.
However, following decommissioning, the property would be reclaimed to agriculture
use or native conditions. On December 10, 2013, the Board of Supervisors adopted the
2030 Merced County General Plan. This document contains numerous Goals and Policies
relating to the promotion of alternative energy development throughout the county by
permitting solar energy production on agricultural lands. (See Section 3.5 for a list of
consistent Goals and Policies) Perhaps the most notable Policy is AG-3.11 which states:
Policy AG-3.11: Solar and Wind Energy Production Facilities (RDR)
Encourage the installation of solar and wind energy production facilities in
agricultural areas so long as they do not result in a tax burden to the
County, do not result in permanent water transfers off of productive
agricultural land, or do not require cancellation of Williamson Act
contracts, and do not conflict with sensitive habitats or other biological
resources. In addition, these facilities shall require include dedications of
agricultural land and habitat mitigation when impacts to these resources
have been determined to be significant pursuant to CEQA, and,
measures to control erosion, and assurances for financing
decommissioning activities.
Development of the proposed project would not increase the tax burden to the County;
in fact, additional taxes may be acquired by the County for the sale of electricity. The
proposed project would use very little water, only for cleaning the solar panels up to four
times per year and not require new water transfers. The project site is not under
Williamson Contract as discussed below. Habitat mitigation measures are provided in
Section 4.4 and erosion control mitigation measures are provided in Section 4.6 of this
Initial Study.
While no financial assurances have been provided at this time, decommissioning of the
site was included in the Operational Statement provided by the applicant. This language
is as follows:
“At the end of the 20 year project service life, the project would be decommissioned.
Decommissioning and reclamation will include: 1) packaging modules for removal and
recycling or otherwise ensuring removal; 2) removing ancillary facilities; and 3)
reclamation, re-vegetation, restoration, and soil stabilization to return the site to its native
conditions; or 4) return to agricultural production as dictated by any agreements that
may be put into place between the applicant and the property owner(s)” (Green Light
Energy, p. 13).
The proposed project does not include the dedication of agricultural land elsewhere in
the County. The site has not been under agricultural production for years and the area
containing the solar panels would only involve 9.5 acres of the site. The General Plan
recognizes a 20-acre minimum parcel size for viable agriculture production (Policy
2.13a). Additionally, the loss of this land is not on a permanent basis but would be
returned to agriculture upon decommissioning of the project.
As such, the temporary loss of 9.5 acres of agricultural land for the production of solar
energy is consistent with the policies defined by Merced County. Therefore, this is
considered a less than significant impact.
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b) Less Than Significant Impact. The project site is not under a Williamson Act contract. A
portion of the project site is however, in the County’s Agricultural Preserve.
The project site is not under a Williamson Contract, however lands located immediately
west of the project site are subject to a Williamson Act contract. While the proposed
project will change the use of the parcel from agriculture to energy production, the
project does not extend any public services such as water and sewer that might bring
about the changes in land uses from an agricultural to a more urban nature. As such, the
project would not result in uses that may impact lands under Williamson Act contracts.
The portion of the site where the solar panels are to be located is in Merced County’s
Agricultural Preserve. Because energy operation facilities are not listed as a compatible
use in the Agricultural Preserve, the project site is required to be removed. The removal of
the project site from the Agricultural Preserve is a parallel action that will be considered
by the Board of Supervisors along with project approval.
Energy generating facilities are permitted uses within the A-1 (General Agriculture) zoning
district with approval of a conditional use permit. Further, the project will be
decommissioned and reclaimed in 20 years (possibly 30 years if PPA is extended),
thereby making the site suitable for continued agricultural use. As such, implementation
of the proposed project would not conflict with any existing Williamson Act contract
lands.
c) No Impact. The project is located in a rural area and would not require the extension of
urban services. Therefore, the project would not involve any other changes to the
existing environment that would result in the conversion of farmland to nonagricultural
use.
d) No Impact. The project site not located in an area identified in the County General Plan
or Zoning Ordinance as forestry or timberland.
e) No impact. Refer to item 4.2(d).

Mitigation Measures
None required.
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AIR QUALITY. Where available, the significance criteria established by the applicable air quality
management or air pollution control district may be relied upon to make the following
determinations. Would the project:

a)

Conflict with or obstruct implementation of the
applicable air quality plan?

b)

Violate any air quality standard or contribute
substantially to an existing or projected air
quality violation?

c)

Result in a cumulatively considerable net
increase of any criteria pollutant for which the
project region is in nonattainment under an
applicable federal or state ambient air quality
standard (including releasing emissions that
exceed quantitative thresholds for ozone
precursors)?

d)

Expose sensitive receptors
pollutant concentrations?

e)

Create objectionable odors affecting a substantial
number of people?

to

substantial

SETTING
The California Air Resources Board (CARB) has divided California into regional air basins
according to topographic air drainage features. The project site is located within the San
Joaquin Valley Air Basin (SJVAB). At approximately 250 miles long and averaging 35 miles wide,
the SJVAB is the second largest air basin in the state.
Air pollution is directly related to an air basin’s topographic features. The SJVAB is defined by the
Sierra Nevada in the east (8,000 to 14,000 feet in elevation), the Coast Range in the west
(averaging 3,000 feet in elevation), and the Tehachapi mountains in the south (6,000 to 8,000
feet in elevation). The San Joaquin Valley is basically flat with a slight downward gradient to the
northwest. The valley opens to the sea at the Carquinez Strait where the San JoaquinSacramento Delta empties into San Francisco Bay. The San Joaquin Valley thus could be
considered a “bowl” open only to the north.
Although marine air generally flows into the basin from the Delta, the region’s topographic
features restrict air movement through and out of the basin. The Coast Range hinders wind
access into the San Joaquin Valley from the west, the Tehachapis prevent southerly passage of
airflow, and the high mountains of the Sierra Nevada are a significant barrier to the east. These
topographic features result in weak airflow, which becomes blocked vertically by high
barometric pressure over the valley. As a result, the SJVAB is highly susceptible to air pollutant
accumulation, and air quality can be some of the worst in the nation.
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The SJVAPCD is the local air quality agency with jurisdiction over the project site. The SJVAPCD
adopts and enforces controls on stationary sources of air pollutants through its permit and
inspection programs and regulates agricultural burning. Other district responsibilities include
monitoring air quality, preparing air quality plans, and responding to citizen air quality
complaints.

AMBIENT AIR QUALITY STANDARDS
Both the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and CARB have established ambient air
quality standards for common pollutants. These ambient air quality standards are levels of
contaminants that represent safe levels that avoid specific adverse health effects associated
with each pollutant. The ambient air quality standards cover “criteria” pollutants.
The federal and California ambient air quality standards are summarized in Table 4.3-1 for
criteria pollutants. The federal and state ambient standards were developed independently with
differing purposes and methods, although both processes attempted to avoid health-related
effects. As a result, the federal and state standards differ in some cases. In general, the
California standards are more stringent. This is particularly true for ozone and particulate matter,
both of which are the most problematic pollutants in Merced County.
TABLE 4.3-1
FEDERAL AND STATE AMBIENT AIR QUALITY STANDARDS
Averaging Time

Federal Primary1

Federal Secondary1

California2

Ozone

8 Hour
1 Hour

0.075 ppm
0.12 ppm

0.075 ppm
0.12 ppm

0.07 ppm
0.09 ppm

Carbon Monoxide

8 Hour
1 Hour

9 ppm
35 ppm

---

9 ppm
20 ppm

Nitrogen Dioxide

Annual
1 Hour

0.053 ppm
--

0.053 ppm
--

-0.25 ppm

Sulfur Dioxide

Annual
24 Hour
3 Hour
1 Hour

0.03 ppm
0.14 ppm
---

--0.5 ppm
--

-0.04 ppm
-0.25 ppm

Fine Suspended
Particulate Matter
(PM2.5)

Annual
24 Hour

15.0 µg/m3
35.0 µg/m3

15.0 µg/m3
35.0 µg/m3

12 µg/m3
--

Pollutant

Suspended Particulate
Matter (PM10)

Annual

--

--

30 µg/m3

24 Hour

150 µg/m3

150 µg/m3

50 µg/m3

Sulfates

24 Hour

--

--

25 µg/m3

30 Day
Calendar Qtr

-1.5 µg/m3

-1.5 µg/m3

1.5 µg/m3
--

Hydrogen Sulfide

1 Hour

--

--

0.03 ppm

Vinyl Chloride

24 Hour

--

--

0.01 ppm

Lead
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Pollutant

Visibility-Reducing
Particles

Averaging Time

Federal Primary1

Federal Secondary1

California2

8 Hour
(10 a.m. – 6 p.m.
PST)

--

--

(3)

Source: CARB 2012
1. National Primary Standards: The levels of air quality necessary, with an adequate margin of safety, to protect the public.
National Secondary Standards: The levels of air quality necessary to protect the public welfare from any known or anticipated adverse
effects of a pollutant.
National standards (other than ozone, particulate matter, and those based on annual averages or annual arithmetic mean) are not to be
exceeded more than once a year. The ozone standard is attained when the fourth highest 8-hour concentration in a year, averaged over
three years, is equal to or less than the standard. For PM10, the 24-hour standard is attained when the expected number of days per
calendar year with a 24-hour average concentration above 150 µg/m3 is equal to or less than one. For PM2.5, the 24-hour standard is
attained when 98 percent of the daily concentrations, averaged over three years, are equal to or less than the standard. Contact the EPA
for further clarification and current federal policies.
2. California standards for ozone, carbon monoxide (except Lake Tahoe), sulfur dioxide (1- and 24-hour), nitrogen dioxide, suspended
particulate matter (PM10, PM2.5), and visibility reducing particles are values that are not to be exceeded. All others are not to be
equaled or exceeded. California ambient air quality standards are listed in the Table of Standards in Section 70200 of Title 17 of the
California Code of Regulations.
3. Extinction coefficient of 0.23 per kilometer – visibility of 10 miles or more (0.07–30 miles or more for Lake Tahoe) due to particles
when relative humidity is less than 70 percent. Method: Beta Attenuation and Transmittance through Filter Tape.

Criteria Air Pollutants
A description of the criteria air pollutants follows, including typical sources and health effects.

Ozone
Ozone is what is known as a photochemical pollutant. It is not emitted directly into the
atmosphere, but is formed by a complex series of chemical reactions between reactive organic
gases (ROG), nitrogen oxides (NOX), and sunlight. ROG and NOX are emitted from automobiles,
solvents, and fuel combustion, the sources of which are widespread throughout the San Joaquin
Valley. In order to reduce ozone concentrations, it is necessary to control the emissions of these
ozone precursors. Significant ozone formation generally requires an adequate amount of
precursors in the atmosphere and several hours in a stable atmosphere with strong sunlight.
Ozone is a regional air pollutant. It is generated over a large area and is transported and spread
by wind. The worst ozone concentrations tend to be found downwind from emission sources in
San Joaquin Valley metropolitan areas.
While ozone in the upper atmosphere protects the earth from harmful ultraviolet radiation, high
concentrations of ground-level ozone can adversely affect the human respiratory system. Many
respiratory ailments, as well as cardiovascular disease, are aggravated by exposure to high
ozone levels. Ozone also damages natural ecosystems, such as forests and foothill communities,
and damages agricultural crops and some man-made materials, such as rubber, paint, and
plastics.

Carbon Monoxide
Carbon monoxide (CO) is an odorless, colorless gas that is highly toxic. It is formed by the
incomplete combustion of fuels and is emitted directly into the air. Under most conditions, CO
does not persist in the atmosphere and is rapidly dispersed. CO exceedances are most likely to
occur in the winter, when relatively low inversion levels trap pollutants near the ground and
concentrate the CO. Since carbon monoxide is somewhat soluble in water, normal winter
conditions of rainfall and fog can suppress CO concentrations.
County of Merced
March 2014

Sirius Solar Project
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration

4.0-11

4.0 ENVIRONMENTAL CHECKLIST
On-road motor vehicles are a major source of carbon monoxide in the San Joaquin Valley.
Other CO sources include other mobile sources and waste burning. Because most of these CO
sources are the indirect result of urban development, most emissions and unhealthful CO levels
occur in major urban areas.

Nitrogen Dioxide
Nitrogen oxides (NOx) are a family of gaseous nitrogen compounds and are precursors to ozone
formation. The major component of NOX, nitrogen dioxide (NO2), is a reddish-brown gas that is
toxic at high concentrations. NOX results primarily from the combustion of fossil fuels under high
temperature and pressure. On-road and off-road motor vehicles and fuel combustion are the
major sources of this air pollutant.
Health effects associated with NOX are an increase in the incidence of chronic bronchitis and
lung irritation. Chronic exposure to NO2 may lead to eye and mucous membrane aggravation,
along with pulmonary dysfunction.

Sulfur Dioxide
Sulfur dioxide (SO2) is a colorless, irritating gas with a “rotten egg” smell formed primarily by the
combustion of sulfur-containing fuels such as coal, fuel oil, and diesel fuels. Health effects
include sore throats, coughing, and breathing problems. In addition, like nitrogen dioxide, sulfur
dioxide changes in the atmosphere to acidic particles and sulfuric acid, which can injure both
people and plants. It is rare in California to see levels of SO2 high enough to cause these
symptoms, and the SJVAB is in attainment for both the state and federal standards.

Particulate Matter (PM10 and PM2.5)
Suspended particulate matter (airborne dust) consists of particles small enough to remain
suspended in the air for long periods. Respirable particulate matter (PM 10 and PM2.5) includes
particulates of 10 microns or less in diameter—those which are small enough to be inhaled, pass
through the respiratory system, and lodge in the lungs, with resultant health effects.
PM10 and PM2.5 comprise dust, sand, salt spray, metallic and mineral particles, pollen, smoke,
mist, and acid fumes. Also of importance are sulfate (SO4) and nitrates (NO3), which are
secondary particles formed as precipitates from photochemical reactions of gaseous SO2 and
NOX in the atmosphere. The actual composition of PM 10 and PM2.5 varies greatly with time and
location depending on the sources of the material and meteorological conditions.
Acute and chronic health effects associated with high particulate levels include the
aggravation of chronic respiratory diseases, heart and lung disease, and coughing, bronchitis,
and respiratory illnesses in children. Recent mortality studies have shown a statistically significant
direct association between mortality and daily concentrations of particulate matter in the air.
Generally speaking, PM2.5 sources tend to be combustion sources like vehicles, power
generation, industrial processes, and wood burning, while PM 10 sources include these same
sources plus roads and farming activities. Fugitive windblown dust and other area sources also
represent sources of airborne dust in the SJVAB.
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Sulfates
Sulfates are particulate products of combustion of sulfur-containing fossil fuels. When sulfur
monoxide or SO2 comes in contact with oxygen, it precipitates out into sulfates (SO 3 or SO4).
Data collected in the SJVAB demonstrates that levels of sulfates are significantly less than the
health standards established by the State of California.

Lead
Lead is a metal that is a natural constituent of air, water, and the biosphere. Lead is neither
created nor destroyed in the environment, so it essentially persists forever. Lead was used until
recently to increase the octane rating in auto fuel. Since gasoline-powered automobile engines
were a major source of airborne lead through the use of leaded fuels and the use of leaded fuel
has been mostly phased out, the ambient concentrations of lead have dropped dramatically. In
fact, the SJVAPCD no longer monitors lead in the ambient air of the San Joaquin Valley Air Basin.

Hydrogen Sulfide
Hydrogen sulfide (H2S) is associated with geothermal activity, oil and gas production, refining,
sewage treatment plants, and confined animal feeding operations. The California ambient air
quality standard for H2S is 0.030 parts per million (ppm) for one hour. Hydrogen sulfide is
extremely hazardous in high concentrations (800 ppm can cause death), especially in enclosed
spaces. The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) regulates workplace
exposure to H2S. The entire SJVAB is unclassified for hydrogen sulfide attainment.

Visibility-Reducing Particles
The standard is a measure of visibility. CARB does not yet have a measuring method with
enough accuracy or precision to designate areas in the state attainment or nonattainment. The
entire state is labeled unclassified.

Air Quality Monitoring
The closest air quality monitoring stations to the project site are located in the City of Merced
along M Street and South Coffee Avenue, with the South Coffee Avenue station being slightly
closer. Table 4.3-2 shows monitoring efforts over the past three years from the South Coffee
Avenue station for ozone and nitrogen dioxide (NO2) and from the M Street station for
particulate matter (PM10 and PM2.5).
TABLE 4.3-2
MERCED COUNTY AIR QUALITY MONITORING DATA

Pollutant

Standard

Year
2011

2012

2013

Maximum 1-Hour Concentration (ppm)

0.102

0.624

0.097

Maximum 8-Hour Concentration (ppm)

0.088

0.086

0.086

2

2

5

Ozone (O3)

Number of Days Exceeding State 1-Hour Standard

>0.09 ppm
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Pollutant

Standard

Number of Days Exceeding State 8-Hour Standard

Year
2011

2012

2013

>0.07 ppm

41

25

30

Number of Days Exceeding Federal 1-Hour
Standard

>0.12 ppm

0

0

0

Number of Days Exceeding Federal 8-Hour
Standard

>0.08 ppm

19

9

16

0.051

0.043

0.040

0

0

0

73.9

89.4

51.7

Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2)
Maximum 1-Hour Concentration (ppm)
Number of Days Exceeding State 1-Hour Standard

>0.25 ppm

Inhalable Particulates (PM10)
Daily Average Concentration (µg/m3)
No. of Days Exceeding State Standard

>50 µg/m3

7

8

1

No. of Days Exceeding Federal Standard

>150 µg/m3

0

0

0

63.0

50.7

50.2

22

10

8

Ultra-Fine Particulates (PM2.5)
Daily Maximum Concentration (µg/m3)
Number of Days Exceeding Federal 24-Hour
Standard

>35 µg/m3

Source: CARB 2013

Attainment Status
Current state and federal designations in the San Joaquin Valley Air Basin for each criteria air
pollutant are shown in Table 4.3-3. When the concentrations of pollutants are below the allowed
standards in an area, that area is considered to be in attainment of the standards.
TABLE 4.3-3
AIR QUALITY STANDARD ATTAINMENT STATUS – SAN JOAQUIN VALLEY AIR BASIN
Designation/Classification

Pollutant

State

Federal

Ozone – 1-hour standard

Nonattainment/Severe

No Federal Standard1

Ozone – 8-hour standard

Nonattainment

Nonattainment/Extreme2

PM10

Nonattainment

Attainment3

PM2.5

Nonattainment

Nonattainment4

Carbon Monoxide

Unclassified

Attainment/Unclassified

Nitrogen Dioxide

Attainment

Attainment/Unclassified

Sulfur Dioxide

Attainment

Attainment/Unclassified
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Designation/Classification

Pollutant

State

Federal

Lead (Particulate)

Attainment

No Designation/Classification

Hydrogen Sulfide

Unclassified

No Federal Standard

Sulfates

Attainment

No Federal Standard

Visibility Reducing Particles

Unclassified

No Federal Standard

Vinyl Chloride

Attainment

No Federal Standard

Source: SJVAPCD 2012a
1. Effective June 15, 2005, the EPA revoked the federal 1-hour ozone standard, including associated designations and classifications.
The EPA had previously classified the SJVAB as extreme nonattainment for this standard. The EPA approved the 2004 Extreme Ozone
Attainment Demonstration Plan on March 8, 2010 (effective April 7, 2010). Many applicable requirements for extreme 1-hour ozone
nonattainment areas continue to apply to the SJVAB.
2. Though the valley was initially classified as serious nonattainment for the 1997 8-hour ozone standard, the EPA approved valley
reclassification to extreme nonattainment in the Federal Register on May 5, 2010 (effective June 4, 2010).
3. On September 25, 2008, the EPA redesignated the San Joaquin Valley to attainment for the PM10 National ambient air quality
standard (NAAQS) and approved the PM10 Maintenance Plan.
4. The valley is designated nonattainment for the 1997 PM2.5 NAAQS. The EPA designated the valley as nonattainment for the 2006
PM2.5 NAAQS on November 13, 2009 (effective December 14, 2009).

SJVAPCD Thresholds
The following are the air emission thresholds as established by SJVAPCD:




Ozone Precursor Emissions


Reactive organic gases (ROG) 10 tons per year



Oxides of nitrogen (NOx) 10 tons per year

PM10 Emissions




CO Emissions




Based on potential to increase cancer risk for the person with maximum exposure
potential by 10 in one million. Non-cancer Hazard Index >1. Determined by screening
or modeling.

Odor Impacts




Project causes or contributes to an exceedance of state or federal ambient CO
standards. Determined by screening or modeling.

Hazardous Air Pollutant Emissions




Complying with SJVAPCD Regulation VIII reduces to less than significant. Large or
high intensity construction projects near sensitive receptors may require mitigation
beyond Regulation VIII. (See GAMAQI Table 6-3.)

Based on distance of odor source from people and complaint record for facility or
similar facility. More than one confirmed complaint per year averaged over a threeyear period, or three unconfirmed complaints per year averaged over a three-year
period. (See GAMAQI Table 4-2)

Construction Emissions
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Same thresholds as above, but apply only during construction period. Ozone
precursors calculated on an annual basis.

Additionally, the SJVACPD is in the process of updating the district’s Guidance for Assessing and
Mitigating Air Quality Impacts. The draft document was made available to the public in April
2012. In that document, the significance thresholds shown in Table 4.3.4 were identified.
TABLE 4.3-4
DRAFT THRESHOLD STANDARDS
Construction Emissions
Pollutant/Precursor

Operational Emissions

Emissions (tpy)

Permitted Equipment
and Activities

Non-Permitted Equipment
and Activities

Emissions (tpy)

Emissions (tpy)

CO

100

100

100

NOx

10

10

10

ROG

10

10

10

SOx

27

27

27

PM10

15

15

15

PM2.5

15

15

15

Source: SJVAPCD 2012b, Table 6

Discussion of Impacts
a) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. Currently, state and federal air
quality standards for ozone and particulate matter are exceeded in most parts of the
SJVAB. The SJVAPCD is the agency primarily responsible for ensuring that the national air
ambient air quality standards (NAAQS) and the California ambient air quality standards
(CAAQS) are not exceeded and that air quality conditions are maintained in the San
Joaquin Valley Air Basin. SJVAPCD responsibilities include, but are not limited to,
preparing plans for the attainment of ambient air quality standards, adopting and
enforcing rules and regulations concerning sources of air pollution, and implementing
programs and regulations required by the federal Clean Air Act and the California Clean
Air Act. In an attempt to achieve NAAQS and CAAQS and maintain air quality, the
SJVAPCD has completed the following air quality attainment plans and reports: 2004
Extreme Ozone Attainment Demonstration Plan (clarifications adopted August 21, 2008),
2007 PM10 Maintenance Demonstration Plan, and 2002–2005 Amended Ozone Rate of
Progress Plan (December 31, 2002). In coordination with CARB and other north-central
California air districts, the SJVAPCD developed the 2007 8-hour Ozone Demonstration
Plan, which was adopted by the SJVAPCD on April 30, 2007, and approved by CARB on
June 14, 2007.
The proposed project would result in some construction emissions that would be
described as short term or temporary in duration. Construction activity would temporarily
generate emissions of ROG, a pollutant precursor to ozone, NOx, and PM10 from site
grading and excavation, paving, motor vehicle exhaust associated with construction
equipment, employee commute trips, and material transport and other construction
operations. The project would also result in a small amount of emissions during
operations.
Sirius Solar Project
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Presented in the air quality attainment plans (AQAPs) are comprehensive strategies to
reduce emissions of ozone precursors and particulate matter from stationary, mobile,
and indirect sources. These strategies include the adoption of new rules, enhanced
CEQA participation, implementation of an indirect source review program, adoption of
local air quality plans, and stationary, mobile, and indirect source control measures.
Pursuant to the SJVAPCD’s 2004 Extreme Ozone Attainment Plan, the SJVAPCD adopted
Rule 9510 – Indirect Source Review (ISR) and the accompanying administrative fee rule
(Rule 3180) in December 2005. The ISR process requires certain development projects in
the basin, such as the proposed project, to reduce emissions by specified amounts either
through on-site measures or through the payment of air quality impact fees to the
SJVAPCD to obtain emission reductions off-site. The emission reduction requirements are
designed to reduce PM10 and NOX by amounts needed to meet the commitments of the
2003 PM10 Plan necessary to achieve attainment on schedule. Emission reduction
projects envisioned by ISR include retrofitting heavy-duty engines, replacing agricultural
machinery and pumps, paving unpaved roads and road shoulders, and trading out
combustion-based lawn and agricultural equipment for electrical and other equipment,
as well as a host of other projects that result in quantifiable emission reductions of NO X.
The air quality analysis (see Appendix A) for the proposed project determined that the
project would produce less than 2 tons of PM10 and NOx per year. Therefore, according
to Section 4.3 of Rule 9510, the proposed project is exempt from the requirements of
Section 6.0, General Mitigation Requirements, and Section 7.0, Off-Site Emissions
Reduction Fee Calculations and Fee Schedules, of District Rule 9510. However, in order to
maintain this exemption, the SJVAPCD requires that the proposed project comply with
certain mitigation measures. Therefore, mitigation measure MM 4.3.1 is required.
b) Less Than Significant Impact. The proposed project would introduce additional
construction and mobile sources of emissions, which could adversely affect regional air
quality. The SJVAB, which encompasses the project site, is designated as nonattainment
for federal ozone and fine particulate matter (PM 2.5) standards and nonattainment for
state ozone, PM10, and PM2.5 standards.
According to SJVAPCD Rule 9510 Section 4.3, development projects that have a
mitigated baseline below 2 tons per year of NOx and 2 tons per year of PM10 are exempt
from the requirements in Section 6.0, General Mitigation Requirements, and Section 7.0,
Off-Site Emission Reduction Fee Calculations and Fee Schedules.
Subsequent land use activities associated with implementation of the proposed project
would introduce additional temporary construction source of emissions, which would
adversely affect regional air quality. Short- and long-term operational emissions
associated with the development potential of the proposed project are not anticipated
as the project would be a fully automated solar power array and will only include
minimal staff maintenance visits (approximately two to four times per year). Construction
emissions were quantified using the CalEEMod land use emissions model (see Appendix A
for model data outputs). These quantified emission projections are then compared with
SJVAPCD significance thresholds as discussed below.

Short-Term Construction Emissions
Construction-generated emissions are temporary and short term but have the potential
to represent a significant air quality impact. As stated above, the construction and
development of the proposed project would result in the temporary generation of
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emissions. Construction of the proposed project would result in the temporary generation
of emissions resulting from site preparation and excavation, as well as from motor vehicle
exhaust associated with construction equipment and the movement of equipment
across unpaved surfaces, worker trips, and the delivery of the project equipment.
Emissions of airborne particulate matter are largely dependent on the amount of ground
disturbance associated with site preparation activities.
The SJVAPCD has adopted guidelines for determining potential adverse impacts to air
quality in the region. The SJVAPCD guidelines state that construction activities are
considered a potentially significant adverse impact if the feasible control measures for
construction in compliance with Regulation VIII as listed in the SJVAPCD guidelines are
not incorporated or implemented, and if the project generates emissions of ROG or NO X
that exceed 10 tons per year and/or PM10 emissions that exceed 15 tons per year. The
SJVAPCD’s established significance thresholds for operational emissions state that if a
project generates operational emissions of ROG or NOX that exceed 10 tons per year, it is
considered potentially significant.
The construction of the proposed project would require earth moving and ground
disturbance over an area of 9.5 acres, as that is the total area of the project site. Daily
construction-generated emissions of ROG, NOX, SOx, PM10, and PM2.5 are summarized in
Table 4.3-5.
TABLE 4.3-5
SHORT-TERM CONSTRUCTION GENERATED EMISSIONS – UNMITIGATED POUNDS PER DAY
Project Phase/Activity

Maximum Daily Emissions (Tons per Year)

1

ROG

NOX

SOX

PM10

PM2.5

Grading

0.039

0.413

0.0003

0.091

0.056

Solar Panel Installation

0.297

2.355

0.002

0.181

0.161

Maximum Daily Emissions

0.336

2.768

0.0023

0.272

0.217

SJVAPCD Significance Threshold

10

10

27

15

15

Exceed SJVAPCD Threshold?

No

No

No

No

No

Source: CalEEMod version 2013.2.2. Refer to Appendix A for model data outputs.

As shown, construction would not result in exceedance of SJVAPCD thresholds for PM10,
PM2.5, ROG, SOx, and NOx.
As discussed previously, the project would be fully automated and would require only
minimal site visits for maintenance operations. As such, the proposed project is
anticipated to have little operational air emissions as shown in Table 4.3-6.
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TABLE 4.3-6
OPERATIONAL GENERATED EMISSIONS – UNMITIGATED POUNDS PER DAY
Project Phase/Activity

Maximum Daily Emissions (Tons per Year)

1

ROG

NOX

SOX

PM10

PM2.5

0.00015

0.0009

0

0.00004

0.00004

SJVAPCD Significance Threshold

10

10

27

15

15

Exceed SJVAPCD Threshold?

No

No

No

No

No

Maintenance Site Visits

Source: CalEEMod version 2013.2.2. Refer to Appendix A for model data outputs.

Additionally, Rule 9510 Section 4.3 provides that the proposed project would be exempt
from any mitigation measures required by the SJVAPCD for PM10 and NOx because the
project would produce less than 2 tons of these air emissions annually. Therefore,
construction and operational air quality impacts are considered to be less than
significant.
c) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. Merced County is currently
designated as being in nonattainment with the state and federal ambient air quality
standards for PM10 and PM2.5. However, the proposed project would not exceed
SJVAPCD significance thresholds, is considered exempt from the requirements of District
Rule 9510, and would adhere to the requirements of mitigation measures MM 4.3.1 and
MM 4.3.2.
d) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. Operation of the solar facility
itself would not result in the emission of any criteria air pollutants or toxic air contaminants
(TAC). Operational emissions would be generated from mobile sources associated with a
worker vehicle visiting the facility to check the panels and a water truck to wash off the
panels as dust and dirt accumulates. The panels would likely require more frequent
cleaning during the non-rainy season, as rain would naturally wash dirt from the panels
during the rainy season. According to the project sponsor, the panels would need to be
cleaned an average of approximately two to four times per year. Therefore, this analysis
was based on one worker vehicle and one water truck visiting the site four times each
year. These operational mobile source emissions would be negligible (the SJVAPCD has
determined that the mitigated baseline emissions for construction and operation would
be less than 2 tons of NOx and 2 tons of PM10) compared with the SJVAPCD significance
thresholds of 10 tons per year of either ozone precursor pollutants, reactive organic gas
(ROG), or NOx. The proposed project would not result in emissions exceeding 10 tons per
year of ROG or NOx, substantially contribute CO emissions, or expose sensitive receptors
to substantial incremental increase in TAC emissions; therefore, the long-term operational
emissions generated by the proposed project would be considered a less than significant
impact.
While residential uses in the area of the proposed project are minimal, the proposed
project could expose surrounding sensitive receptors to PM2.5 and/or other toxic air
contaminants during construction activities. These impacts are anticipated to be
temporary and short term. Construction activities would involve the use of a variety of
gasoline- or diesel-powered equipment that emits exhaust fumes. However, the duration
of exposure would be short and exhaust from construction equipment dissipates rapidly,
so workers and sensitive receptors in the vicinity of the project area would not be
exposed to substantial toxic air contaminant emissions. Furthermore, mitigation measure
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MM 4.3.2 would ensure fugitive dust (PM10 and PM2.5) control measures are incorporated
into project plans to reduce the emissions of fugitive dust during construction activities at
the project area. Implementation of these mitigation measures would ensure workers
and sensitive receptors in the vicinity of the project area would not be exposed to
substantial fugitive dust emissions.
e) No Impact. Offensive odors rarely cause any physical harm; however, they still can be
very unpleasant, leading to considerable distress among the public, and often generate
citizen complaints to local governments and regulatory agencies. Major sources of odorrelated complaints by the general public commonly include wastewater treatment
facilities, landfill disposal facilities, food processing facilities, agricultural activities, and
various industrial activities (e.g., petroleum refineries, chemical and fiberglass
manufacturing, painting/ coating operations, landfills, and transfer stations). Due to the
nature of the proposed project, no odors would be emitted.

Mitigation Measures
MM 4.3.1

MM 4.3.2

In order to maintain the exemption from SJVAPCD Section 6.0, General
Mitigation Requirements, and Section 7.0, Off-Site Emissions Reduction Fee
Calculations and Fee Schedules, of Rule 9510 Section 4.3, the proposed
project shall comply with the following mitigation measures:


All records shall be maintained on-site during construction and for a
period of 10 years following the end of construction. Records shall identify
the number and type of vehicles visiting the site, distance for travel to the
site for each vehicle, the amount of hours each vehicle was operating
(engine running) on the site (i.e. water truck), and what was done during
the visit in order to determine the air emissions produced during the site
visit. Records shall be made available for SJVAPCD inspection on request.



Maintain records of (1) the construction start and end dates and (2) the
date of issuance of the first certificate of occupancy, if applicable.



Otherwise, submit to the SJVAPCD a summary report of the construction
start and end dates within 30 days of the end of each phase of
construction.

Timing/Implementation:

During construction

Enforcement/Monitoring:

SJVAPCD; County of Merced Community and
Economic Development Department

Prior to issuance of a building permit, the project applicant shall demonstrate
compliance with SJVAPCD Regulation VIII for the control of fugitive dust
emissions by preparing and submitting a Dust Control Plan for review and
approval by the SJVAPCD prior to the start of construction. Written notification
to the air pollution control officer shall also be provided within 10 days prior to
the commencement of earth-moving activities. The Dust Control Plan shall
describe all fugitive dust control measures to be implemented before, during,
and after any dust-generating activity. The Dust Control Plan shall be
endorsed by the SJVAPCD and copies provided to the County of Merced
prior to commencing construction. Current SJVAPCD-recommended dust
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control measures applicable to the proposed project include (but are not
necessarily limited to) the following:


All disturbed areas that are not being actively utilized for construction
purposes shall be effectively stabilized of dust emissions using water,
chemical stabilizer/suppressant, or vegetative ground cover.



All on-site unpaved construction roads shall be effectively stabilized of
dust emissions using water or chemical stabilizer/suppressant.



All land clearing, grubbing, and scraping activities shall be effectively
controlled of fugitive dust emissions utilizing application of water or by
presoaking.



If materials are transported off-site, all material shall be covered and
effectively wetted to limit visible dust emissions, or at least 6 inches of
freeboard space from the top of the container shall be maintained.



All operations shall limit or expeditiously remove the accumulation of mud
or dirt from adjacent public streets at least once every 24 hours when
operations are occurring. (The use of dry rotary brushes is expressly
prohibited except where preceded or accompanied by sufficient wetting
to limit the visible dust emissions. Use of blower devices is expressly
forbidden.)



Following the addition of materials to, or the removal of materials from,
the surfaces of outdoor storage piles, piles shall be effectively stabilized of
fugitive dust emissions utilizing sufficient water or chemical
stabilizer/suppressant.



All equipment used on-site, such as the water truck, employee vehicles,
graders, air compressors and other type equipment, shall be maintained
and properly tuned in accordance with manufacturers’ specifications.



Track-out shall be immediately removed when it extends 50 or more feet
from the site and at the end of each workday.



Excavation and grading activities shall be suspended when wind speeds
exceed 20 mph.



Install sandbags or other erosion control measures to prevent silt runoff to
public roadways from sites with a slope greater than 1 percent.



Install wheel washers for all exiting trucks or wash off all trucks and
equipment leaving the site.

Timing/Implementation:

Prior to issuance of building permit

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

4.4

Less Than
Significant
Impact With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No Impact

BIOLOGICAL RESOURCES. Would the project:

a)

Have a substantial adverse effect, either directly
or through habitat modifications, on any species
identified as a candidate, sensitive, or specialstatus species in local or regional plans,
policies, or regulations, or by the California
Department of Fish and Wildlife or US Fish and
Wildlife Service?

b)

Have a substantial adverse effect on any riparian
habitat or other sensitive natural community
identified in local or regional plans, policies, or
regulations, or by the California Department of
Fish and Wildlife or US Fish and Wildlife
Service?

c)

Have a substantial adverse effect on federally
protected wetlands, as defined by Section 404
of the Clean Water Act (including, but not
limited to, marsh, vernal pool, coastal wetlands,
etc.),
through
direct
removal,
filling,
hydrological interruption, or other means?

d)

Interfere substantially with the movement of any
native resident or migratory fish or wildlife
species or with established native resident or
migratory wildlife corridors, or impede the use
of native wildlife nursery sites?

e)

Conflict with any local policies or ordinances
protecting biological resources, such as a tree
preservation policy or ordinance?

f)

Conflict with the provisions of an adopted
habitat conservation plan, natural community
conservation plan, or other approved local,
regional, or state habitat conservation plan?

EXISTING SETTING
Much of the information in this section is based on the report prepared by ECORP Consulting,
Inc. in the 2013 Biological Resources Assessment for Le Grand /Sirius Site. This report can be found
in Appendix B.
Several steps were taken to characterize the environmental setting in the project vicinity. First,
project-related documentation was reviewed to collect site-specific data regarding habitat
suitability for special-status species, as well as the identification of potentially jurisdictional waters.
Additional information was obtained from a variety of outside data sources and can be found in
the reference list. Lastly, preliminary database searches were performed on the following
websites to identify special-status species with the potential to occur in the area:
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US Fish and Wildlife Service’s (USFWS) Sacramento Office Species List (USFWS 2013a).



USFWS’s Critical Habitat Portal (USFWS 2013b).



California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) California Natural Diversity Database
(CNDDB; CDFW 2013a).



California Native Plant Society’s (CNPS) Inventory of Rare, Threatened, and Endangered
Plants of California (CNPS 2013).

A search of the USFWS’s Critical Habitat Portal database and Sacramento Office Species List’s
for the Planada, California and all adjacent USGS 7.5 minute quadrangles was performed for the
project area to identify federally protected species and their habitats that may be affected by
the proposed project. No designated critical habitat was identified on or adjacent to the
project site. In addition, a query of the CNDDB database was conducted to identify known
occurrences for special-status species within a one- and five-mile radius of the proposed project.
Lastly, the CNPS database was queried to identify special-status plant species with the potential
to occur within the Planada, California USGS 7.5 minute quadrangle.
The proposed project site is located in the eastern portion of the San Joaquin Valley at the
interface of the Central Valley floor and the Sierra Nevada foothills. The general topography on
and adjacent to the projects site is characterized as gently sloping to flat, with an elevational
range of 230 to 237 feet above mean sea level (amsl).
The proposed project site is characterized by an inactive fig (Ficus carica) orchard. The ground
beneath the scattered fig trees is disced. Weedy annual species such as mustard (Brassica sp.)
and wild oats (Avena fatua) grow beneath the trees and along the edges of the property.
Owens Creek runs through the northern portion of the project site. Several walnut (Juglans
californica and J. regia) trees grow along the creek banks and a small riparian area occurs in
the northwest corner of the property. An unimproved dirt road also runs through the northwest
corner of the property. The proposed project site is surrounded on all sides by orchards and other
agricultural uses.

SPECIAL-STATUS SPECIES
Candidate, sensitive, or special-status species are commonly characterized as species that are
at potential risk or actual risk to their persistence in a given area or across their range. These
species have been identified and assigned a status ranking by governmental agencies such as
CDFW and USFWS, and non-governmental organizations such as CNPS. The degree to which a
species is at risk of extinction is the determining factor in the assignment of a status ranking.
Some common threats to a species or population’s persistence include habitat loss,
degradation, and fragmentation, as well as human conflict and intrusion. For the purposes of this
biological review, special-status species are defined by the following codes:
1) Listed, proposed, or candidates for listing under the federal Endangered Species Act (50
Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] 17.11 – listed; 61 Federal Register [FR] 7591, February
28, 1996 candidates).
2) Listed or proposed for listing under the California Endangered Species Act (Fish and
Game Code [FGC] 1992 §2050 et seq.; 14 California Code of Regulations [CCR] §670.1 et
seq.).
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3) Designated as Species of Special Concern by the CDFW.
4) Designated as Fully Protected by the CDFW (FGC §3511, §4700, §5050, §5515).
5) Species that meet the definition of rare or endangered under the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) (14 CCR §15380) including CNPS List Rank 1B and 2.
The result of the USFWS, CNPS and CNDDB database queries identified several special-status
species with the potential to be impacted by the proposed project. Table 4.4-1 in Appendix B
provides a summary of each species identified in the search results, a description of the habitat
requirements for each species, and conclusions regarding the potential for each species to be
impacted by the proposed project.

Discussion of Impacts
a) Less than Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. Database queries revealed
that several special-status species have the potential to occur in the project vicinity
(Table 4.4-1). However, the habitat present on the site is suitable for only three of these
species: western burrowing owl (Athene cunicularia), Swainson’s hawk (Buteo swainsoni),
and San Joaquin kit fox (Vulpes macrotis mutica). In addition, ECORP biologists observed
a loggerhead shrike (Lanius ludovicianus) on-site in May 2013 (ECORP 2013b; Appendix
B). The loggerhead shrike is a California species of special concern and could be
impacted by project-related activities if found nesting in the project vicinity. Finally, the
project site provides nesting and/or foraging habitat for migratory birds and raptors not
identified in Table 4.4-1.
The proposed project site may provide suitable habitat for western burrowing owl.
Though no burrowing owls or their sign were observed during the site review (ECORP
2013b; Appendix B), several burrows of varying sizes were found. In addition, there is one
CNDDB occurrence of this species within five miles of the project site. Though no sign of
burrowing owls was found during the site visit, project implementation may result in the
loss of western burrowing owls through destruction of active nesting sites and/or
incidental burial of adults, young, and eggs, should they become established on-site.
Implementation of mitigation measures MM 4.4.1 and MM 4.4.7 will ensure that impacts
to burrowing owl are mitigated to a less than significant level.
The sparse fig orchard and adjacent agricultural fields may provide foraging opportunity
for Swainson’s hawk, though the relative value of these land cover types as foraging
habitat to the surrounding lands are low and the acreage loss is minor. The trees on site
do not provide suitable nesting habitat for Swainson’s hawk. Known Swainson’s hawk
nesting trees are located approximately 2.5 miles to the west of project site along Owens
Creek (CDFW 2013b). Based on the CDFG Staff Report Regarding Mitigation for Impacts
to Swainson’s Hawks (Buteo swainsoni) in the Central Valley of California (1994), loss of
the cropland habitat could result in an impact to foraging Swainson’s hawks. Mitigation
measure MM 4.4.2 will ensure that impacts to Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat are
mitigated to a less than significant level.
All native breeding birds (except game birds during the hunting season), regardless of
their listing status, are protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. Vegetation clearing
during the nesting season could result in direct impacts to nesting birds, including
loggerhead shrike, should they be present. Furthermore, noise and other human activity
may result in nest abandonment if nesting birds are present within 200 feet (500 feet for
raptors) of a work site. Due to the presence of suitable habitat for these species,
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implementation of project-related activities may result in adverse impacts should they be
present in areas proposed for disturbance. In order to reduce potential impacts to a less
than significant level, implementation of mitigation measures MM 4.4.3, MM 4.4.4, and
MM 4.4.7 is recommended.
The project site may provide suitable habitat and act as a corridor for movement of San
Joaquin kit fox. One large coyote den was observed during a previous site visit on the
north bank of Owens Creek (ECORP 2013b). In addition, two CNDDB occurrences for this
species are within five miles of the project site. Implementation of mitigation measures
MM 4.4.5, MM 4.4.6, and MM 4.4.7 will ensure that impacts to San Joaquin kit fox are
mitigated to a less than significant level.
b) No Impact. The small riparian area north of Owens Creek will be avoided by project
design. All project-related disturbance shall occur at least 100 feet south of the creek.
c) No Impact. Owens Creek will be avoided through project design. There shall be a 100foot buffer between the creek and the limit of project disturbance.
d) Less than Significant Impact with Mitigation Incorporated. Though the Merced County
General Plan identifies migration corridors within the county, and there are no migration
corridors within or adjacent to the project site, fencing around the property could result
in impacts to the local movements of birds, mammals, amphibians, or reptiles, including
San Joaquin kit fox. Mitigation measure MM 4.4.5 will ensure impacts to wildlife
movement are minimized to a less than significant level.
e) No Impact. Orchard fig trees are the only trees that shall be removed as a result of the
proposed project. The proposed project will not conflict with any local policies or
ordinances protecting biological resources.
f)

No Impact. No habitat conservation plan, natural community conservation plan, or other
local, regional, or state habitat conservation plan applies to the project area.

Mitigation Measures
MM 4.4.1

If clearing and construction activities will occur during the nesting period for
burrowing owls (February 1–August 31), then a qualified biologist shall
conduct focused surveys for burrowing owls on and adjacent to the project
site within 30 days prior to construction activities. Surveys shall be conducted
in accordance with the CDFW’s Staff Report on Burrowing Owl Mitigation
(Staff Report), published March 7, 2012. Surveys shall be repeated if project
activities are suspended or delayed for more than 15 days, during nesting
season.
If no burrowing owls are detected, then no further mitigation is required. If
active burrowing owls are detected, the project proponent will implement
the avoidance, minimization, and mitigation methodologies outlined in
CDFW’s Staff Report prior to initiating project-related activities that may
impact burrowing owls.
Timing/Implementation:

Within 30 days of construction initiation

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department
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MM 4.4.2

The project may adversely affect active Swainson’s hawk nests and foraging
habitat within the project vicinity or suitable foraging habitat within a 10-mile
radius of the project since the solar energy generation facility would remove
9.5 acres of Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat for the life of the project until it
is reclaimed to its current use. Therefore, the following CDFW pre-approved
CEQA mitigation measures shall be required for this project and are hereby
incorporated by reference:
1)

Protocol Surveys. The project applicant must conduct a protocol-level
survey in conformance with the “Recommended Timing and
Methodology for Swainson’s Hawk Nesting Surveys in California’s
Central Valley,” Swainson’s Hawk Technical Advisory Committee (May
31, 2000). This protocol prescribes minimum standards for survey
equipment, mode of survey, angle and distance to tree, speed, visual
and audible clues, distractions, notes and observations, and timing of
surveys.
a)

Nesting surveys can only be performed between January 1 and
July 30 and will vary depending on seasonal conditions and the
actual nesting period.

b)

Surveys must be performed by a qualified raptor biologist.

c)

A written report with the pre-construction survey results must be
provided to the Planning Department and CDFW within 30 days
prior to commencement of construction-related activities. The
report shall include: the date of the report, authors and affiliations,
contact information, introduction, methods, study location,
including map, results, discussion, and literature cited.

d)

The project applicant must submit CNDDB forms for Swainson’s
hawk occurrences and for any other listed, fully protected, or
species of special concern encountered and positively identified
during the surveys. www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cnddb.

2)

Nest Avoidance. If the required nesting surveys show there are no
active nests within the appropriate radius then no additional
mitigation will be required. If active nests are documented on the
CNDDB database, or other environmental study, or are discovered
during the protocol survey, the project applicant must obtain CESA
2081 Management Authorization prior to the start of constructionrelated activities. CDFW pre-approved mitigation measures to avoid
nest impacts during construction must include:
a)

No intensive new disturbances (for example, heavy equipment
operation associated with construction, use of cranes or draglines,
new rock crushing activities), habitat conversions, or other projectrelated activities that may cause nest abandonment or forced
fledging, should be initiated within a ½ mile (in rural areas) or ¼
mile (in urbanized areas) of an active nest between March 1 and
September 15, or August 15 if written CESA 2081 Management
Authorization obtained from CDFW prior to such disturbance.
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b)

3)

Nest trees shall not be removed unless there is no feasible way of
avoiding it. If a nest tree must be removed, written CESA 2081
Management Authorization must be obtained from CDFW prior to
tree removal. Such written authorization must specify:
i.

The tree removal period, which can typically be expected
to be between October 1 and February 1.

ii.

The conditions required to offset the loss of the nest tree.

c)

If disturbances, habitat conversions, or other project-related
activities, that may cause nest abandonment or forced fledging,
are necessary, within the nest protection buffer zone, monitoring of
the nest site by a qualified raptor biologist, funded by the project
applicant, shall be required, to determine if the nest is
abandoned. If the nest is abandoned, but the nestlings are still
alive, the project proponent is required to fund the recovery and
hacking, that is the controlled release of captive reared young of
the nestling.

d)

Routine disturbances such as agricultural activities, commuter
traffic, and routine maintenance activities within ¼ mile of an
active nest are not prohibited.
The applicant shall compensate for the loss of 9.5 acres of Swainson’s
hawk foraging habitat. Compensation shall be equal to or greater
than recommended by guidance provided in the Staff Report
Regarding Mitigation for Impacts to Swainson’s Hawks in the Central
Valley (CDFW 1994). A detailed description of the location and
boundaries of the easements to be maintained and managed as
Swainson’s hawk foraging habitat shall be provided by the applicant.
Prior to conducting any earthmoving activity for the proposed project,
the applicant shall record one or more conservation easements
consistent with the above standards. The conservation easement(s)
shall be executed by the applicant and a conservation operator.
The conservation easement(s) shall be reviewed and approved in
writing by CDFW and/or the Merced County Community and
Economic Development Department prior to the recordation for the
purpose of confirming consistency with measures contained in CDFW’s
Staff Report Regarding Mitigation for Impacts to Swainson’s Hawks in
the Central Valley of California.
Options for off-site habitat management may include fee title
acquisition or conservation easement acquisition of comparable
habitat. Mitigation credits may be pursued though a mitigation bank
for Swainson’s hawk impacts.

Timing/Implementation:

Prior to
activities
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Enforcement/Monitoring:
MM 4.4.3

MM 4.4.4

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department

All uses of herbicides shall be prohibited during construction and operation of
the project. Vegetation control shall be accomplished manually or through
grazing actions.
Timing/Implementation:

During construction activities
through the life of the project

and

ongoing

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department

If construction activities take place during the bird breeding season
(approximately January 1 through September 15), a preconstruction survey
for nesting raptors and other bird species shall be conducted by a qualified
biologist within 15 days prior to commencement of construction activities to
establish the status of these species in the project area. If ground-disturbing
activities are delayed or suspended for more than 15 days after the
preconstruction survey, the site shall be resurveyed.
Should active raptor nests be identified by these surveys, the nest sites shall be
protected from all construction activities within 500 feet of the nest site until
the young have fledged. An on-site monitor shall inspect nesting behavior
daily to ensure raptors are not being disturbed by construction activities.
Should the birds become agitated, construction shall be stopped and the
CDFW consulted on additional avoidance actions that should occur.
Construction activities cannot occur within 500 feet of an active nest prior
authorization with the CDFW. Active passerine nests should be avoided by
250 feet. Active Swainson’s hawk nest shall be avoided by 1/4 mile per CDFWs
Report regarding Mitigation for Impacts to Swainson's Hawks (Buteo swainsoni)
in the Central Valley of California (1994).
All other nests shall be protected from all construction activities within 50 feet
of the nest site.

MM 4.4.5

Timing/Implementation:

Prior to commencement
construction activities

of

and

during

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department

The applicant shall conduct San Joaquin kit fox surveys consistent with the
USFWS’s Standard Recommendation for the Protection of the Endangered
San Joaquin Kit Fox Prior to Ground Disturbance (2011). If active dens are
detected, exclusion zones will be established as per USFWS protocol.
Timing/Implementation:

Prior to commencement
construction activities

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department
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MM 4.4.6

The following protective measures shall be implemented for the San Joaquin
Kit Fox:
1)

Habitat permeability for San Joaquin kit fox, their prey, and other
wildlife will be maintained through the installation of permeable
fencing. To enable kit foxes and other wildlife to pass through the
project site after construction, the perimeter fences shall constructed
in accordance with the recommendations of Cypher et al. (2009). The
bottom fence fabric shall be knuckled (wrapped back to form a
smooth edge) to protect wildlife that passes under the fence.
Electrified fences are prohibited. Fencing specifications shall be
indicated on all construction plans submitted with the construction
permit package and be approved by the Merced County Community
and Economic Development Department in consultation with the
USFWS and CDFW prior to installation. The areas under the solar arrays
throughout the project site shall remain vegetated wherever possible
to provide foraging and dispersal opportunities for SJKF and to control
the spread of invasive plant species.

2)

To provide foraging and dispersal opportunities for SJKF, periodic
vegetation control shall be employed, either through grazing or
manual means. The use of chemicals for vegetation suppression is
prohibited.

3)

During construction and project implementation, all general trash,
food-related trash items, and other human-generated debris shall be
scheduled to be removed weekly and shall be stored in animal-proof
containers. Deliberate feeding of wildlife is prohibited.

4)

All stored pipes and culverts with a diameter greater than 4 inches
shall be capped or taped closed prior to construction. Prior to
capping or taping the pipe/culvert shall be inspected for the
presence of wildlife. If encountered the wildlife shall be allowed to
escape unimpeded. This requirement shall be included on all
contractor work specifications and contracts; and be designed to
allow the passage by SJKF and their prey species following the
recommendations of Cypher et al. 2009. Fencing specifications shall
be indicated on all construction plans submitted with the construction
permit package and be approved by the Merced County Community
and Economic Development Department in consultation with the
USFWS and CDFW prior to installation.

5)

Use of rodenticides or rodent traps shall be prohibited on-site to avoid
the secondary poisoning of SJKF and other predators and scavengers
or prey species. Information about the ban of rodenticides and rodent
traps, and their potential effects on sensitive wildlife species in the
region, shall be posted on-site. No rodent trapping (live or lethal) is
permitted on the project site. This requirement shall be included on all
contractor work specifications and contracts.

6)

In accordance with CDFW’s recommendation, slats and
weatherproofing material is not to be installed with the fencing to
avoid the appearance of a visual barrier.
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7)

MM 4.4.7

Kit fox and wildlife permeable landscaping shall be installed around
the fencing. Any and all project landscaping shall consist of native
species and be sparsely planted so that it will not appear as a visual
barrier to wildlife.

Timing/Implementation:

During construction activities
through the life of the project

and

ongoing

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department

Before the start of construction activities the project proponent shall retain a
qualified biologist to conduct mandatory contractor/worker awareness
training for construction personnel. The awareness training will be provided to
all construction personnel to brief them on the identified location of sensitive
biological resources, including how to identify species most likely to be
present, the need to avoid impacts to biological resources (e.g., specialstatus wildlife and jurisdictional waters), and to brief them on the penalties for
not complying with biological mitigation requirements. If new construction
personnel are added to the project, the contractor will ensure that they
receive the mandatory training before starting work.
Timing/Implementation:

Prior to
activities

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

4.5

Less Than
Significant
Impact With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No Impact

CULTURAL RESOURCES. Would the project:

a)

Cause a substantial adverse change in the
significance of a historical resource as defined
in Section 15064.5?

b)

Cause a substantial adverse change in the
significance of an archaeological resource
pursuant to Section 15064.5?

c)

Directly or indirectly destroy a unique
paleontological resource or site or unique
geological feature?

d)

Disturb any human remains, including those
interred outside of formal cemeteries?

SETTING
Merced County occupies an archeologically and historically rich part of the San Joaquin Valley.
However, only a small fraction of the county has been surveyed for archaeological or historic
cultural resources.
Original occupation of the San Joaquin Valley occurred over 11,000 years ago. At the time of
European contact, the area was occupied by the Northern Valley Yokuts. Early aboriginal
settlements were built on the tops of low mounds on or near the banks of larger watercourses.
Spanish missionary expeditions explored the area in the early 1800s, but no settlements were
founded. The American period began when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was signed
between Mexico and the United States in 1848. As a result of the treaty, Alta California became
part of the United States as the territory of California. Rapid population increase occasioned by
the Gold Rush of 1849 allowed California to become a state in 1850. Most Mexican land grants
were confirmed to the grantees by US courts, but usually with more restricted boundaries, which
were surveyed by the US Surveyor General’s office. When California was divided into 27 counties
in 1850, the region fell under Mariposa County, which was then further divided in 1855 into ten
other counties, including Merced County. The construction of the Central Pacific Railroad (the
name was changed to Southern Pacific Railroad in 1885) through the San Joaquin Valley in 1872
led to the growth of the town of Merced, which, due to its location on the railroad route,
allowed it to supersede the town of Snelling as the county seat in 1872. The project site is located
near the town of Planada, east of the City of Merced. The town of Planada was originally
surveyed in 1896 and recorded as the town of Geneva. The town name was later changed to
Whitton, until 1911 when the area was resurveyed by E. D. Severance and then renamed
Planada.
A cultural resources survey report was completed by ECORP Consulting, Inc. for the project in
2013 (See Appendix C). The investigation included a pedestrian survey, a records search at the
Central California Information Center at California State University, Stanislaus, consultation with
the Native American community, and a Native American Heritage Commission (NAHC) sacred
lands file search.
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Three previous cultural resource investigations have been conducted within 0.5 mile of the
property, covering approximately 5 percent of the total area surrounding the property in the
record search radius. These studies revealed the presence of historical sites, including the Santa
Fe Railway and Planada Canal. The previous studies were conducted between 1996 and 2009
and vary in size up to 2,000 linear miles.
A search of the Sacred Lands File by the NAHC failed to indicate the presence of traditional
cultural places or Native American cultural resources within the project area.
Fieldwork consisted of surveying 22.7 acres of the approximately 23-acre project area. Only the
acreage located south of the irrigation canal located in the northeastern portion of the project
site was surveyed because the 0.3 acre north of the canal is not intended for development. One
historical resource (SIR-001) was discovered during the survey consisting of four features or
structures associated with residential occupation and fig processing and drying operations. SIR001 appears outside of the architectural Area of Potential Effects (APE) for the project. The site
was included in the survey coverage area because it is located within the existing parcel
boundaries; however, the parcel boundaries do not match the architectural APE for the project.
The project involves the installation of ground-level solar facilities, not buildings or other large
structures that cause an obvious distraction from the setting and landscape, so the architectural
APE is minimal. Therefore, no potential impact to the setting of this cultural resource is
anticipated as a result of the project.

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. The proposed project would
result in the development of a solar power generating facility on 9.5 acres of agricultural
land. As described above, potential historical resources have been identified adjacent
to the project site. However, because this site is not in the area that will be disturbed by
the construction of the project, potential impacts to these resources are considered to
be nonexistent. There is the possibility that ground disturbance associated with
development of the site could impact subsurface historic resources should any be
present. As such, mitigation measure MM 4.5.1 is provided below to address the potential
for the discovery of any unrecorded or previously unknown resources.
b) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. While no evidence of
archaeological resources has been identified within the project area, ground
disturbance has the potential to impact subsurface archaeological resources should any
be present. Therefore, mitigation measure MM 4.5.1 is provided below to address the
potential for the discovery of any unrecorded or previously unknown resources.
c) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. Although no evidence of
paleontological resources has been identified within the project area, unanticipated
and accidental discoveries of paleontological resources are possible during project
implementation and have the potential to impact paleontological resources. Therefore,
mitigation measure MM 4.5.2 is provided below to address the potential for the discovery
of any unrecorded or previously unknown resources.
d) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. The cultural resources survey
report identified that a search of the Sacred Lands File by the NAHC failed to indicate
the presence of traditional cultural places or Native American cultural resources within
the project area. While comments were received from local tribal consultation, no Native
American archaeological sites or burial sites in the project area were identified.
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Regardless, there is a possibility of the unanticipated and accidental discovery of human
remains during ground-disturbing project-related activities. Therefore, mitigation measure
MM 4.5.3 is provided below to address the potential for the discovery of any unrecorded
or previously unknown resources.

Mitigation Measures
MM 4.5.1

If subsurface deposits believed to be cultural or human in origin are
discovered during construction, all work must halt within a 200-foot radius of
the discovery. A qualified professional archaeologist, meeting the Secretary
of the Interior’s Professional Qualification Standards for prehistoric and historic
archaeologist, shall be retained to evaluate the significance of the find. A
Native American monitor, following the Guidelines for Monitors/Consultants of
Native American Cultural, Religious, and Burial Sites established by the Native
American Heritage Commission, may also be required.
Work cannot continue at the discovery site until the archaeologist conducts
sufficient research and data collection to make a determination that the
resource is either (1) not cultural in origin or (2) not potentially significant or
eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places or the California
Register of Historic Resources.
If a potentially eligible resource is encountered, the archaeologist, lead
agency, and project applicant shall arrange for either (1) total avoidance of
the resource, if possible; or (2) test excavations to evaluate eligibility and, if
eligible, total data recovery as mitigation. The determination shall be formally
documented in writing and submitted to the lead agency as verification that
the provisions in CEQA/NEPA for managing unanticipated discoveries have
been met.

MM 4.5.2

MM 4.5.3

Timing/Implementation:

During construction activities

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department

Prior to project implementation, the developer shall contact the Merced
County Community and Economic Development Department and the
Dumna Wo-Wah Tribal Government in writing to request that a Native
American monitor be present at the project site during initial sub-surface
construction related activities. The developer shall make all reasonable efforts
to notify the Dumna Wo-Wah Tribal Government of the project construction
schedule as early as possible to ensure availability of the Native American
monitor.
Timing/Implementation:

Prior to and during construction activities

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department

If, during the course of project implementation, paleontological resources
(e.g., fossils) are discovered, work shall be halted immediately within 50 feet of
the discovery, the County of Merced Planning and Community Development
Department shall be immediately notified, and a qualified paleontologist shall

County of Merced
March 2014

Sirius Solar Project
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration

4.0-33

4.0 ENVIRONMENTAL CHECKLIST
be retained to determine the significance of the discovery. The County shall
consider the mitigation recommendations presented by a professional
paleontologist and implement a measure or measures that the County deems
feasible and appropriate. Such measures may include avoidance,
preservation in place, excavation, documentation, curation, data recovery,
or other appropriate measures.

MM 4.5.4

Timing/Implementation:

During construction activities

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department

If, during the course of project implementation, human remains are
discovered, all work shall be halted immediately within 50 feet of the
discovery, the County of Merced Planning and Community Development
Department shall be immediately notified, and the county coroner must be
notified, according to Section 5097.98 of the California Public Resources
Code and Section 7050.5 of the California Health and Safety Code. If the
remains are determined to be Native American, the coroner will notify the
Native American Heritage Commission, and the procedures outlined in
California Code of Regulations Section 15064.5(d) and (e) shall be followed.
Timing/Implementation:

During construction activities

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department
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No Impact

GEOLOGY AND SOILS. Would the project:
Expose people or structures to potential
substantial adverse effects, including the risk of
loss, injury, or death, involving:
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?
Refer to Division of Mines and Geology
Special Publication 42.

ii) Strong seismic ground shaking?
iii) Seismic-related ground failure, including
liquefaction?
iv) Landslides?
b)

Result in substantial soil erosion or the loss of
topsoil?

c)

Be located on a geologic unit or soil that is
unstable, or that would become unstable as a
result of the project, and potentially result in onor off-site landslide, lateral spreading,
subsidence, liquefaction, or collapse?

d)

Be located on expansive soil, as defined in
Table 18-1-B of the Uniform Building Code
(1994), creating substantial risks to life or
property?

e)

Have soils incapable of adequately supporting
the use of septic tanks or alternative wastewater
disposal systems where sewers are not available
for the disposal of wastewater?

SETTING
The California State Mining and Geology Board defines an “active fault” as one that has had
subsurface displacement within the past 11,000 years (Holocene). “Potentially active faults” are
defined as those that have ruptured between 11,000 and 1.6 million years before the present
(Quaternary). Faults are generally considered inactive if there is no evidence of displacement
during the Quaternary period.
No known active or potentially active faults are shown on currently available geologic maps as
being located within or adjacent to the project site. The project site is not located within a
designated Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zone identified by the California Geological Survey
(2012). According to the General Plan Draft EIR (Merced County 2012a, p. 10-5), the nearest
active and significant faults to Merced County are the San Andreas Fault approximately 15 miles
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west of the county line, the Hayward, Greenville, and Calaveras faults to the northwest, and the
Bear Mountain Fault Zone 5 miles east of and parallel to the county’s eastern border. There is
only one active fault identified in the county by the Alquist-Priolo Earthquake Fault Zoning Act
(APEFZA): the Ortigalita Fault, which is located in the western quarter of the county in the Coast
Range. The Ortigalita Fault has not been active within historic times (1,800 years ago to present).
However, surface rupture occurred within the Holocene period (11,000 years before present).
According to the US Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation Service (USDANRCS) (2013), included as Appendix D, project site soils consist of Marguerite silty clay loam, 0 to
1 percent slopes, Porterville clay, 0 to 3 percent slopes, and Yolo loam, 0 to 1 percent slopes.
Table 4.6-1 summarizes the characteristics of the soil types present in the project area.
TABLE 4.6-1
PROJECT AREA SOIL CHARACTERISTICS
Percentage
of Site

Drainage

Shrink-Swell
Potential
(LEP)

Erosion
Potential
(K factor)

Runoff
Potential

MfA, Marguerite silty clay loam, 0 to 1
percent slopes

1.6%

Well
drained

3–6%
Moderate

.37

Moderate

PwA, Porterville clay, 0 to 3 percent
slopes

87.5%

Well
drained

>6% High

.28

High

YzA, Yolo loam, 0 to 1 percent slopes

10.9%

Well
drained

>3% Low

.37

Low

Soil

Source: USDA-NRCS 2013
Notes: Values of K range from 0.02 to 0.69. Other factors being equal, the higher the value, the more susceptible the soil is to sheet and
rill erosion by water.
LEP: Linear extensibility is used to determine the shrink-swell potential of soils. The shrink-swell potential is low if the soil has a linear
extensibility of less than 3 percent; moderate if 3 to 6 percent; high if 6 to 9 percent; and very high if more than 9 percent. If the linear
extensibility is more than 3, shrinking and swelling can cause damage to buildings, roads, and other structures and to plant roots.
Special design commonly is needed.

Discussion of Impacts
a)

No Impact. The proposed project does not include land uses that would result in the
construction of occupied structures or other uses that would result in substantial risk to
people associated with active faults, seismic shaking or ground failure, or landslides.

b) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. Those activities associated
with placement of conduit and development of an access road would potentially
disturb soils and expose these soils to wind and water erosion. While the slopes present
within the project area are level, the potential for erosion does exist if care is not taken
during excavation and construction activities. Therefore, mitigation measure MM 4.6.1 is
provided in order to reduce the potential for impacts to a less than significant level.
c) Less Than Significant Impact. Given the relatively flat terrain and distance to the nearest
mountain ranges, landslides at the site are nonexistent. Liquefaction occurs when loose
sand and silt that are saturated with water behave like a liquid when shaken by an
earthquake. Liquefaction can result in the following types of seismic-related ground
failure:
Sirius Solar Project
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Loss of bearing strength – soils liquefy and lose the ability to support structures
Lateral spreading – soils slide down gentle slopes or toward stream banks
Flow failures – soils move down steep slopes with large displacement
Ground oscillation – surface soils, riding on a buried liquefied layer, are thrown back
and forth by shaking
Flotation – floating of light buried structures to the surface
Settlement – settling of ground surface as soils reconsolidate
Subsidence – compaction of soil and sediment
Three factors are required for liquefaction to occur: (1) loose, granular sediment;
(2) saturation of the sediment by groundwater; and (3) strong shaking. Project site soils
consist of Marguerite silty clay loam, 0 to 1 percent slopes, Porterville clay, 0 to 3 percent
slopes, and Yolo loam, 0 to 1 percent slopes. According to the USDA-NRCS, these soil
series consist of moderate to low percentages of sand and silt; however, all soils are fairly
well cemented, have a depth to groundwater of more than 80 inches, and have not
historically been subject to strong ground shaking. These characteristics indicate minimal
risk of liquefaction within the project area.
d) Less Than Significant Impact. Expansive or shrink-swell soils are soils that swell when
subjected to moisture and shrink when dry. Expansive soils typically contain clay minerals
that attract and absorb water, greatly increasing the volume of the soil. This increase in
volume can cause damage to foundations, structures, and roadways. According to the
USDA-NRCS, as shown in Table 4.6-1 approximately 88 percent of the site has soils that
have a high shrink-swell potential. However because the project does not propose any
structures (except for the equipment pad), is fully automated and requires no on-site
staff, would be fully enclosed with perimeter fencing limiting public access, and requires
minimal site visits for maintenance purposes, the potential to cause a risk to life or
structures is negligible. Therefore, this impact is considered less than significant.
e) No Impact. The project would not generate any wastewater. Therefore, there would be
no septic tanks or alternative wastewater disposal systems associated with the project.

Mitigation Measures
MM 4.6.1

Contractors involved in grading or other earthmoving work on the site shall
follow best management practices (BMPs) in erosion control. These practices
include, but are not limited to, the following:


Existing natural vegetation shall be retained, protected, and
supplemented where necessary. Site development shall be accomplished
so that existing trees can be preserved whenever possible and practical.



Exposure of soil to erosion by removal of vegetation shall be limited to the
smallest area practical and for the shortest time practical. Soil exposure
shall not exceed an area in which improvements can be completed
during a single construction season to ensure that soils are stabilized and
vegetation is established well in advance of the wet weather season.
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If determined necessary by the County Engineer, facilities shall be
constructed to retain sediment produced on-site.



Where necessary, sediment basins, sediment traps, diversions, or similar
required measures shall be installed well in advance of any clearing or
grading and shall be maintained through any such operations until the
Director of Public Works authorizes removal. Design and size of basins shall
be shown on plans, and basins shall be of a capacity to service the
affected watershed.



Temporary seeding, mulching, or other suitable stabilization measures shall
be used to protect exposed erodible areas during development at a
minimum of two weeks in advance of the wet weather season.



Straw bales or sandbags stacked at the job site shall be made available
by the permittee or contractor for emergency work during rainstorms.



Velocity check dams in all unpaved street areas and all unpaved graded
channels shall be provided at the necessary intervals to control and
minimize erosion.



All erosion control devices shall be in place at the end of each working
day during the wet weather season and as directed by the Director of
Public Works during the dry season when there is a forecast probability of
rain.



All basins and check dams shall be properly maintained within 24 hours
after each storm in order to be prepared to accommodate runoff from
the next storm. This may require basins and check dams to be pumped
dry and all debris and silt removed as directed by the Director of Public
Works.

Timing/Implementation:

During construction activities

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department
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GREENHOUSE GASES. Would the project:

a)

Generate greenhouse gas emissions, either
directly or indirectly, that may have a
significant impact on the environment?

b)

Conflict with an applicable plan, policy, or
regulation adopted for the purpose of reducing
the emissions of greenhouse gasses?

SETTING
Human activities, predominantly the burning of fossil fuels, are increasing greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions and contributing to global climate change. Assembly Bill (AB) 32 requires local
governments to inventory greenhouse gas emissions and establish reduction targets.
The impact that GHG emissions have on global climate change does not depend on whether
the emissions were generated by stationary, mobile, or area sources, or whether they were
generated in one region or another. Thus, consistency with the state’s requirements for GHG
emissions reductions is the best metric for determining whether the proposed project would
contribute to global warming. In the case of the proposed project, if the project substantially
impairs the state’s ability to conform to the mandate to reduce GHG emissions to 1990 levels by
the year 2020, the impact of the project would be considered significant.
The San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District provides guidance for addressing
greenhouse gas emissions under CEQA. The SJVAPCD guidance for evaluating greenhouse gas
significance states that projects implementing best performance standards, reducing projectspecific GHG emissions by at least 29 percent compared to “business as usual” and consistent
with GHG emissions reduction targets established in the AB 32 Scoping Plan would be
determined to have a less than significant individual and cumulative impact on global climate
change. Business as usual is defined as unmitigated emissions (the California Air Resources Board
Scoping Plan identifies the local equivalent of AB 32 targets as a 15 percent reduction below
baseline GHG emissions level, with baseline interpreted as GHG emissions levels between 2003
and 2008).

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) Less Than Significant Impact. The proposed project would result in minor greenhouse gas
emission impacts associated with temporary construction activities and periodic
maintenance of the facility. However, operation of the solar facility itself would not result
in the generation of GHG emissions. On the contrary, operation of the facility will further
local, regional, and statewide goals to reduce GHG emissions by increasing the
percentage of renewable energy in the local inventory. The only operational GHG
emissions would be generated from incidental mobile sources associated with a work
vehicle and a water truck visiting the facility to maintain the panels. These activities are
estimated to occur on average two to four times per year.
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As a part of the Initial Study, a GHG assessment was prepared for the proposed project
using CaEEMod Version 2.2. This assessment discloses projected GHG emissions that
would result from project construction as well as operation (see Appendix A). Table 4.7-1
summarizes the projected emissions generated during construction of the proposed
project, as well as operational emissions that would be generated from mobile sources
associated with occasional maintenance.
TABLE 4.7-1
GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS (METRIC TONS PER YEAR)
CO2e1 (metric tons annually)

Emission Type

GHG Construction Emissions

229.1764

GHG Operation Emissions

1.3859

Source: CalEEMod. See Appendix A.
1

CO2e = carbon dioxide equivalent. Each GHG differs in its ability to absorb heat in the atmosphere based on the lifetime, or
persistence, of the gas molecule in the atmosphere. Methane traps over 21 times more heat per molecule than carbon dioxide, and
nitrous oxide absorbs 310 times more heat per molecule than carbon dioxide.

As shown in Table 4.7-1, short-term construction activities and operation of the proposed
project would produce 230 tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) annually. The vast
majority of these emissions would occur during the 3- to 5-month construction period.
Once completed, CO2e emissions would only come from the maintenance trips to the
project site, two to four times per year.
In terms of operational GHG emissions, the facility is deliberately designed to require
minimal maintenance. All operations of the site are fully automated, requiring only
minimal periodic maintenance. Consequently, the only significant emissions would be
associated with the two to four trips per year in light-duty trucks and a water truck to the
site for cleaning and other basic maintenance.
As previously stated, SJVAPCD guidance for evaluating GHG significance states that
projects reducing project-specific GHG emissions by at least 29 percent compared to
business as usual and consistent with GHG emissions reduction targets established in the
AB 32 Scoping Plan would be determined to have a less than significant individual and
cumulative impact on global climate change. Business as usual (BAU) is defined as
unmitigated emissions (the CARB Scoping Plan identifies the local equivalent of AB 32
targets as a 15 percent reduction below baseline GHG emissions level, with baseline
interpreted as GHG emissions levels between 2003 and 2008). An assessment for the
amount of the GHG emissions avoided by operation of the proposed solar facility was
completed for this Initial Study. The methodology developed by AB 32 and used by the
SJVAPCD is based on a comparison of any new development with a comparable
business‐as‐usual facility. In this case, BAU was assumed to be a generic 1.5-megawatt
(MW) facility producing electricity with a GHG emissions rate equal to the emissions rate
of the overall California electrical power grid. To calculate this, an emissions factor was
used that provides an emissions rate of pounds of CO2e produced per megawatt‐hour
(MWh) of electricity produced.1

1

The emissions factor was taken from the EPA eGRID website, which collates emission information for electricity
production in the United States. The EPA eGRID factor for California is called the CAMX factor, which is the overall GHG

Sirius Solar Project
Initial Study/Mitigated Negative Declaration

County of Merced
March 2014

4.0-40

4.0 ENVIRONMENTAL CHECKLIST
A 1.5-MW solar facility, using trackers, is expected to produce approximately 4,380 MWh
of electricity per year.2 A generic 1.5-MW power plant in California that produces the
same amount of energy would emit 1,448 tons of CO2e (based on 661.20 pounds per
MWh). Therefore, the proposed solar facility would result in a reduction of GHG emissions
from business as usual of approximately 1,448 tons CO2e every year as it does not include
any CO2e-producing operations. In other words, the proposed project would result in the
avoidance of 1,448 tons of CO2e compared to a generic 1.5-MW power plant in
California that produces the same amount of energy annually. This is considered a
conservative estimate, as the CAMX factor includes renewable generation that
occurred in California as of 2009.
The proposed project would reduce GHG emissions by creating a new source of solar
power to replace the current use of fossil-fuel power and reduce GHG emissions power
generation and use. Thus, GHG emissions would be less than significant.
b) No Impact. The proposed project is also subject to compliance with the Global Warming
Solutions Act (AB 32). As described above, the proposed project would result in the
avoidance of 1,148 tons of CO2e compared to a generic 1.5-MW power plant in California
that produces the same amount of energy. Therefore, the proposed project would
contribute to the continued reduction of GHG emissions in the interconnected electricity
systems in California and the western United States. While some GHG emissions would be
emitted during project construction and a very small amount during operations, the
contribution of renewable resource energy production to meet the goals of the
Renewables Portfolio Standard (AB 32 Scoping Plan Measure E-3) would result in a net
cumulative reduction of GHG emissions, a key environmental benefit. (Measure E-3,
Renewables Portfolio Standard, of the AB 32 Climate Change Scoping Plan requires that all
investor-owned utility companies generate 33 percent of their energy demand from
renewable sources.) Therefore, the short-term minor generation of GHG emissions during
construction that is necessary to create this new, low-GHG-emitting power-generating
facility, as well as the negligible amount generated during ongoing maintenance
operations, would be more than offset by GHG emission reductions associated with solargenerated energy during operation.
In addition, the SJVAPCD provides the basis for assessing the impacts of GHG emissions in
Merced County in order to meet the requirements of both AB 32 and the Merced County
General Plan and environmental goals and requirements. These requirements are based
on an overall goal of reducing GHG emissions by 2020. In order to meet the GHG
reduction requirements, the SJVAPCD includes reduction measures that apply to projects
in Merced County. A comparison of relevant measures from the SJVAPCD with project
design and operation features follows.
Water Use Reduction Initiative. This measure seeks to reduce power generation
requirements and associated GHG emissions through reduced use of water and
associated water treatment. This measure includes a number of related actions, such as
installation of drought‐resistant landscapes, reduction of water use for fountains and
cleaning, use of captured rainwater, and use of low‐flow toilets and showers. The
proposed solar facility does not include the planting of landscaping and would not

emissions factor for California. The EPA eGRID2012 (version 1.1) for reporting year 2009 (the most recent available)
provides a value of 661.20 lbs CO2e per megawatt-hour for CAMX.
2

Assumes 8 hours a day at full power; equals 12 MWh per day and 4,380 MWh per year.
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require pruning, watering, or other regular maintenance, thereby eliminating water used
for landscaping purposes.
Waste Measures. AB 32 recommends reducing emissions from waste by improving waste
treatment and by implementing high recycling/zero waste programs. The proposed solar
facility would generate power without producing solid waste, unlike facilities with
associated on‐site operations. Therefore, the project is consistent with this measure.
Employment-Based Trip and Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) Reduction. This measure seeks
to reduce employee trips, VMT, and associated GHG emissions through programs such
as carpooling and commuter assistance. As with waste generation, the proposed solar
facility would generate power without substantial numbers of employee trips (up to four
per year). The project would require a two‐person maintenance crew who would travel
to the project site in a single vehicle. Truck trips would occur approximately no more
frequently than four times per year for cleaning and maintenance purposes, which
would result in trivial GHG emissions. As a result, the project is consistent with this measure.
Expand Renewable Fuel/Low Emission Vehicle Use. This measure seeks to expand the use
of renewable fuel and high-efficiency vehicles, including electric vehicles and/or plug-in
hybrid electric vehicles for the vast majority of site visits. The proposed project does not
include the use of renewable or high-efficiency vehicles. However, once constructed,
the project would require a very small number of vehicles to visit the site. Additionally, the
proposed solar facility itself would provide electricity to the local power grid from a
renewable solar resource.
In general, the SJVAPCD emphasizes the importance of power produced from
renewable fuels and especially solar power. Solar power is discussed as either a key
component or a positive contributor throughout the reduction measures recommended
by the SJVAPCD. Additionally, the project has been designed to minimize GHG impacts
to the extent feasible by being fully automated, consistent with the goals of the SJVAPCD
and AB 32. As such, the project would not conflict with any adopted plans, policies, or
regulations adopted for the purpose of reducing GHG emissions. No impact would
occur.
Increasing sources of solar energy is one of the measures identified under AB 32 to
reduce statewide GHG emissions. The proposed project would reduce GHG emissions in
a manner consistent with AB 32 by creating a new source of solar power to replace the
current use of fossil fuel power and reduce GHG emissions power generation and use.
Thus, GHG emissions would be less than significant.

Mitigation Measures
None required.
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HAZARDS AND HAZARDOUS MATERIALS. Would the project:

a)

Create a significant hazard to the public or the
environment through the routine transport, use,
or disposal of hazardous materials?

b)

Create a significant hazard to the public or the
environment through reasonably foreseeable
upset and accident conditions involving the
release of hazardous materials into the
environment?

c)

Emit hazardous emissions or handle hazardous or
acutely hazardous materials, substances, or waste
within one-quarter mile of an existing or
proposed school?

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?

e)

For a project located within an airport land use
plan area or, where such a plan has not been
adopted, within 2 miles of a public airport or a
public use airport, would the project result in a
safety hazard for people residing or working in
the project area?

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?

g)

Impair implementation of, or physically interfere
with, an adopted emergency response plan or
emergency evacuation plan?

h)

Expose people or structures to a significant risk of
loss, injury, or death involving wildland fires,
including where wildlands are adjacent to
urbanized areas or where residences are
intermixed with wildlands?

SETTING
A material is considered hazardous if it appears on a list of hazardous materials prepared by a
federal, state, or local agency or if it has characteristics defined as hazardous by such an
agency. A hazardous material is defined in Title 22 of the California Code of Regulations (CCR),
Title 22, Section 662601.10, as follows:
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A substance or combination of substances which, because of its quantity,
concentration, or physical, chemical or infectious characteristics, may either (1)
cause, or significantly contribute to, an increase in mortality or an increase in
serious irreversible, or incapacitating reversible, illness; or (2) pose a substantial
present or potential hazard to human health or environment when improperly
treated, stored, transported or disposed of or otherwise managed.
Most hazardous material regulation and enforcement in Merced County is managed by the
Merced County Environmental Health Department, which refers large cases of hazardous
materials contamination or violations to the Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board
(RWQCB) and the California Department of Toxic Substances Control (DTSC). When issues of
hazardous materials arise, it is not at all uncommon for other agencies to become involved, such
as the San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District and both the federal and state OSHA.
Under Government Code Section 65962.5, both the DTSC and the State Water Resources
Control Board (SWRCB) are required to maintain lists of sites known to have hazardous
substances present in the environment. Both agencies maintain up-to-date lists on their websites.
A search of the DTSC and SWRCB lists identified no cases of hazardous waste violations within 1
mile of the project site (DTSC 2013; SWRCB 2013).

Discussion of Impacts
a) Less Than Significant Impact. The only potential for routine transport, use, disposal, or
accidental release of hazardous materials associated with the proposed project would
be during construction. Typical hazardous materials used in the construction of a solar
facility would be limited and would include diesel, gasoline, and oil for equipment, and
may include adhesives and epoxy. The transport and use of hazardous materials is strictly
regulated by state and federal agencies to minimize adverse hazards from accidental
release. Therefore, the proposed project would not create a significant hazard to the
public or the environment.
b) Less Than Significant Impact. See Item 4.8(a).
c) No Impact. The project site is not located within one-quarter mile of a school.
d) No Impact. According to the DTSC Envirostor database and the SWRCB GeoTracker
database, which were accessed on November 21, 2013, there are no cases of
hazardous waste violations within 1 mile of the project site.
e) No Impact. The project site is more than 2 miles from any public or private airport. The
closest airport to the project site is the Merced Regional Airport, which is located more
than 10 miles to the west. According to the Merced County Airport Land Use
Compatibility Plan (Merced County Airport Land Use Commission 2011), the project site is
located outside of all compatibility zones for the Merced Regional Airport. The proposed
project will not pose a risk to airport traffic, as it is not within any airport hazard zones.
Therefore, the project will not result in a safety hazard for people working in the project
area.
f)

No Impact. See Item 4.8(e). The project site is not located in the vicinity of a private
airstrip.

g) No Impact. The closest evacuation route would be State Route (SR) 140, which is located
approximately 2 miles north of the project site. Because no construction activity would
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occur within or adjacent to SR 140, and would principally be contained inside the project
area, the project would not adversely impact an adopted emergency response plan or
emergency evacuation plan.
h) No Impact. According to the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection’s Draft
Fire Hazard Severity Zones in LRA map, the project site is identified as a Local
Responsibility Area (LRA) Unzoned area (Cal Fire 2007b). In addition, Fire Hazard Severity
Zones were identified in the adopted 2030 Merced County General Plan. According to
Figures 10-17 and 10-18, the project site is not located in a high fire zone (Merced County
2012b). In addition, the proposed project would not result in development that would
increase population or residential development in the area. Therefore, the proposed
project would not expose people or structures to a significant risk of loss, injury, or death
involving wildland fire.

Mitigation Measures
None required.
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HYDROLOGY AND WATER QUALITY. Would the project:

a)

Violate any water quality standards or waste
discharge requirements?

b)

Substantially deplete groundwater supplies or
interfere substantially with groundwater recharge
such that there would be a net deficit in aquifer
volume or a lowering of the local groundwater
table level (e.g., the production rate of preexisting nearby wells would drop to a level which
would not support existing land uses or planned
uses for which permits have been granted)?

c)

Substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of
the site or area, including through the alteration of
the course of a stream or river, in a manner which
would result in substantial erosion or siltation onor off-site?

d)

Substantially alter the existing drainage pattern of
the site or area, including through the alteration of
the course of a stream or river, or substantially
increase the rate or amount of surface runoff in a
manner that would result in flooding on- or offsite?

e)

Create or contribute runoff water which would
exceed the capacity of existing or planned
stormwater drainage systems or provide
substantial additional sources of polluted runoff?

f)

Otherwise substantially degrade water quality?

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?

h)

Place within a 100-year flood hazard area
structures that would impede or redirect flood
flows?

i)

Expose people or structures to a significant risk of
loss, injury, or death involving flooding, including
flooding as a result of a failure of a levee or dam?

j)

Inundation by seiche, tsunami, or mudflow?

SETTING
The project site is located in the eastern portion of the San Joaquin Valley portion of the Central
Valley and has a Mediterranean climate, which is characterized by hot, dry summer months and
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cold, wet winter months. The annual precipitation in Merced is 12.4 inches (with the wettest
period during November–March) and average daily temperatures ranging from 61 degrees
Fahrenheit in December to 87 degrees Fahrenheit in July (NOAA 2002).
The local topography is the interface between the flat Central Valley floor and the gently rolling
to hilly terrain of the Sierra Nevada foothills immediately to the east. The project site has a flat
aspect and has an elevational range from 230 to 237 feet above mean sea level (MSL).

SURFACE WATER FEATURES
The project parcel is split by Owens Creek. The actual project site is bordered to the north by
Owens Creek, which is a mapped National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) feature, labeled as an
intermittent stream/river. Owens Creek has a streambed width of 20–30 feet (ECORP 2013b).
Irrigation canals are located 250 feet to the southwest and 1,300 feet to the west of the project
site. Mariposa Creek (Duck Slough) is located approximately 1 mile south of the project site. Bear
Creek is approximately three-quarters of a mile to the north of the site. None of these waterways
are listed as impaired waterbodies by the Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board in
accordance with the Clean Water Act (CWA) Section 303(d) (RWQCB 2007).

STORMWATER DRAINAGE
There is no stormwater infrastructure in the vicinity of the project area. Due to the relatively level
topography on the project site, stormwater generated on the project site primarily infiltrates into
the ground. The proposed project will use the existing drainage of the site to drain stormwater.

FLOODING
The project site is subject to flooding. According to the Federal Emergency Management
Administration (FEMA) (2008) Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM) No. 06047C0470G, the project site
is located in the AO zone with an identified flood depth of 2 feet.

GROUNDWATER HYDROLOGY AND QUALITY
The project area is located within the Merced groundwater subbasin of the San Joaquin Valley
groundwater basin as described by California Department of Water Resources Bulletin 118 (DWR
2003). The groundwater depth around the project site was about 60 feet during the spring of
2000 (DWR 2000). The information available at the project site is not as defined in the 2010 report;
however, groundwater depth was estimated to be between 50 and 70 feet during the spring of
2010 (DWR 2010).

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) Less Than Significant Impact. The proposed project would not result in any wastewater
generation and would not contribute to wastewater flows or discharge from a
wastewater treatment plant. The project would include one concrete pad, which totals
approximately 378 square feet, and no other impervious surface area would be created,
so there would not be a substantial change in the amount of runoff that would be
generated on the site. Operation of the project would include only minimal activity on
the site. Solar modules would be rinsed with water two to four times a year to remove
dust and dirt, which would be accomplished with a 4,000-gallon water truck. As not
enough water would be applied to run off from the areas immediately adjacent to the
photovoltaic panels, the rinse water would be absorbed in the ground adjacent to the
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panels. Because of depth to groundwater at the site, construction activities would not
result in ground disturbance. Additionally, in accordance with National Pollutant
Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) regulations, the State of California requires that
any construction activity affecting 1 acre or more obtain a General Construction Activity
Stormwater Permit (General Permit) to minimize the potential effects of construction
runoff on receiving water quality. Performance standards for obtaining and complying
with the General Permit are described in NPDES General Permit No. CAS000002, Waste
Discharge Requirements, Order No. 2009-0009-DWQ.
General Permit applicants are required to submit to the appropriate regional board
Permit Registration Documents (PRDs) for the project, which include a Notice of Intent
(NOI), risk assessment, site map, signed certification statement, an annual fee, and a
stormwater pollution prevention plan (SWPPP). The SWPPP includes pollution prevention
measures (erosion and sediment control measures and measures to control nonstormwater discharges and hazardous spills), demonstration of compliance with all
applicable local and regional erosion and sediment control standards, identification of
responsible parties, and a detailed construction timeline. The SWPPP must also include
implementation of best management practices (BMPs) to reduce construction effects on
receiving water quality by implementing erosion control measures and reducing or
eliminating non-stormwater discharges.
Examples of typical construction best management practices included in SWPPPs
include, but are not limited to, using temporary mulching, seeding, or other suitable
stabilization measures to protect uncovered soils; storing materials and equipment to
ensure that spills or leaks cannot enter the storm drain system or surface water;
developing and implementing a spill prevention and cleanup plan; and installing
sediment control devices such as gravel bags, inlet filters, fiber rolls, or silt fences to
reduce or eliminate sediment and other pollutants from discharging to the drainage
system or receiving waters. Stormwater pollution prevention plan BMPs are recognized as
effective methods to prevent or minimize the potential releases of pollutants into
drainages, surface water, or groundwater. Strict SWPPP compliance, coupled with the
use of appropriate BMPs, would reduce potential water quality impacts during
construction activities.
Implementation of best management practices required as part of the SWPPP would
ensure that the proposed project would not create or contribute to any violations of
water quality standards or waste discharge requirements. There would be a less than
significant impact.
b) Less Than Significant Impact. Project operation would include only minimal activity on the
site. Routine maintenance would require rinsing of the solar modules with water two to
four times a year to remove dust and dirt. The water would be brought to the site in a
4,000-gallon water truck, and no groundwater would be procured on-site. The increased
demand for trucked-in water would not result in substantial depletion of groundwater
supplies. Further, aside from the concrete pad proposed for the inverters, transformers,
and switch gear, which totals approximately 378 square feet, there would be no
impervious surfaces developed on-site. The solar panels would simply shed water onto
the ground, where it would infiltrate into the permeable soil. The on-site access roadways
are proposed to be constructed with gravel and will allow stormwater to permeate
directly into the ground. The concrete pad would be removed during reclamation of the
site. Therefore, the proposed project would not interfere with groundwater recharge or
otherwise substantially affect groundwater supplies.
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c) Less Than Significant Impact. See Item 4.6(b). Because very little impervious surface area
would be created, and only the access road would be graded, the proposed project
would not substantially alter existing drainage patterns.
d) No Impact. See Items 4.6(b), 4.9(a), and 4.9(c). The proposed project includes minor
grading associated with construction of the access road and will not substantially alter
an existing drainage pattern, alter the course of a stream or river, or increase stormwater
runoff such that there would be a potential increase of flooding on- or off-site.
e) No Impact. The total surface runoff after the project would be the same as before the
project. Therefore, the project will not create or contribute runoff water that would
exceed the capacity of existing or planned stormwater drainage systems.
f)

Less Than Significant Impact. See Items 4.9(a) through 4.9(d). Because ground
disturbance associated with the project would be minimal, the project would not create
a potential source of polluted surface runoff. As such, the project would not otherwise
substantially degrade water quality.

g) No Impact. The project does not include the creation of housing, nor would the project
otherwise result in the placement of housing within a 100-year flood hazard area.
h) Less Than Significant Impact. As mapped by FEMA, the project area is located within the
AO flood zone with an identified base flood height of 2 feet. All equipment platforms are
designed to place the project’s equipment 2 feet above the highest adjacent grade,
thereby remove the potential damage to this equipment during a flood event. The
project’s solar panels would be mounted on trackers. The trackers would be supported
by torque tubes, which are in turn supported by galvanized steel piers driven to the
number of feet below the lowest adjacent ground surface that is appropriate for the site
conditions. This mounting system would allow floodwaters to flow through and thereby
not impede the floodwater. Perimeter fencing would also not impede floodwaters. The
site has been surveyed and a base flood elevation certificate issued to the County;
elevation details have been accounted for in the project design to ensure that flood
zone requirements are met. See Appendix E for the flood elevation certificate.
i)

Less Than Significant Impact. While the project site is located within the dam inundation
area of Owens Reservoir, the proposed project does not include any buildings that would
be occupied by project workers. No employees would be based at the project site, as
the project will be remotely controlled to the largest extent possible. Primary securityrelated monitoring would also be done remotely. Security personnel would conduct
routine unscheduled security rounds and would be dispatched to the site in response to
a fence breach or other alarm. Site maintenance workers would access the project site
approximately two to four times per year to clean the panels and maintain the
equipment and project area. The public would not have access to the facility. Access to
the area would be infrequent and limited to authorized personnel. The project will not
expose people or structures to a significant risk of loss, injury, or death involving flooding.

j)

No Impact. The project site is not located near an ocean or large body of water with
potential for seiche or tsunami. The project site is on relatively level ground and as such,
the project area is not at risk of mudflows.

Mitigation Measures
None required.
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4.10 LAND USE AND PLANNING. Would the project:
a)

Physically divide an established community?

b)

Conflict with any applicable land use plan,
policy, or regulation of an agency with
jurisdiction over the project (including, but not
limited to, the general plan, specific plan, local
coastal program, or zoning ordinance) adopted
for the purpose of avoiding or mitigating an
environmental effect?

c)

Conflict with any applicable habitat conservation
plan or natural community conservation plan?

SETTING
The basis for land use planning in the county is the recently adopted Merced County 2030
General Plan. The 2030 General Plan Land Use Element provides the primary guidance on issues
related to land use and land use intensity. The Land Use Element provides designations for land
in the county and outlines goals and policies concerning development and use of that land. In
concert with the General Plan, the Merced County Code establishes zoning districts in the
county and specifies allowable uses and development standards for each district. Under state
law, each jurisdiction’s zoning ordinance must be consistent with its general plan.
Land Use Element Policy LU-2.7 “Rural Energy Production” specifically recognizes solar projects in
Agricultural designated areas:
Policy LU-2.7: Rural Energy Production (RDR/SO)

Allow
the
development
of
ethanol
production, solar and wind facilities in
Agricultural and Foothill Pasture areas that
produce
renewable
energy,
support
agricultural-related
industries,
and/or
agricultural waste, provided that such uses
do not interfere with agricultural practices or
conflict with sensitive habitats or other
biological resources.

Additionally, Land Use Policy 2.5 allows the use of “characteristically-specific” commercial and
industrial uses in rural areas in limited cases pursuant to a number of specific criteria.
As shown on the Merced County General Plan Land Use Map, the project area is designated
Agricultural (A). Consistent with the General Plan, the project site is zoned A-1 (General
Agricultural). Pursuant to Section 18.02.020 of the Merced County Code, energy generating
facilities are permitted in the A-1 zoning district subject to issuance of a conditional use permit.
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DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) No Impact. The project is in a rural area of the County. Therefore, the project will not
result in the division of an existing community.
b) No Impact. As noted above, energy generation facilities are a conditionally permitted
use in the A-1 zoning district and consistent with Land Use policies LU-2.5 and LU-2.7. The
project is consistent with applicable plans or policies adopted for the purpose of
avoiding or mitigating an environmental effect. Please refer to Section 3.5 for General
Plan consistency.
c) No Impact. See Subsection 4.4, Biological Resources. No habitat conservation or natural
community conservation plans are applicable to the project area.

Mitigation Measures
None required.
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4.11 MINERAL RESOURCES. Would the project:
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?

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?

SETTING
The State Mining and Geology Board (SMGB) has the responsibility to inventory and classify
mineral resources and could, if appropriate, designate such mineral resources as having a
statewide or regional significance. If such a designation occurs, the local agency (i.e., city or
county) must adopt a management plan for such identified resources. Neither the SMGB nor the
Merced County General Plan identify mineral resources within or adjacent to the project site.
Further, there are no commercial mining activities in or immediately near the project area.

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) No Impact. The project does not involve the loss of an available known mineral resource
that would be of value to the region.
b) No Impact. See Item 4.11(a). There are no locally important mineral resources delineated
in the Merced County General Plan within or adjacent to the project area.

Mitigation Measures
None required.
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4.12 NOISE. Would the project result in:
a)

Exposure of persons to or generation of noise
levels in excess of standards established in the
local general plan or noise ordinance or of
applicable standards of other agencies?

b)

Exposure of persons to or generation of
excessive groundborne vibration or groundborne
noise levels?

c)

A substantial permanent increase in ambient
noise levels in the project vicinity above levels
existing without the project?

d)

A substantial temporary or periodic increase in
ambient noise levels in the project vicinity
above levels existing without the project?

e)

For a project located within an airport land use
plan area or, where such a plan has not been
adopted, within 2 miles of a public airport or a
public use airport, would the project expose
people residing or working in the project area to
excessive noise levels?

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?

SETTING
There are no significant noise sources existing on the project site itself, as it is undeveloped with
the exception of the existing residential dwelling on the property. Noise-sensitive receptors in the
vicinity of the project site include rural residential dwellings in all directions, the nearest of which
is adjacent to the south of the site across East Mission Avenue. The noise environment in the
vicinity of the project site is primarily influenced by minor roadway traffic, agricultural operations,
off-highway vehicle use (mostly farm vehicles), and, to a lesser extent, sounds from nearby
livestock.

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. The project will generate
temporary noise levels during construction of the project that may affect nearby noisesensitive receptors. Temporary construction noise will likely consist of heavy equipment,
backup alarms, and delivery trucks. Although construction noise is temporary in nature, it
could pose a nuisance to noise-sensitive receptors adjacent to the project area.
Provisions of Chapter 10.60, Noise Control, of the Merced County Code limit the majority of
construction to between the hours of 7 a.m. and 9 p.m., which greatly reduces potential
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noise impacts. However, implementation of mitigation measures MM 4.12.1 and MM 4.12.2
would further reduce potential noise impacts to a level that is considered less than
significant.
b) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. During grading and
construction, the project may generate limited groundborne vibration as a result of
heavy equipment operations and installation of the rack system with a post-pounding
machine. Although this would be a temporary impact and would cease completely with
the end of construction activities, implementation of mitigation measure MM 4.12.1
would reduce groundborne vibration and noise impacts to a level that is considered less
than significant.
c) No Impact. The project will not result in a permanent increase in ambient noise levels.
d) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. See Item 4.11(a).
e) No Impact. The project site is not located within an airport land use plan area (see Item
4.8(e)).
f)

No Impact. The project site is not located near a private airport (see Item 4.8(e)).

Mitigation Measures
MM 4.12.1

MM 4.12.2

Use of heavy equipment, including post-pounding machines, during
development of the site shall begin no earlier than 7:00 a.m. and conclude
no later than 6:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. Use of heavy equipment
outside of these hours and days may occur only in the event of an
emergency or by approval of the Community and Economic Development
Director.
Timing/Implementation:

During construction activities

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department

The contractor shall provide documentation to the Merced County Planning
and Community Development Department that all construction equipment is
regularly maintained. Additionally, all equipment utilized for construction of
the project shall include the following noise reduction devices:
•

All vehicles and engines shall be equipped with the appropriate
manufacturer’s noise reduction device(s), including, but not limited to, a
manufacturer’s muffler (or equivalently rated material) that is free of rust,
holes, and exhaust leaks.

•

All engine housing doors shall be kept closed and noise-insulating material
shall be mounted on the engine housing to reduce noise, to the extent
practical without interfering with the manufacturer’s guidelines for engine
operation or exhaust.

•

Portable compressors, generators, pumps, and other such devices shall be
covered with noise-insulating fabric to the extent practical without
interfering with the manufacturer’s guidelines for engine operation or
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exhaust, and shall further reduce noise by operating such devices at
lower engine speeds during work to the maximum extent possible.
•

Construction equipment not actively being utilized shall be turned off.

•

Vehicle idling on-site shall be limited to 5 minutes.

•

Reduced-volume backup alarms shall be used for all construction vehicles
when practicable.

Timing/Implementation:

During construction activities

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department
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4.13 POPULATION AND HOUSING. Would the project:
a)

Induce substantial population growth in an area,
either directly (e.g., by proposing new homes
and businesses) or indirectly (e.g., through
extension of roads or other infrastructure)?

b)

Displace substantial numbers of existing
housing, necessitating the construction of
replacement housing elsewhere?

c)

Displace substantial numbers of people,
necessitating the construction of replacement
housing elsewhere?

SETTING
According to the US Census Bureau (2012(, the population for Merced County was 255,793 at
the time of the 2010 Census, with an average household size of 3.32 persons per household.
Between 2000 and 2010, the county’s population increased by 45,239 persons or approximately
21.5 percent. The proposed project, which consists of a small-scale solar power generating
facility, would have little to no impact on population or housing trends in the county.

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) No Impact. The proposed project does not include the construction of any new homes.
Further, employment opportunities would be limited to the 3- to 5-month construction
period and limited maintenance activities. As such, the proposed project is unlikely to
result in a demand for new housing.
b) No Impact. The project would not displace any housing or persons.
c) No Impact. See Item 4.13(b).

Mitigation Measures
None required.
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4.14 PUBLIC SERVICES. 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:
a)

Fire protection?

b)

Police protection?

c)

Schools?

d)

Parks?

e)

Other public facilities?

SETTING
MERCED COUNTY SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT
Police protection services in the unincorporated areas of Merced County are provided by the
Merced County Sheriff’s Department. The nearest sheriff’s office is located in the community of
Planada at 9215 Central Yosemite Highway (CA 140), about 1.5 miles from the project site.

FIRE PROTECTION
Fire protection services in the unincorporated areas of Merced County are provided by the
Merced County Fire Department in cooperation with the California Department of Forestry and
Fire Protection (Cal Fire). The nearest fire station to the project site is located approximately
three-quarters of a mile away at 9234 Broadway Avenue in Planada.

SCHOOLS
The Planada Elementary School District serves the project site for elementary school–aged
children in kindergarten through fifth grade (K–5) and middle school–aged children in sixth
through eighth grade (6–8). The Le Grand Union High School District serves high school–aged
students in the area.

RECREATION
Recreational opportunities for both youth and adults are varied in Merced County. A wellrounded variety of programs and activities is available to county residents at public parks and
recreational facilities throughout the county.

OTHER PUBLIC FACILITIES
Other public facilities found in the county include Merced County Administration, Courts, Public
Health, and Library systems; County Fairgrounds; Merced College; UC Merced; California
Highway Patrol; Cal Fire; and a variety of other state and federal offices.
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DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) No Impact. The proposed project will not result in the construction of any new residential
units and would provide limited new employment opportunities. Therefore, it would not
affect the provision of fire protection services, and no new or expanded facilities will be
required.
b) No Impact. The proposed project will not result in the construction of any new residential
units and would provide limited new employment opportunities. Therefore, it would not
affect the provision of police protection services, and no new or expanded facilities will
be required.
c) No Impact. The proposed project will not result in the construction of any new residential
units. Therefore, it would not affect school enrollment or generate a need for new
facilities.
d) No Impact. The proposed project will not result in the construction of any new residential
units and would provide limited new employment opportunities. Therefore, the use of
existing parks and other recreational facilities will not be increased significantly, and no
new or expanded facilities will be required.
e) No Impact. The proposed project will not result in the construction of any new residential
units and would provide limited new employment opportunities. Therefore, no new or
expanded governmental services or facilities will be required. As noted in this
document’s Project Description, the medium voltage power would be conveyed
underground and aboveground where necessary to cross over any sensitive site features
to an aboveground three-pole interconnection that then ties into the existing PG&E
approved point of interconnection (POI) utility pole on the Wilson 12.47-kV distribution line
approximately 50 feet outside the proposed solar facility across East Mission Avenue via
an overhead line.

Mitigation Measures
None required.
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4.15 RECREATION.
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?

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?

SETTING
Merced County offers thousands of acres of federal, state, county, city, and private recreation
facilities to accommodate many types of outdoor leisure activities, including hiking, sightseeing,
boating, picnicking, and camping. These facilities provide both economic and open space
benefits to county residents. These lands represent an assortment of facilities that provide both
residents and visitors with an opportunity to exercise and escape from the pressures of daily life.

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) No Impact. The proposed project will not result in the construction of any new residential
units and would provide limited new employment opportunities. Therefore, the use of
existing parks and other recreational facilities will not be increased significantly, and no
new or expanded facilities will be required.
b) No Impact. See Item 4.15(a). The project does not include recreational facilities, nor does
it require the construction or expansion of recreational facilities.

Mitigation Measures
None required.
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4.16 TRANSPORTATION/TRAFFIC. Would the project:
a)

Cause an increase in traffic that is substantial in
relation to the existing traffic load and capacity of
the street system (i.e., result in a substantial
increase in either the number of vehicle trips, the
volume-to-capacity ratio on roads, or congestion
at intersections)?

b)

Exceed, either individually or cumulatively, a
level of service standard established by the county
congestion management agency for designated
roads or highways?

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?

d)

Substantially increase hazards due to a design
feature (e.g., sharp curves or dangerous
intersections) or incompatible uses (e.g., farm
equipment)?

e)

Result in inadequate emergency access?

f)

Result in inadequate parking capacity?

g)

Conflict with adopted policies, plans, or programs
supporting alternative transportation (e.g., bus
turnouts, bicycle racks)?

SETTING
Santa Fe Avenue is a two-lane northwest–southeast rural highway providing regional access to
the project site. The project site is located adjacent to Santa Fe Avenue at the corner of East
Mission Avenue. Santa Fe Avenue between Childs Avenue and Le Grand Road is considered a
major collector roadway by the County. According to the Merced County General Plan Revised
Draft Background Report (2012b), this roadway had an average daily traffic (ADT) count of 1,322
in 2006.3 This gives this roadway a level of service (LOS) A. The LOS threshold for a major collector
roadway is C or 17,400 ADT.4 East Mission Avenue is a rural roadway that primarily serves the rural
residential and agricultural land uses in the area and is not surveyed for traffic volumes by the
County.

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. Although the project will not
result in any long-term modifications to traffic load, capacity, or travel routes in and
around the county, there will be a temporary increase in construction-related traffic

3
4

2006 is considered to be current conditions by the County for roadway ADT counts (Merced County 2012b, Table 6-5).
Based on a rural, non-freeway, four-lane with isolated stops roadway (Merced County 2012b, Table 6-2).
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during the approximately 3- to 5-month construction period. Construction-related traffic
includes construction workers, installers, delivery trucks, and heavy equipment. It is
anticipated in the project application that the maximum number of employees at any
one time during construction will be 40. While this will increase traffic on Santa Fe Avenue
and East Mission Avenue, the addition of temporary construction-related traffic on these
roadways will not significantly impact the roadways’ or intersection’s current level of
service beyond LOS C. Therefore, the proposed project will not cause an increase in
traffic that is substantial in relation to the existing traffic load and capacity of the street
system and will not result in exceedance of the LOS impact threshold.
Once the site is developed, a maintenance vehicle and water truck will each visit the
site two to four times per year in order to rinse the solar panels and perform any
necessary maintenance. The limited trips associated with the proposed project would
not affect operations on local roadways. The segment of East Mission Avenue fronting
the project site is rural. Construction traffic within the 20-foot right-of-way could result in
degradation of the roadside edge. Therefore, mitigation measure MM 4.16.1 is required
to ensure a less than significant impact.
b) No Impact. See Item 4.16(a). Because all project-related improvements will be located
outside of area roadways, the project will not result in long-term impacts to level of
service standards within or outside the county.
c) No Impact. The closest public airport to the project site is the Merced Regional Airport,
located more than 10 miles to the west. No project components would change air traffic
patterns and result in substantial safety risks.
d) No Impact. The project would not result in increased hazards since all project
components would be located outside of area roadways.
e) No Impact. The project would be located outside of area roadways and would have no
impact on emergency access.
f)

No Impact. There is abundant capacity on the project site to accommodate parking for
the limited number of project-related vehicles associated with construction and longterm use of the project site.

g) No Impact. The project will not conflict with any adopted policies, plans, or programs
regarding public transit, bicycle, or pedestrian facilities, or otherwise decrease the
performance or safety of such facilities.

Mitigation Measures
MM 4.16.1

The project applicant shall construct a paved or concrete rural driveway
approach for the proposed access onto East Mission Avenue, in accordance
with Section 7.04, Driveways on Roadways with Roadside Ditches, of the
Merced County Department of Public Works Improvement Standards &
Specifications. Said construction shall require an encroachment permit from
the County Department of Public Works.
Timing/Implementation:

Prior to Improvement plan approval/during
construction activities

Enforcement/Monitoring:

County of Merced Community and Economic
Development Department
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4.17 UTILITIES AND SERVICE SYSTEMS. Would the project:
a)

Exceed wastewater treatment requirements of the
applicable Regional Water Quality Control
Board?

b)

Require or result in the construction of new water
or wastewater treatment facilities or expansion of
existing facilities, the construction of which could
cause significant environmental effects?

c)

Require or result in the construction of new
stormwater drainage facilities or expansion of
existing facilities, the construction of which could
cause significant environmental effects?

d)

Have sufficient water supplies available to serve
the project from existing entitlements and
resources, or are new or expanded entitlements
needed?

e)

Result in a determination by the wastewater
treatment provider that 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?

f)

Be served by a landfill with sufficient permitted
capacity to accommodate the project’s solid
waste disposal needs?

g)

Comply with federal, state, and local statutes and
regulations related to solid waste?

SETTING
WATER, WASTEWATER, AND STORM DRAINAGE
No existing water, wastewater, or storm drainage facilities service the project site. During
development of the site, water would be trucked in and portable toilets utilized. During
operation of the site, water to clean the panels would be trucked in using a 4,000 gallon water
truck. Portable toilets will also be trucked in during the cleaning operations. These operations will
occur two to four times per year.

SOLID WASTE
Merced County does not provide solid waste pickup and disposal. No transfer stations exist in the
county, so most waste is collected through drop boxes and curbside collection provided by
private enterprise. During 2012, 201,860 tons of solid waste was disposed of by residents and
businesses in the county. The majority of the solid waste was taken to either the Billy Wright Disposal
Site (20 percent) or the Highway 59 Disposal Site (74 percent) (CalRecycle 2013a). The Billy Wright
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Disposal Site has an anticipated cease operations date of December 21, 2054, and the Highway
59 Disposal Site has a cease operations date of January 1, 2030 (CalRecycle 2013b).

DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS
a) No Impact. The project site does not receive sewer service, nor will it require service in
the future, as no employees will be located on-site. As a result, the project will have no
impact on existing wastewater collection and treatment systems or exceed wastewater
treatment requirements of the Central Valley Regional Water Quality Control Board.
b) No Impact. The project site does not receive water service. During maintenance
activities, which are to occur two to four times per year, water will be delivered to the site
in a 4,000-gallon water truck. As a result, the project will have no impact on existing water
treatment and conveyance systems.
c) No Impact. With the exception of one small pad that will be constructed to house
equipment, the project will not create new impervious surfaces. As such, the project will
not result in additional stormwater runoff or the need to construct new stormwater
drainage or detention facilities.
d) No Impact. See Item 4.17(b).
e) No Impact. See Item 4.17(a).
f)

Less Than Significant Impact. Waste generated by the project would be negligible. The
minimal waste generated during construction and maintenance activities would be
transported off-site and be disposed of at the Highway 59 Disposal Site. Under existing
state permits, the Highway 59 Disposal Site may accept 1,500 tons of solid waste per day
until the year 2030. The majority of solid waste produced from the project would occur
during the 3- to 5-month construction phase. Once operational, the project would
produce little to no solid waste. The project’s daily contribution to the landfills’ capacity is
considered inconsequential.

g) Less Than Significant Impact. The proposed project will comply with all state and federal
statutes regarding solid waste.

Mitigation Measures
None required.
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Potentially
Significant
Impact

Less Than
Significant
Impact With
Mitigation
Incorporated

Less Than
Significant
Impact

No Impact

4.18 MANDATORY FINDINGS OF SIGNIFICANCE.
a) Does the project have the potential to degrade
the quality of the environment, substantially
reduce the habitat of a fish or wildlife species,
cause a fish or wildlife population to drop below
self-sustaining levels, threaten to eliminate a
plant or animal community, reduce the number
or restrict the range of rare or endangered plants
or animals, or eliminate important examples of
the major periods of California history or
prehistory?
b) Does the project have impacts that are
individually
limited,
but
cumulatively
considerable?
“Cumulatively
considerable”
means that the incremental effects of a project
are considerable when viewed in connection
with the effects of past projects, the effects of
other current projects, and the effects of
probable future projects.
c) Does the project have environmental effects that
will cause substantial adverse effects on human
beings, either directly or indirectly?

Discussion of Impacts
a) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. None of the potential impacts
identified for the proposed project have the potential to degrade habitat or wetlands.
Mitigation measures MM 4.4.4 through MM 4.4.7 would reduce impacts to protected or
listed animal or plant species to a less than significant level. Mitigation measures MM
4.5.1 through MM 4.5.3 would eliminate impacts to California history or prehistory.
Additionally, with the implementation of mitigation measures proposed in the relevant
sections of this Initial Study, all potential project impacts would be reduced to a level that
is considered less than significant.
b) Less Than Significant Impact With Mitigation Incorporated. The proposed project would
result in potentially significant cumulative impacts to air quality from short-term
construction emissions. However, implementation of mitigation measure MM 4.3.1 would
ensure that short-term construction emissions are minimized. Therefore, the proposed
project’s contribution to the degradation of air quality would not be considered
cumulatively considerable, and this would be considered a less than significant impact.
c) Less Than Significant Impact. The proposed project would result in potentially significant
impacts to air quality and noise, which could adversely affect human beings. However,
implementation of mitigation measures MM 4.3.1, MM 4.3.2, MM 4.12.1, and MM 4.12.2
would reduce all potential air quality and noise impacts to a less than significant level.
The proposed project, as conditioned, would not cause substantial adverse effects on
human beings, and this would be considered a less than significant impact. The primary
intent of the project is to generate electricity utilizing a clean, renewable energy supply.
As a result, the project would reduce the consumption of fossil fuels and improve regional
and global air quality.
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